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Mobile Sign Systems
A Temporary Public Art Project

Sponsored by Temporary Services
Organized by Marc Fischer

In and near Temporary Services:
June 11- 26, 1999
Throughout Chicago:
June 27 - ?

Featuring Mobile Sign Systems by:

Jim Duignan
Anthony Elms
Oli Watt
Harold Jefferies
Jacqueline Terrassa
Erik Brown
Zeena Sakowski & Rob Kelly
Matti Allison & Marc Fischer
Michael Piazza with Ronald S. from the
Cook County Juvenile Detention Center

Special Thanks to the City of Chicago and its residents for their
unrequested cooperation and participation in this venture.

For gallery hours and project information,
please call: (773) 395-4587.

Mobile Sign Systems
P.O. Box 14715, Chicago, IL 60614
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Sandwich Boards and Outdoor Exhibit Systems
By Marc Fischer

The hinged free-standing sandwich board sign is a
mainstay of urban advertising. Sandwich boards have
been used by political protesters, picketing workers, and
religious fanatics who wore them hanging oft their
shoulders but today they are primarily free-standing
unattended objects. When there is no window space left,
electronic signs are impractical, it is too complicated or
expensive to use a billboard or erect a sign embedded in
concrete, or when you just want to casually let people
know that you are open or having a sale, the sandwich
board is the perfect solution. They can be built quickly,
easily, and inexpensively. The basic design requires two
sheets of wood, two hinges, screws, and two small chains
to keep the boards from splitting open and falling flat.
The visual information can be commercially printed or
painted by hand. Small businesses usually make the
signs themselves while classy cafés and city parking
garages shop the labor out to professionals: both realize
that these signs are an effective means of
communication. Like all good designs that endure, they're
simple and they work.

The idea for this project came to me while thinking
about how to publicly present works from an ongoing
atlas of picture relationships that Matti Allison and I
have been working on. Wheat-pasting the works on a wall
would leave them a little too vulnerable; the flyer brigade
would bury them under posters for upcoming movies and
concerts. Artists have competed with corporate visual
culture before by using their language of billboards, full
color posters, and bus and subway ads but it is an
expensive proposition. The sandwich board is cheap,
portable, and can support a fairly large amount of visual
information. They can be fast and bold or slow and



intimate. They can sit in an empty lot, or insert
themselves into the physical space of pedestrians on a
sidewalk. Importantly, sandwich boards are already
recognized and understood by the public which makes
them a perfect form for artists to co-opt and manipulate. A
creative shift of intent, design, content, or placement in o
medium normally used solely for commercial endeavors
can potentially produce a lasting experience of wonder,
ambiguity, confusion, and mystery in public space.

It didn't take long to realize that this form would
serve other people very nicely as well. The artists
participating in this project work in a variety of mediums
including painting, sculpture, video, photography.
performance, sound, collage, book-making, and writing.
Our individual conceptual and thematic concerns are -
highly diverse and not always even remotely related.
What we share is the desire to reach the larger part of the
public that doesn’t seek out art in galleries or museums.
We have worked outside of established art spaces and can
adapt our ideas to new forms when an appealing proposal
presents itself. There is a sensitivity to the fact that our
ideas will play out very differently in public than in a
gallery. New situations require new considerations and
turns of thought. One cannot fairly assume that a person
walking down the street and a person looking at art in a
gallery have the same expectations and background
knowledge.

For much of its audience public art is like an
uninvited guest at a party - no one knew it was coming.
Some people will be glad it showed up, enjoy its company,
and want it to stay as long as it likes. Some people will
ignore it or hardly notice its presence. Others will find
the guest annoying, disrespectful, and will quietly pray
that it’ll leave before a physical confrontation becomes
necessary. When these signs leave Temporary Services and
go out into the city, they will be that uninvited guest.

Some will try to be polite - positioning themselves in
front of empty lots and closed down stores. Others may
ask for permission to stay a while as long as they don't
get in the way. Some will camouflage themselves into the
environment so successfully that people may assume that
they belong there. And others might be a little more
audacious, showing up uninvited and unwelcome -
challenging the host to kick it out.

