
L’UNDERGROUND À LA LOUPE

It was the first day of Michael Blum’s research residency. We were walking through the 
collection discussing publications that might be of interest when Michael told me that art 
documents, the kind held in the Artexte collection, had never been the starting point for 
the development of his previous artworks. He identifies research questions and subjects 
of historical interest in sources outside art — municipal, national, personal archives and 
news articles — and then works his way back to an artwork. And so it began, a residency 
that offered an unfamiliar challenge to his working methods and proposed a new art-to-art 
research equation to consider.  

L’underground à la loupe is also a new direction for Artexte. We are accustomed to 
supporting research that mines the textual information in the collection and traces the 
circulation and publication histories of the holdings. Michael Blum’s work in the Artexte 
collection is an investigation into the visual culture of a selection of periodicals in circulation 
from the 1960s to the 1980s. This amalgam of images, presented here in magnified formats, 
without the presence of the original print documents, represents for Artexte, a new means 
of questioning the nature, function and reception of these publications now. 

During his research, Michael Blum sought out small-circulation magazines created for special 
interest publics. He selected handmade publications with a DIY aesthetic and attitude 
that comprise varied forms of societal critique.i Many of these also provided information 
not widely available at the time of circulation.ii Images and fragments of texts from these 
magazines have been cropped, reframed, assembled and magnified here in the form of 
cinematic, denatured pages that expose the specific materiality of these publications. 
Halftone dots loom large as markers of the inexpensive reprographic techniques employed. 
Tendrils of ink from felt-tip pen drawings bleed into grainy paper stock. A predilection for 
the use of visually concise images such as content appropriated from conservative media, 
caricatures, defaced portraiture, reworked photographs and surrealist collage, establishes 
aesthetic and activist affinities within and between the three projected image loops.  

These projections form a composite, albeit selective, representation of attitudes, political 
stances and information comprised in these special interest publications. The multiple layers 
of appropriation and citation inherent in the photographing and reworking of these images 
suggest multiple ways to trace the gaps in history between then and now. The reframed 
portraits — group and individual — confront one another in sidelong glances and frontal 
gazes. The art historical references point back to the reframed images, the artistic interests 
of their editors and the unsteady divides between fine and popular art cultures. 

The visual repetition of the permanently unsettled subjects of gender equality, race 
relations, LGBTQ rights, religious conservatism, violence, monarchy and colonialism, force 
a compressed time-lapse reconsideration of the function and methods of specialized 
publications in our here and now. At a time when publications like these, and what they 
stand for, is necessary; how can a history from below, or from the outside, be written and 
circulated? What are its forms? What are its ends? 

Sarah Watson
General and Artistic Director 
 

i Circulation 
Some of the magazines such as FILE (Toronto,ON), FLUXUS Magazine (New York, NY) featured 
well-known artists and operated with financial support from public and private sources and thus 
circulated more widely than others. They are included in the selection based on their editorial 
ethos and special interest content. 

ii Information
Many of these periodicals shared information that was censored or not widely available to their 
publics at the time of circulation. The Body Politic  (1971-1987) was a monthly magazine and one of 
Canada’s first significant gay publications. It was instrumental in sharing public health information 
and resources about AIDS. Allez chier (1969) published by the editor of Sexus (1967-1968), a 
magazine censored by the Montreal morality squad. Allez chier, published, among other subjects, 
interviews with incarcerated activists, articles about accessibility to abortion and featured pages 
by Quebec artists. 
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M
IC

H
AEL BLU

M
 is an artist b

orn in Jerusalem
, educated

 in Paris, b
ased, am

ong others, 
in Am

sterdam
 and

 Vienna, before m
oving to

 M
ontreal in 20

10, w
here he is a Professor 

at École des arts visuels et m
édiatiques (U

Q
AM

). H
is projects include Exodus 2048, 

w
hich staged

 a p
ossible future in the M

iddle East (Van Abbem
useum

, Eindhoven, 20
0

8, 
N

ew
 M

useum
, N

ew
 York, 20

0
9), O

ur H
istory || N

otre histoire, a p
air of m

ock national 
m

useum
s dedicated

 to the preservation and
 presentation of respectively C

anadian 
and

 Q
uébécois history and

 culture  (G
alerie de l’U

Q
AM

, M
ontreal, 20

14
), and

 Palazzo 
C

hupi, an investigation of the relation betw
een art and

 real estate around
 p

ainter and
 

film
m

aker Julian Schnabel’s architectural landm
ark in N

ew
 York’s W

est Village (O
p

tica, 
M

ontréal, 20
15). In 20

16, he produced
 R

em
orial Arnhem

 (Sonsbeek’16, Arnhem
, N

L), a 
series of 12 com

m
em

orative sites throughout Arnhem
 challenging the overw

helm
ingly 

single m
em

ory of 194
4

 and
 o

pening a m
ultiplicity of narratives rooted

 in the city fabric, 
as w

ell as The Sw
ap

, the latest episode of the PolEc Trilogy, w
hich w

as shot in Shanghai. 
In 20

17, he produced
 the b

ook G
reat and

 Less G
reat Fires in G

lasgow
 during a residency 

at the C
enter for C

ontem
p

orary Arts, G
lasgow

. After a R
esearch Fellow

ship
 at the 

C
anadian Photography Institute, O

ttaw
a, w

here he revisited
 the iconic N

ational Film
 

B
o

ard
 Still Photography D

ivision collection, he’s now
 w

orking on a p
ublication w

ith this 
m

aterial, C
anadiana R

em
ix.


