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Introduction

The phase of the lifecycle of any project that we refer to as “acquire” con-
siders the storage, maintenance, and stewardship of your projects. You 
might dream that your project will be acquired by an elite institution with 
the resources to care for it for a hundred years or more. But in all likeli-
hood, every project will either live and travel with you for your whole life, 
live with friends or family members, or be discarded. Even if your work 
is acquired by an elite institution, they cannot acquire all of your projects 
and they will not acquire them immediately after they are made. Your 
projects will be with you for years, or forever. We ask: What would happen 
if you made projects with yourself or your community as the desired stew-
ards or acquirers of the project?

Story

Artist Antonio Serna created artCommon as a way for a community 
to acquire projects locally, for their neighborhood, and then circulate 
the projects from home to home. Serna said in our interview with him, 
“There’s [often] not a connection between artists and the communities 
they live in while making art. So I thought, well, there’s a surplus there 
[of artworks]. Why not open it up and get those works in circulation?”1 
Serna states that after art is added to a local artCommon, “the commu-
nity is then free to borrow the art in the artCommon. The artCommon 
is collectively managed by all participants in the community. From this 
collective effort new relationships are made within the community on 
an individual and collective level.”2 The first version of artCommon was 
piloted in Jackson Heights and was included in the Queens International 
2013 at the Queens Museum in New York City. Serna is excited by the idea 
that someone reading this book would start an artCommon in their neigh-
borhood. If you want to do so, contact Antonio Serna.3 Serna embodies 
the capacity that we call “Understand (Art) Community,” defined as the 
ability to be “reliably able to interact as an artist with other artists (i.e., in 
classrooms, in local art organizations, and across the art field) and within 
the broader society.”4 Serna hopes that artists will connect to their neigh-
borhood, so that the capacity of “understanding art community” includes 
place, neighbors, and geography. See Chapter 6: How Are You in the World 
and How Is the World in You? and Chapter 15: Encounter 3 for more.↗

Discussion

While you might dream that your project will be acquired by an elite insti-
tution, Elka Krajewska, artist and founder of the Salvage Art Institute, 
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reminds you, and all artists, to be wary of the fantasy that a collector 
cares about the non-monetary value of your project or, you, as an artist. 
Collectors often acquire projects for their speculative monetary value, 
keeping them in vaults as assets for potential future sales without ever 
looking at them or allowing others to see them.5 In an interview with us, 
Krajewska asked:

Is that all we have [as artists] … to be in our studios, produce those 
things, and let them sit someplace else, and never see them again, 
and never have our friends see them again? The majority of the aspi-
rations of an artist—to be bought or be shown—it is not part of what 
art is about for me. Discovering space where there is air between 
this contraption [the marketing and selling of artwork] for me, is 
where there is freedom.6

 Krajewska is speaking about a relatively recent historical shift in the 
acquisition of projects by individual collectors. In tandem with the 
financialization of the global economy in the 1980s, where the scale and 
profitability of the finance sector increased exponentially, art was seen 
by financiers as a substantial investment asset, alongside stocks and 
real estate.7 The speculative acquisition of the work of living artists 
changed collectors (and artists) perception of art from one of cultural 
to financial significance.

If many collectors are driven by financial gain while acquiring proj-
ects, the given function of any cultural institution that acquires projects is 
to act as a gatekeeper for the transmission of knowledge from generation 
to generation. Projects that are deemed culturally valuable by the institu-
tion are acquired. The omissions in any collection speak loudly. Currently, 
the numbers of artists of color and female artists who are represented in 
major collections do not reflect the population at large. For example, since 
2008, just 2.3 percent of all acquisitions and gifts and 7.7 percent of all 
exhibitions at 30 prominent United States museums have been of work 
by African-American artists.8 Works by women make up only 3–5 percent 
of major permanent collections in the United States and Europe.9 This 
occurs despite the fact that women make up 70 percent of students with 
BFAs and 65–75 percent of students with MFAs in the United States.10 
These statistics do not account for nonbinary artists. Who do you see rep-
resented in the cultural institutions—museums, galleries, and community 
art spaces—around you?