" An artist once observed that people are more
willing to tolerate expression that they dislike if they
know it won't be permanent. An ugly monument that
you’ll have to look at forever is much more offensive than
a billboard that lasts a month. There is a possibility that
these sign works will be vandalized, damaged, stolen, or
removed by the city or the public once they leave
Temporary Services. There is also a hope that they will be
tolerated, respected, questioned, appreciated, defended.
and enjoyed. Creating permanent public art in urban
environments is a difficult process that often suffers
from endless bureaucracy and art-world politics, creative
compromises, funding problems, and the rejection of well
thought out proposals before any art is even made. We
have decided put our work out into the world without
waiting for a verdict. After these signs leave Temporary
Services the art world will be accommodated only
minimally, if at all. Some signs will be moved to different
locations on a daily basis, others will remain in situ for
much longer periods. Rather than forcing the community
to coexist with permanent public art, the city and the
public will have to determine for themselves whether
these works have merit and deserve respect. The life of
these signs is just beginning.
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The new Northwestern Memorial
Hospital is an amazing building.
Right down to the paintings hanging
on the walls. Because not only do
they add a touch of warmth and
distinction to each of our patient
rooms (which, by the way, are all
private), they form part of an
innovative recovery program.
Research has found that certain
pictures— like landscapes and pastoral
settings— can be very calming to
patients and can actually help them
get better. So every one of the nearly
1,700 works of art that adorn our
walls are designed to be pleasing to
the eye, as well as soothing to the
soul. " Now if a hospital takes that
much care with its decor, just imagine
how remarkable its patient care must
be. To witness our other innovations
for yourself, call 312-926-1000.
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Frank the Sandwich Board Guy
by Matti Allison

Have you seen the guy that walks up and down Michigan Avenue
every day wearing a sandwich board? His name is Frank and he’s one of
my favorite Michigan Ave. regulars, along with the fast-walking,
window-shopping, Spanish-speaking man dressed like Jesus.

Frank says he’s been wearing signs every day for eight years. His
sandwich board is laminated poster board held together with binder clips
that is hung around his neck with string. The messages are political
("The people must clamor for the resignation of the Clinton Gore
Administration!!”) and he changes them daily.

Frank stands out. He doesn‘t stand out for wearing slogans; the
majority of shoppers and workers on lunch hour sport shirts advertising
The Gap or The Bulls, or Marshall Fields bags and Prada purses. Political
statements can be seen on buttons (“Free Tibet”) and the size of Frank’s
sandwich board and the political content would be common in the
context of a group march or protest. Frank stands out because prefers to
address the public on his own; he uses his body to present statements
that are large, idiosyncratic, and apart from an organized rally with a
singular focus.

Frank is out of the closet. The concept of being "out’ is a great
contribution of the gay community. Being out affirms your pride in your
individuality - publicly acceptable or not. Some days I feel like wearing a
sign that says “I can recite a hundred poems from memory” or “I have
great lips.” For those with the ‘Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” mentality, being out
is too much information. In junior high school, too much information
provided others with useful insults. You were squeamish about any
personal information or intimate detail that might reveal too much
about yourself. A fat girl in a bikini is too much information. Frank is
definitely too much information.

My desire for too much information is why I live in a city. I want
to live around people like Frank who are out. I need to have my own
beliefs and experiences challenged. I also prefer to know someone’s
agenda up front. If they're dangerous I can be wary of it. In small
Midwestern towns, an extreme politeness and need to believe that
everyone agrees, inhibits any dissent or unique opinion. I imagine that
for some people this fosters a feeling of safety and community. | have my
doubts about the redlity of that safety and community. Michigan is the
militia capital of the US, but growing up there I didn't notice anyone
standing curbside on dirt roads wearing a sandwich board saying we
need to arm ourselves against the government.

I wish everyone were more like Frank. It's a shame that in a
country with a generous acceptance of free expression, we aspire to
nothing more interesting than validating our identities with our
favorite brand of tennis shoes. We should all get out more often.



Sign Slide Show

Marc Fischer

A continuously running presentation of 80 slides of sandwich boards and
other signs from the Chicago area forms an important component of this
show at Temporary Services. One of the most pleasurable aspects of
organizing this project was walking and driving all over the city looking
for portable signs and sandwich boards. My slide documentation offers
an overview of sign designs and puts the artists’ projects in context.

Also included among these images are five signs by Chick Loehr that
were made at the Little City Foundation in collaboration with visiting
artist John Ploof. These signs are an important precedent for Mobile Sign
Systems as they are one of the few examples I've found of artists using
sandwich boards for public works. More information on that project can

be found in the Chicago journal Whitewalls: issue #36: Local Options.

It's not easy to make a slide show fit in a book so the following Chicago
businesses names are listed because their signs are among those
documented. Hundreds of others can be seen throughout the city.

