


















opposite, Untitled 

1990 

Bubble gum 

012.5 cm 

Approximately fifteen hundred 

pieces of chewed bubble gum 

moulded into a sphere. !t is 

displayed wedged in a corner at 

head height and hangs by its own 

stickiness. 

below, Jeanne Dunning 

Hand Hole 

1993-96 

(-print, mounted on Plexiglas, 

frame 

66 x 65 cm 

Judy Ledgerwood 

Desert Rose 

2000 

Oil and wax on canvas 

213.5 x 244 cm 

TonyTasset 

Jack-o'-Lantern 

1997 

Painted bronze 

l'3x33X33cm 

base being. I did this piece where I chewed a bunch of bubble gum, about 

1,500 pieces (Untitled, 1990), then moulded them into a sphere. I was 

thinking of how to present it. It didn't seem to make sense to just put it on the 

ground or on a pedestal. So I thought I'd just wedge it in the corner and let the 

stickiness of the gum hold it up. I wedged it head height into the corner, and 

that seemed to make sense - like in school, being punished for chewing gum 

in class and made to stand in the corner. There was also something about 

'bubble-head'. In one respect, bubble-head related to someone who just 

doesn't have any ideas, there's nothing in there, and also this nothingness in 

reference to a meditative silence. 

Cooper Were you living in Chicago at this point? 

Friedman Yeah; I had just finished graduate school (1990).1 needed to make a 

living. A lot of artists out of school in Chicago would get jobs with the 

museums as art-movers, or as exhibition assistants at the Field Museum of 

Natural History, and that's what I did too. I worked there for about a year. I 

would work nine-to-five, and then come home and do my artwork. You could 

turn working at the Field Museum into whatever you wanted. If you really put 

a lot into it, you could eventually design exhibits. But my mind was 

constantly on my own artwork. So after about a year, I had worked my way 

down to changing light bulbs in the museum (laughter}. 

Cooper Had you already developed a relationship with the gallery Feature Inc.? 

Friedman While I was in graduate school Tony Tasset, one of my teachers, 

told Hudson - who runs Feature - to look at my work. Hudson did a studio 

visit and was interested. He put me in several group shows and then gave me 

a one-person show (1991). 

Cooper Was that a smooth transition, in terms of how showing affected your 

working process? 

Friedman It seemed like a natural progression for my work, which was 

about the experience of being with the work. I was interested in making 

something, and really investigating how its information unfolded to 

someone looking at it. 

Cooper There was quite a community of vital younger artists in Chicago in the 

early 1990s. Were you part of the gang? 

Friedman I kind of kept to myself in a way. But I knew people who were there, 

like Jeanne Dunning, Hirsch Perlman, Judy Ledgerwood, Julia Fish and Tony 

Tasset. But I didn't consider myself in that group. 

Cooper So you were more interested in the ways in which your work interacted 

with viewers than in your personal interaction with other artists? 

Friedman Yeah, in fact the next jump with my work in 1990-91 was thinking 

more specifically about what the viewer brings to an art experience. The idea 

of expectations stuck in my mind. There was an expectation to have 
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Untitled right above, 
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Untitled right, below, 

1990 

Pick-up sticks 

. ns variable Oimens10 

ick-up sticks; one Two piles of p 

the other laid n the floor, strewn o 

duplicate the down carefully to 

first pile. 
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smallest part. 

Cooper Do you think about the way their work diverges from traditional 

musical structures? 

Friedman I think of it more as pattern and texture, the way different patterns 

-and textures work off each other. I mean once you start dealing with

electricity you begin to enter into thinking about synaptic functions, how one

constructs thought or thinking based on electrical impulses, and how these

impulses affect the body.

Cooper Have you consciously tried to translate musical principles into visual 

principles? 
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Friedman For some reason, when I think about an idea I think about it as a 

physical thing. I think about it as a form that has dimensions, shape, pattern 

and some sort of structure, or the fluid structure of music. I'm interested in 

some sort of conceptual aesthetic. It's not so much what the ideas are, but 

what they look like, and where they are located in relation to each other, 

similar to the aesthetics of sound. 
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left, Untitled 

1999 

Cereal boxes 

79.5x54x17cm 

Nine Total cereal boxes cut into 

small squares and combined to 

make one large box. 

opposite, Untitled 

1999 

Dollar bills 

35.5 x 89.5 cm 

Thirty-six one-dollar bills 

combined to make one large 

dollar. 
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SolleWitt 

Five Modular Structures 

;sequential Permutations on the 

tluonber Five) 

1972 

Painted wood 

5 parts, dimensions variable 

.. 

connecting thread becomes thinner and thinner. I reached a point where the 

idea of fantasy started to filter in, because when the connection between 

things becomes so slight, things are not read as a cohesive whole, which is 

kind of how my work has now evolved. 

