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LAURA FRIED: You titled your
recent solo exhibition at the Con-
temporary Art Museum St. Louis
“Speech Acts.” Could you describe
the project — one I see as central
to your ongoing interest in perfor-
mance?

Carey Young: “Speech Acts”
centered on a series of telepho-
ne-based artworks offering a
meditation on corporate sy-
stems, criticality and individual
autonomy, and which linked to
a call center based in St. Louis.
The company also sponsored the
show by providing their techno-
logy and agents (who had asked
to take part.) By picking up a
phone receiver in the gallery,
you'd be connected to any of
seven different works, which fe-
atured labyrinthine navigation,
audio recordings and live agents.
For example, Welcome to the Mu-
seum (2009) played with the au-
tomatic answering system used

by any large museum, but here
callers were offered a choice of
departments and live operators
from a seemingly delirious insti-
tution, which collaged together
military, public sector and cultu-
ral functions. The piece inverted
the real museum in which it was
staged, while offering an uncan-
ny, extreme echo. Another piece,
Follow the Protest (2009), offered
recordings of protestors chanting
and interviews I made at the G20
protests in London’s financial di-
strict to create a kind of “protest
on demand.” And in The Repre-
sentative (2005), an agent pre-
sented callers with a “telephonic
self-portrait” using information
I'd selected about their personal
lives and work experience in the
call center industry. There is a
performance element here, but I
envisaged these works as “rever-
sed” corporate systems contai-
ning a polyphony of voices which
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invite the viewer to join in.

LF: What is your interest in the le-
gal contract?

CY: I use contracts as an arti-
stic medium to create imaginary
structures for possible relation-
ships between people, spaces,
objects and periods of time. Con-
tracts can be laden with emotion
and action; they imply promises,
offers, agreements, obligations,
good faith; they necessitate per-
formance and invite consent.
Their erotic, masochistic, litera-
ry tradition is a rich seam. Their
constituent legal dialect fascina-
tes me, and their rules give me
challenging creative constraints.
Equally important are the con-
tract’s innate political implica-
tions, for example, questions of
State force, human rights or the
social contract. Working with
a lawyer, I can create contrac-
tual structures which are legally
valid yet entirely absurd, which

interrogate the institution of law
whilst pushing legal structures
to their limits, and which imply
some kind of end point of law.
LF: Where do you position your
audience? As an active agent or
as a complicit player within a sy-
stem?

CY: My intention is to have both
— to create a dialectical tension.
Often there is an equality betwe-
en the viewer and the artist in
my work, but it’s more than just
“participation”: the work might
offer a certain kind of intimacy
between viewer and artist, or in-
vite them in an authorial sense to
create some of the content of the
piece.
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