In an attempt to create cultural equity, some institutions are chang-
ing their policies to prioritize acquiring the work of artists of color and 
female artists. The Baltimore Museum of Art announced in 2018 that 
it would deaccession seven works by white male artists, including Andy 

Th
e 

m
aj

or
ity

 o
f t

he
 a

sp
ira

tio
ns

 o
f a

n 
ar

tis
t—

to
 b

e 
bo

ug
ht

 o
r 

be
 s

ho
w

n—
it 

is
 n

ot
 p

ar
t o

f w
ha

t a
rt

 is
 a

bo
ut

 fo
r m

e.



599Chapter Eighteen: AcquireThe Lifecycle Framework

Warhol, Robert Rauschenberg, and Franz Kline, to “make room for works 
by contemporary female artists and artists of color.”11 Even with increasing 
efforts to acquire these works, many artists do not trust cultural institu-
tions whose practices and legacies of exclusion continue to haunt them.12 
Linda Goode Bryant, founder and director of Just Above Midtown (JAM) 
from 1974–1986, refuses to give JAM’s archival materials to dominant 
institutions that have approached her because she knows that her archive 
will be bound by the rules set by those institutions, and in many cases, 
these rules make it difficult for people to access the materials.13

Many artists believe that their projects should be cared for and 
acquired by people and groups who share similar cultural, political, or 
environmental concerns. Recognizing that the entity which acquires a 
project will have control over the circulation of that project, these art-
ists seek out modes of acquisition that promote practices such as mutual 
aid, intimacy, and solidarity art economies. For example, the writer and 
scholar bell hooks decided to create an institute to house her life’s work in 
her hometown, close to the Appalachian hills in Berea, Kentucky.14 When 
asked why she would not prefer to place her work in a “reliable” institu-
tion like the New York University Fales Archive, she said, “I want my work 
to be accessible to my people.”15 For hooks, this means that the archive 
is located in geographic proximity to the communities that she wants to 
share her materials with. In New York City, Interference Archive is an 
archive that exists “to animate histories of people mobilizing for social 
transformation.”16 They animate these histories by allowing anyone to visit 
the archive, browse the stacks, touch the materials, and suggest public 
programs that matter to them.17 If you create materials in the context of 
social movements, or have a relevant collection that you want to donate 
to Interference Archive, you can contact them directly at info@interfer-
encearchive.org.

If bell hooks and Interference Archive make entire archives acces-
sible to the communities in which they are socially and historically 
important, how might you connect with collectors who truly care about 
your work, at the scale of one project and one collector? From 2009–2015, 
artist Adam Simon ran the Fine Art Adoption Network (FAAN), an 
online network, which “used a gift economy to connect artists and poten-
tial collectors.”18 All of the artworks on view were available for adoption. 
“Adoption” in FAAN means acquiring a project without purchasing it, 
through an arrangement between the artist and acquirer (or collector). 
Simon allowed artists to decide what agreements they wanted to make 
with the future stewards of their work. For example, would the work need 
to be on view? Who would be able to see it? Who would pay for shipping? 
Could the work be sold in the future? All of these agreements between 
artist and acquirers were negotiated, creating an alignment between the 
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artists’ ideas about the acquisition of their projects and the many people 
who hope to own artwork but who cannot afford it. After six years, the 
project is no longer running because Adam Simon decided that he did 
not want to prioritize the labor required to maintain it, including writ-
ing grants to pay the computer engineers who built the database for the 
website. If you are interested in reviving FAAN, there are many artists 
looking to donate their works to people who will care for them. For advice 
from Adam Simon about his experiences running FAAN, write to us and 
we will put you in touch with him.19 Antonio Serna’s artCommon, Adam 
Simon’s Fine Art Adoption Network, and Interference Archive all use the 
language of the commons to refer to resources that are collectively man-
aged. Interference Archive states that “[our] materials should be held in 
common: they belong to all those who played a part in their creation.”20