Cooper This might seem like a strange segue, but I wonder about your 

relationship, if any, to the idea of the 'outsider artist'. 

Friedman I've thought about that, and in fact this recent body of work sort of 

began with that in a way. I was thinking about the outsider artist as a way of 

not having to deal with content in the same way; there is this other type of 

aesthetic that re-situates how one looks at something, not looking from the 

standpoint of participating, or fulfilling a type of dialogue, but as the 

personal, bare bones essentials of making something out of nothing. 

Cooper I mean outsider art has its own problems, there's a condescension 

towards it. There's a perception of outsider art as a manifestation of insanity 

that merely resembles art. But, on the other hand, critic Peter Schjeldahl wrote 

a review of one of your shows where he said something like, 'Tom Friedman 

would be nowhere without the Minimalism that his work kicks against'. I never

think of you as working from Minimalism particularly. But, because you're a 

'contemporary artist', the assumption is immediately made that your work self­

consciously references art history. 

Friedman I do rely on Minimalism in the same way I rely on the whole art 

context. 

Cooper But, if you were an outsider artist, no one would ever say, 'This must be 

viewed in light of Minimalism'. If you were an outsider artist, no one would refer 

to your work as obsessive; that would be a given. If there's a chorus in the 

collected writings on your work, it's the word 'obsessive'. 

Fried man Right. But I think most artists obsess over their work. 'Obsessive' is 

a convenient word to describe one aspect of my work, but it doesn't take into 

account the reasons behind the acts that are characterized as obsessive, so 

it's a failed approach. 

Cooper Do you feel hemmed in at all by the reality that your work will always be 

seen either in galleries or museums? 

Friedman No, I really like that context. I think about the ideal viewer, and the 

ideal viewing situation. The ideal viewing situation is this place that demands 

that you slow down experience, and bring all of who you are to the 

experience. I know that, in reality, the gallery and museum don't have that, 

but I still make work for those ideals. I like keeping that illusion with me. 

Cooper What about when your work moves from the gallery into a collector's 

home? 

Friedman I think that after I make it and it goes into the gallery it's in its sort 

of original context within a body of work. Then it's taken out and it becomes 
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Friedman Usually, for the pieces that I remake, the process is very direct. I 

mean there's really no way of deviating from that process. The process is the 

process, like putting a pencil in a pencil sharpener. 

Cooper So you're not going to stare at another piece of paper for a thousand 

hours (1,000 Hours of Staring, 1992-97)? 

Friedman No, you can do that! (laughter} One thing I'm really consumed with 

is the question of why? What is the purpose of art? How does it serve? What 

does it do? I can kind of see it as this thing that is not directly necessary-you 

know, why not spend my time helping people more directly? Why am I 

spending my time isolated, thinking about and making these things? It's 

something that keeps me in check in a way: the idea of doing something 

important or useless. 

Cooper Ultimately, you believe it's important. 

Friedman I don't know. I think in terms of ideals. If I were to think of what the 

ideal art would be, that would be art that gives viewers an experience that 

they take with them and that causes them this incredible revelation which 

they, as enlightened people, turn towards society. They would do these 

amazing things that penetrate other people and who then all come together 

and we live in harmony, and there's peace, and we all are transcendent 

individuals. It sounds like a comedy. It sort of comes down to something very 

personal, and that's interesting in terms of any philosophy or art or anything 

that seems to transcend the individual sitting down thinking about these 

things where that sort of essential nature comes into play. Like we'll do 

something, and then that thing we do and the decisions that we make are 

sparked by our history and stuff. A lot of the decisions that are made now 

within the social landscape are very business-oriented and business-driven, 

for example, they are the result of marketing research. What's the end to this 

process? It seems to be somehow an arbitrary end: that people will fulfil their 

lives with the product. And then the owners of the company, and the people 

involved in the company, will have more money, so that they can have the 

things that make them feel better. 

Cooper Which has everything to do with you, but nothing to do with your work. 

Friedman You're accepting the enjoyment of it, the personal enjoyment of it, 

rather than seeing the consequences of being seduced by that enjoyment. 

Cooper Lastly, has your considerable success as a young artist impacted your 

work in a positive or negative way? Or does it matter at all? 

Friedman I'm happy that my work can_have this type of reaction in people, 

but it seems to make things more difficult. I'm attempting to create these 

specific experiences and, as I do more work, there is more and more 

information and history to look through, that filters one's experience of these 

objects, like a growing fog. 
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1,000 Hours of Staring 

1992-97 

Paper 

82.5 x 82.5 cm 

A piece of paper the artist has 

stared at for one thousand hours. 