Amoco, Creative Artists Salon & Gallery,
The Occult Bookstore, Hito Liquor, Track
Auto, Velasquez & Sons Mufflers, Au Bon
Pain, Wicker Park Car Wash, Marathon,
Miko’s Italian Ice, Bacci Pizzeria,
Barcello’s, Tommy’s Rock & Roll Cafe,
Robys, Globe Communications Inc.,
Maller’'s Deli, Plazzios, Little Chinese
Restauraunt, Citgo, House of Monsters,
Diamond Image Car Wash, Clark Street
Bistro, Las Brasas, Mama Mia! Pasta,
Pittsfield Cafe, New York Jewelers, Market
Fresh Foods, Byron Roche Gallery,
Wall Street Deli.

Selected Resources and Suggested Reading

ABC No Rio Dinero: The Story of a Lower East Side Art
Gallery; Eds. Alan Moore and Marc Miller, New York, ABC No
Rio and Collaborative Projects, 1985.

Allocations: Art for a Natural and Artificial Environment;
Foundation World Horticulture, Exhibition Floriade, Den
Haag-Zoetermeer, 1992.

America’s Finest? (Xerox documentation of controversial
bus bench art project); Deborah Small, Elizabeth Sisco, Scott
Kessler, Louis Hock, (self-published), 1990.

Art and the Public Sphere; Ed. by W.J.T. Mitchell, Chicago,
IL, The University of Chicago Press, 1992.

Art Can See; Les Levine, Germany, Cantz, 1997.

The Art of Light and Space; Jan Butterfield, New York, NY,
Abbeville, 1993.

Artists Handbooks: Art in Public: What, Why and How; Ed.
by Susan Jones, Sunderland (UK), AN Publications, 1992.

Art, Space and the City: Public Art and Urban Futures;
Malcolm Miles, London, Routledge, 1997

Scott Burton; Brenda Richardson, Baltimore, The Baltimore
Museum of Art, 1986. '

Culture in Action; Sculpture Chicago, M.J. Jacobs, Seattle,
Bay Press, 1995.

Democracy: A Project by Group Material; Ed. by Brian
Wallis, Dia Foundation, Seattle, WA, Bay Press, 1990.

Evictions: Art and Spatial Politics; Rosalyn Deutsche,
Cambridge, The MIT Press, 1996.

Get the Message? A Decade of Art For Social Change; Lucy
R. Lippard, New York, NY, E.P. Dutton, 1984.



Gordon Matta-Clark: A Retrospective; Mary Jane Jacob,
Chicago, IL, Museum of Contemporary Art, 1985.

Dan Graham: Buildings and Signs; The Renaissance Society
at the University of Chicago, Chicago, IL, 1981.

Grand Street #53, “Fetishes”, Summer 1995, New York, NY,
Grand Street Press.

“Icons and Interventions in Chicago and the Potential of
Public Art”, Kathryn Hixson, Sculpture, May/June 1998, PP
46- 51.

In and Out of Place: Contemporary Art and the American
Social Landscape; Trevor Fairbrother and Kathryn Potts,

Boston, Museum of Fine Arts, 1993.

inSITE94: A Binational Exhibition of Installation and Site-
Specific Art; Ed. by Sally Yard, San Diego, CA, Installation
Gallery, 1995.

Jamming the Media; Gareth Branwyn, San Francisco, CA,
Chronicle Books, 1997.

Land and Environmental Art; Ed. by Jeffrey Kastner, Survey
by Brian Wallis, London, Phaidon Press, 1998.

Mapping the Terrain: New Genre Public Art; Ed. by Suzanne
Lacy, Seattle, Bay Press, 1995

The Open Public Library; Clegg & Guttmann, Germany,
Cantz, 1994. s

Place Makers; Ronald Lee Fleming and Renata von
Tscharner, Boston, Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1987.

Points of Entry: Three Rivers Arts Festival; Pittsburgh, PA,
Three Rivers Arts Festival, 1997.

Processed World #26/27, “The Good Job”, Summer 1991,
San Francisco, CA.

Re/Search #11: Pranks!; San Francisco, Re/Search, 1987.

Sign Language - Street Signs as Folk Art; John Baeder, New
York, NY, Harry N. Abrams, 1996.

Six Years: The Dematerialization of the Art Object; Lucy R.
Lippard, Berkeley, CA, University of California Press, 1973.

The Subversive Imagination: Artists, Society, & Social
Responsibility; Ed. by Carol Becker, New York, NY,
Routledge, 1994.

Theory of the Dérive and Other Situationist Writings on the
City; eds. Libero Andreotti & Xavier Costa, Museu d’Art
Contemporani de Barcelona ACTAR, Barcelona, 1996.

Time and Space Concepts in Art; Edited by Marilyn Belford
and Jerry Herman, Pleiades Gallery, New York, 1980.

Tiny Tiny Houses; Lester Walker, Woodstock, NY, The
Overlook Press, 1987.