Some artists make incredibly specific requirements for the acquisi-
tion of their work, but few spend as many years thinking about it as the 
artist Dale Henry. In 1986, at age 55, Henry decided to stop producing 
art, and to focus instead on finding sites for the acquisition of his work. 
He continued to prepare his work for acquisition for over four decades, 
attempting to find appropriate collectors until his death in 2011, at age 80. 
Before he died, Henry dictated a letter to his attorney with instructions 
that it be sent to the curator of MoMA PS1 at the time, Alanna Heiss. It 
stated “This bequest is the total of my art and comes without request or 
consultation. Please forgive me. You are the only person I trust who has 
the standards required. If you do not accept the placement of the art over 
a period of years, the art will be destroyed.”21 The letter further stipulated 
that if the request, consisting of over 200 paintings, was refused, Henry’s 
work was to be burned. Heiss had curated Henry’s work into a number of 
exhibitions in the 1970’s. From 2013–2014 she mounted exhibitions of his 
work at the Clocktower Gallery and at Pioneer Works in New York City. 
Subsequently, many of his works were placed in major collections, includ-
ing MoMA, which acquired an installation of eighty paintings.22 While 
this story is exciting, as it reinforces hopes that your projects will find a 
home in elite institutions, it is unusual.

The artist Adrian Piper’s project, What Will Become of Me (1985–
ongoing), speaks to the fantasy that many artists have of immortalizing 
themselves through the acquisition of their work in elite institutions. 
You might feel that if your work is held forever, you will be remembered 
forever. The artist requires that MoMA hold on to all of the hair and fin-
gernails that she produces over her lifetime. As the museum describes in 
the text for What Will Become of Me:

Piper has filled honey jars with her hair and fingernails whenever 
she cuts them. The last container to be added will hold her cremated 
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remains. The jars are displayed on a shelf flanked by two documents: 
One is a personal account of the artist’s experiences in 1985 when she 
started the project, and the other is a notarized statement in which 
Piper declares her intention to donate this work to The Museum 
of Modern Art. As both an African American and a woman—two 
groups that have traditionally been marginalized in the history of 
art—she is literally inserting herself into the Museum’s collection.23

In 2013, only 8 percent of the permanent collection at MoMA was made 
by female artists.24 Piper demonstrates the extreme version of the dom-
inant narrative about the famous artist—both the work and the artists 
body will be forever preserved in an elite institution. Note that institu-
tions often represent their collections as being the final resting place for 
projects, yet they can deaccession, or take projects out of their collection, 
without notifying artists. Very rarely is the phase we refer to as depart dis-
cussed by institutions. See Chapter 11: Depart - and Chapter 14: Narrate 6 

for more.↗

Quotations

“Part personal therapy, part naive entrepreneurism, we invite you to 
shop this collective purge of art, books, film and ephemera. As art-
ists and art-workers, we all experience anxiety around our old work 
and our personal archives. Faced with these spectres of our former 
selves, whether from one’s childhood or from last year the question 
becomes: what are we saving it for? Should we pull a Baldessari and 
light the shit on fire? Cathartic as that might be, the gesture is too 
grand for such a common problem. We’ve gone through those old 
“archival boxes” with our black and white photography. We peeked 
under the bed at our “early work.” And we invite you to buy it, gift it, 
hang it on your wall, adopt a little piece of our oeuvres.” 
—Julia Sherman, 201425 

