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1 See Agnes Horvath, Bjørn Thom-
assen, and Harald Wydra, eds., 
Breaking Boundaries: Varieties of 
Liminality (New York: Berghahn 
Books, 2015), 17–18.

2 Victor Turner, The Ritual Process: 
Structure and Anti-Structure 
(New York: Cornell University 
Press, 1969), 95.

3   Ibid., 91–95.

INTRODUCTION

Disorientation, shifts in power 
structures, and the unfixing and blur-
ring of  orders characterize our current 
moment, where reality TV and real-
ity are analogous notions. The exhi-
bition Life in the Conditional presents 
works by Ryan Oskin, Vanessa Castro, 
SÁNCHEZ-KANE, María José Crespo, 
Heecheon Kim, and Anouk Kruithof  
that reflect on and embrace in various 
ways the exceptional fluidity of  our his-
torical present. The most shameless ex-
ample of  such power shifts is the men-
acing trickster who has stolen one of  the 
most powerful seats in the world and 
has since left us shaking. The ground is 
moving, and things we considered hon-
est and true have been flipped upside 
down. Both nationally and globally we 
are situated in a sociopolitical moment 
of  complete instability—or what can 
also be considered a liminal state. 

The theory of  liminality was con-
ceived by the social anthropologist 
Arnold van Gennep in the 1920s and 
subsequently revisited and amplified 
fifty years later by Victor Turner. In 
brief, van Gennep described the liminal 
as the middle stage of  rites of  passage. 
A clear example appears in a ritual, 
usually headed by a shaman, that a tribe 
performs to take an individual from 
childhood into adulthood. The moment 
between one stage and another, charac-
terized by malleability, disorientation, 

or precariousness, is the liminal stage; 
the participant is no longer at either 
point but is instead at a threshold.1

Turner would expand the study of  
liminality, most notably in his book The 
Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure, 
from 1969. Here he describes liminal 
attributes as follows:

[They are] necessarily ambiguous, 
since this condition and these 
persons elude or slip through 
the network of  classifications 
that normally locate states and 
positions in cultural space. Liminal 
entities are neither here nor there; 
they are betwixt and between the 
positions assigned and arrayed 
by law, custom, convention, and 
ceremonial.…Thus, liminality is 
frequently likened to death, to 
being in the womb, to invisibility, 
to darkness, to bisexuality, to the 
wilderness, and to an eclipse of  the 
sun or moon.2  

In this paramount examination of  
the subject, Turner delves into both lim-
inality and communitas—a Latin word 
he uses to describe both a society as a 
whole going through a liminal phase 
(or, for instance, a temporarily unstruc-
tured community whose members are 
for the moment treated as equal) and 
the quality of  human interrelatedness.3  
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4 Harald Wydra, Bjørn Thomassen, 
and Agnes Horvath, “Introduc-
tion: Liminality and the Search 
for Boundaries,” Breaking Bound-
aries, 2.

His application of  communitas to society 
as a whole delineates more concretely 
traditional tribal societies, but after this 
initial demarcation Turner stretches the 
concept to modern ones. Most impor-
tantly, he establishes the significance 
of  the dialectic between liminal com-
munitas and institutionalized states and 
structures. One does not exist without 
the other and there is always a search 
for an equilibrium between the two—an 
equilibrium that, at present, appears to 
be brazenly out of  balance.
Since the initial introduction of  liminal-
ity into social and cultural anthropology 
with van Gennep and Turner, its study 
has been broadened and extended into 
many other disciplines. 

In the introduction to their recent 
edited collection on liminality, Break-
ing Boundaries, the sociologists Agnes 
Horvath, Bjørn Thomassen, and Harald 
Wydra sum up the term with an in-
sight into its use outside anthropology: 
“Originally referring to the ubiquitous 
rites of  passage as a category of  cultural 
experience, liminality captures in-be-
tween situations and conditions charac-
terized by the dislocation of  established 
structures, the reversal of  hierarchies, 
and uncertainty about the continuity 
of  tradition and future outcomes.”4  For 
the purposes of  this exhibition and 
essay, the liminal is analyzed within the 
current—primarily US-focused—socio-
political condition, which, as mentioned 
above, is characterized by a dissolution 
or collapse of  order and a loss of  stable 
reference points, a condition with both 
positive and negative connotations. 