Welcome to America's Finest Tourist Plantation (Xerox
documentation of bus ad project and controversy); Elizabeth
Sisco, Louis Hock, David Avalos, self-published, 1989.

Whitewalls #36, “Local Options”, Winter 1996, “Local
Options”; Chicago, IL.

Whose Art Is It?; Jane Kramer, Durham and London, Duke
University Press, 1994.

* Note: Nearly all of these books, journals, and articles can
be found in Flaxman Library at the School of the Art
Institute of Chicago, 37 S. Wabash (Sixth Floor). Call 312-
899-5097 for access information and hours.



Public Art Practitioners: Present and Past

In developing Mobile Sign Systems, much time has been spent
researching a wide array of public art. There is so much more work
to be done in this area, but-there is also a great deal of work that
has been done already. The following list is included to encourage
further research and discussion. Some of these artists work
primarily in public space, others have produced only one or two
public projects but they were interesting enough to warrant
mention. There is a bias toward temporary works but some artists
that produce permanent public art have also been included when
their work raises important issues and problems.

This list is by no means complete,

Vito Acconci, Dennis Adams, Adbusters, John Ahearn &
Rigoberto Torres, Ant Farm, Art Attack, The Art Guys,
Michael Asher, David Avalos, Barbie Liberation
Organization, Robert Barry. Bill Beirne, Joseph Beuys.
Billboard Liberation Front, Marinus Boezem, Christian
Boltanski, Stephanie Brooks, Chris Burden, Daniel Buren,
Scott Burton, Mel Chin, Christo & Jeanne-Claude, Cicada
Corps of Artists, Clegg & Guttman, James Collins, Papo
Colo, Robbie Conal, Abraham Cruzvillegas, Guy Debord,
Agnes Denes, Carmela Castrejon Diego, Peggy Diggs,
Dispensing With Formalities, Marcos Ramirez Erre, Ron
English, Oyvind Fahlstrém, Fastwiirms, John Fekner,
Fluxus, Katharina Fritsch, Gran Fury, Coco Fusco, Anya
Gallaccio, Andy Goldsworthy, Guillermo Gémez-Pefia,
Felix Gonzales-Torres, Dan Graham, Dennis de Groot,
Group Material, Guerilla Art Action Group (GAAG),
Guerilla Girls, Hans Haacke, Haha, David Hammons, Keith
Haring, Mags Harries, Edgar Heap of Birds, Robert
Hienecken, Thomas Hirschhorn, Louis Hock, Hocus Focus,

Abbie Hoffman & the Yippies, Nancy Holt, Jenny Holzer,

Rebecca Horn, Douglas Huebler, Robert Huot, Robert Irwin,
Alfredo Jaar, Kim Jones, Joyous Sounds of Cacophony, Allan
Kaprow, Scott Kessler, Carla Kirkwood, Joseph Kosuth,
Barbara Kruger, Suzanne Lacy, Les Levine, Maya Lin, Lucy
Lippard, Chick Loehr, Iiigo Manglano-Ovalle and Street
Level Youth Media, Gordon Matta-Clark, Daniel J. Martinez,
Ana Mendieta, Olaf Metzel, Antoni Miralda, Mary Miss, N55,
N. E. Thing Co., Max Neuhaus, NEWA R.A.V., Maria
Nordman, Claes Oldenburg, Dennis Oppenheim, Gabriel
Orozco, Oscar Ortega, Tom Otterness, Paint the Town Red,
Laurie Palmer, Mark Pauline, PESTS, Dan Peterman, Robert
Peters, Patricia C. Phillips, Adrian Piper, Michelangelo
Pistoletto, Anne Pitrone, John Ploof, Jan van Raay, Simon
Rodia, Tim Rollins & Kids of Survival, Aura Rosenberg.
Ellen Rothenberg, Erika Rothenberg, Ben Rubin, Christy
Rupp. Martha Rosler, Michael Schnorr, Richard Serra,
Bonnie Sherk, Roman Signer, Charles Simonds, Elizabeth
Sisco, The Situationists, Joey Skaggs. Deborah Small, Robert
Smithson, Marjorie Strider, Rirkrit Tiravanjia, Christopher
True, Mierle Laderman Ukeles, Pierre Vivant, Wolf Vostell,
WAC, Robert Watts, Lawrence Weiner, Rachel Whiteread,
Krzysztof Wodiczko, David Wojnarowicz, Zadik Zadikian,
Bob Zoel.
And the many unknown or forgotten artists that have created

anonymous temporary public works that were not documented or
publicized, but surely impacted those that experienced them.

And the countless uncredited commercial sign builders and
painters that shape and color our urban landscape. This project is
in part a homage to their work.
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