“Many art students, especially those that live in rural agricultural 
communities, don’t get to see [MoMA’s collection of] artworks in 
person, and I wanted to emulate that experience for them. not-
MoMA became a way to bring the students into the conversation by 
having them act as fabricators or “remakers” of iconic artworks.… 
The resulting exhibition in 2010 was a success and the artwork was 
subsequently “acquired” by the Portland Art Museum (PAM) via a 
donation from a social practice class at Portland State University 
(how that itself happened is actually quite complicated, but essen-
tially the class used their course funds to buy the instructions to 
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create notMoMA, and then donated it to the museum to test the 
museum’s capacity for owning an ephemeral artwork that was essen-
tially a set of instructions that they would have to activate in order to 
ever show it). It’s quite a commitment on everyone’s parts to do this, 
and I appreciate that PAM is putting the collaborative effort into 
making the artwork happen again!” —Stephanie Syjuco, 201826 

“Last year I accidentally discovered that one of my photographs was 
in the photography collection at the Los Angeles Contemporary 
Museum of Art (LACMA). I then did a deeper search and discovered 
that many of my photographs were in other collections that I had no 
knowledge of. I asked myself, as the maker of these works, do insti-
tutions that acquire works of art through secondary sources have a 
responsibility to inform makers that their work has been acquired 
by them? What if I don’t want my work to be stewarded by certain 
institutions? What are my rights, having not gifted or sold these 
works to these institutions in the first place?” —Susan Jahoda, 2019 

“At some point, when my storage unit was full, I realized that I had 
to stop making work the way I had been. I had been paying $500 
a month for the storage unit, and over twelve months that means I 
was spending $6,000 a year to store my work. I could remake the 
work at least two times (in terms of labor and materials) for the 
same cost that I had paid to store it for one year! I realized that 
everything I make will come back home to live with me. So I started 
making sure that the sculptures I make can fit well in a gallery or 
public space, and also in my apartment in New York City. Recently, 
I made a table for a project and I designed it to look beautiful in the 
gallery space and also to perfectly fit the width of my office at home. 
I made another table for a public art commission and I made it to 
match my partner’s work table, so that the two tables can sit side 
by side in our living room to form one big square table. I don’t tell 
the curator or commissioning organization, but my partner always 
knows. I think of my home, and where the work will go in my home, 
when I make a new sculpture. This is very difficult for me because 
my home is small and I want to keep making things.” 
—Caroline Woolard, 2019

Here are more artists, groups, and projects that come to mind when 
we think about acquire: Conrad Atkinson / The collective Will Brown 
/ Whitney Develle / João Enxuto & Erica Love / the Fine Art Adoption 
Network / Micol Hebron / Pablo Helguera / William H. Jackson / Jay Koh  
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/ Caleb Larsen / George Maciunas / Anontio Serna / Adam Simon. What 
artists, groups, and projects come to mind for you?

Reflection

1.	 Imagine the ideal place that might store, maintain, and steward 
a recent project of yours, for future generations. Is this place a 
home, an archive, a community space, a museum? Imagine it in 
detail and describe this place in 3–5 sentences. What conditions 
make it ideal for your project?

2.	 Would you want to have your work acquired through artCom-
mons, Interference Archive, the Fine Art Adoption Network, or 
MoMA? In what context would you choose (or reject) each of 
these locations for the acquisition of your work?

3.	  What feelings and sensations came up for you while you were 
reading this chapter? For example, did you feel surprise, frustra-
tion, or excitement? How did you hold these in your body? For 
example, did you sense these emotions in your shoulders, neck, 
and back while reading this chapter? See the Social-Emotional 
Intelligence Project Reflection activity in Chapter 4: Teacher/
Facilitator Guides.↗

4.	 What would it mean to understand artmaking as a site of inter-
dependence, both locally and globally, rather than as a site of 
individual use and exchange? Remember, art is a system of rela-
tionships. We understand from the long history of economically 
oriented critical theory that behind any object exists a system of 
extraction, of production, and of circulation whose very histo-
ries are hidden at the moment in which the object appears as 
free-standing, as individual, as a thing, often a commodity. For 
us, in this book, that “thing” is the art object.
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