Liminality has long been explored 
in contemporary art, most notably from 
the end of  the ’90s to the early 2000s, 
during the apex of  installation art and 
architectural explorations of  spatiality 
within exhibition space. A few of  these 
exhibitions were Rites of Passage: Art 
for the End of the Century (Tate Modern, 
1995), Liminal Bodies (Storefront for Art 
and Architecture, 1997), The Liminal Body 

(Sydney, 2000), Liminality: Art on the 
Threshold (Exploratorium, 2007), and the 
research project Liminal Spaces (Israel 
and Palestine, 2006–08), among others. 
The prevailing focus during this time 
was on the body in response to spatial 
environments of  various kinds, from 
explorations of  mysticism to geopolitics, 
which in various ways tried to reimagine 
and project new possibilities. To some 
extent,  revisits liminality in a like man-
ner almost fifty years after Turner, and 
close to ten years after the above-cited 
examinations. The exhibition explores 
the ramifications of  liminality for the 
body, using concepts such as virtuality, 
post-gender, and architectural anxious-
ness. It also confronts other forms of  
anxiousness produced by an ultra-neo-
liberal state that is constantly trying 
to transform society into its own mon-
strous image. 

With this we can probe the adverse 
effects of  liminal moments which are 
intensely palpable today. It is important, 
then, to lay out the distinct  relation-
ship between the current political and 
economic instability and the broader 
significance of  liminality and its use and 
relevance as an analytical tool. In his 

From the exhibition Liminal Bodies at Storefront for Art and 
Architecture, New York, 1997 with Raoul Bunschoten and 
CHORA.
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5 Bjørn Thomassen, “Thinking with 
Liminality: To the Boundaries of 
an Anthropological Concept,” in 
ibid., 52.

essay “Thinking with Liminality,” Thom-
assen writes: “Liminal periods, charac-
terized by wholesale collapse of  order 
and loss of  background structure, push 
agency to the forefront and produce 
reorientations in modes of  conduct and 
thought within larger populations.”5   

This agency and reorientation can 
be taken by specific leaders, and today 
it is most evident with the rise of  the 
Right. During their campaigns, right-
wing politicians have presented their 
various countries, and indeed the world, 
as unstable, precarious, and susceptible 
to foreign threats. Even though, to the 
extent that this is true, it may have to 
do with hundreds of  years of  capitalism 
and decades of  neoliberalism, fragile 
and anxious publics have been persuad-
ed. Even so, a liminal state, from the mi-
cro-position of  the ritual to the broader 
macro-political view, is in many ways 
both necessary and transformative. It 
can be dangerous when destructive forc-
es take the lead, yet it can also bring on 
conducive shifts and renewals that are 

necessary to equilibrium and connect-
edness, whether personal or social. 
Life in the Conditional presents works by 
artists who focus on the ambiguous, 
malleable, in-between gray space found 
in liminality and blurred boundaries. 
In these works the liminal presents the 
possibility of  restructuring, the imag-
ining of  new forms, sometimes defiant, 
other times comical, fluid, or strange, 
yet always bold and inventive. Art with 
these qualities seems especially true and 
necessary at a moment of  purposeful 
destabilization, where dominant forces 
are brutally reconstituting their archaic 
and self-destructive foundations.

Installation view, Life in the Conditional, photo by Paulina Vázquez
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HEECHEON KIM
VANESSA CASTRO

COQUETTISH 
CARTOONS AND 

KOREAN TWERKING 

The twenty-minute video Soulseek/
Pegging/Air-Twerking (2015), by the Seoul-
based artist Heecheon Kim, is filled with 
complicated and layered narratives, 
both personal and fabricated, equally 
comical, somber, and discordant. It is 
divided into three main parts: “Soulseek 
(Chapter 1-1),” named after the peer-
to-peer file-sharing network created 
in the 2000s; “Pegging (Chapter 1-2),” 
a term describing the sexual practice, 
in heterosexual sex, of  the woman 
anally penetrating her partner with a 
strap-on dildo; and lastly, “Air-Twerk-
ing (Chapter 1–3),” which refers to the 
failed and unsexy attempt at twerk-
ing—the hyper-sexualized dance—by 
Koreans. These three main parts are 
subdivided and then intermixed into 
eight further chapters: 2-1, 2-1-2, 2-2, 
2-3, 3-1, 3-2, 3-3, and 4. There are ac-
cordingly eight chapters altogether.

In the “Soulseek” chapters, which 
start the video, the artist reads aloud 
a type of  diary entry. Speaking in 
a heavily accentuated Argentinian 
Spanish—the artist studied abroad in 
Argentina some years ago—he talks 
about a friend who has been killed, 
and mentions a particular night when 
the artist, his girlfriend, the deceased 
friend, and his girlfriend went out 
drinking and taking LSD. The narra-
tive also discusses the drugged-out 
and dazed introspection that ensued. 

“Soulseek” is shot in black and white 
and for the most part shows city scenes 
of  Seoul; this chapter, and the excerpts 
from it in later entries, account for the 
factual and real-life accounts in the 
work. Throughout them one can sense 
a downcast feeling of  gloom, connect-
ing to the living of  life immersed in 
the Internet age. At one point, when 
Kim wishes he could just disappear 
from the world, a friend tells him “he 
should turn his Airplane mode on.”

In “Pegging,” the format begins to 
blur. The video has turned to color and 
it becomes unclear what is virtual and 
what is real. The viewer sees glimpses 
of  Kim’s disheveled room, through a 
drone-like and aphotic camera lens, 
which appears to glide over a bed and 
desk littered with books, toys, note-
books, a wallet, and other objects. Kim, 
who trained as an architect, transfers 
video and photo into an architectur-
al 3-D modeling program to create 
this effect. The audio is a mixture of  
eerie machinic baby sounds and tex-
tured atmospheric noise. Ironically, 
one of  the books that appears amid 
the chaos is the e-flux publication 
The Internet Does Not Exist, a book that 
seems to grapple with the meaning of  
the self  in the Internet age, an effort 
that sets the tone for this chapter.6  

The forms in the “Air-Twerking” 
chapter have become so distorted as to 
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Heecheon Kim, Soulseek/Pegging/Air-twerking, 2015, 21min, 
single channel video. Photo courtesy of the artist. 
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be unrecognizable. The images come 
from a library of  files that the artist 
has collected for many years, some of  
which he has photographed or sourced 
online. In a morphing of  virtual and real 
space, the dark, freshly 3D-transformed 
images are digitally meshed with other 
images of  wax figures of  celebrities such 
as Michael Jackson, Madonna, and Lady 
Gaga. Later, in chapter 2-3, the images 
start to make more sense because the 
file names appear: polimoto.obj, skin-
data.obj, medead.obj, combatpolicebus.
obj, and so on. The artist felt that life in 
Korea was somehow flattened, almost 
like an MP3 file, or more concretely, a 
watered-down or compressed version of  
life. So this library of  images represents 
an MP3 version of  his surroundings.7  If  
in “Pegging” the virtual seems more con-
tained, by “Air-Twerking” Kim has used 
a Frankensteinian procedure to contort 
and recast virtual and real bodies. 

In total, the film weaves an intricate 
and convoluted self-portrait of  some-
one who is reflecting on and analyzing 
his coming of  age in one of  the most 
technologically advanced cities in the 
world—in Seoul, more than 95 per-
cent of  households have a broadband 
connection, and Wi-Fi is available 
virtually anywhere in the city8 —while 
also questioning the cynical absurdity 
of  national identity, the plasticity of  
celebrity culture, and the transforma-
tion of  life by technology. The liminal is 
present here as the ambiguous, disori-
enting, in-between juncture of  virtual 
life morphing with reality. It seems 
particularly interesting that when Kim 
made these videos, in 2015, he somehow 
unknowingly forecast a political and 
social shift linked to online bodies that 
would materialize into real space. The 
malleable gray space presented in the 
work, saturated with issues and ques-
tions around real/virtual bodies, can 
possibly help us understand how a real-
ity TV star and Twitter personality, with 
the support of  online bots, trolls, and 

other unfortunate followers, ascended to 
the most powerful seat in government. 

Somewhat in contrast to Kim’s 
disturbing morphed forms are the 
quasi-abiogenetic, caricatured figures 
in Vanessa Castro’s Transition series. 
The seven small paintings in this series 
are modest and delicate enough that 
they can almost go unnoticed. They are 
sourced from the transitional frames in 
cartoons which are necessary to pres-
ent movement in the animation, but 
are only seen if  you pause at the right 
second. Each canvas depicts a single 
character. Transition 2 (2016), for exam-
ple, shows a petite bluish figure, seem-
ingly innocent but scarcely coquettish. 
Brushed gently onto the white canvas, 
the silhouette of  this figure is barely 
traced and allegedly incomplete. What 
is most perceptible is its unassuming 
playfulness. The character in Transition 
1 (2016), on the other hand, seems more 
tormented: a dark and open slit in the 
center of  its body exposes a thin line, 
possibly some strange organ. What 
might be its small face lies uncomfort-
ably against the edge of  the canvas. 

Castro’s longstanding interest in and 
curiosity about animated cartoons led 
her to devise her own peculiar rendi-
tions of  them. She’s drawn to them 
as “spaces of  negotiation where queer 
and projectionable bodies exist,”9  and 
because of  their broad familiarity; both 
children and adults almost anywhere 
in the world can visually engage with 
them. She’s also interested in their 
sexual neutrality, their overall ambigu-
ity, and their intrinsic representation 
of  in-betweenness. Anthropomorphic 
cartoon figures are neither human nor 
animal, and although they are usually 
presented as male, characters such as 
Winnie the Pooh, SpongeBob, Pokemon, 
and others are actually often asexual. 

For Turner, the attributes of  sexless-
ness and sexual anonymity are highly 
characteristic of  liminality. In fact, 
Castro’s Transition paintings recall two 

7 Heecheon Kim, email to author, 
March 8, 2017.

8 See Bill Powell and Stephen 
Kim, “Seoul: World’s Most Wired 
Megacity Gets More So,” Time, 
August 24, 2009, http://content.
time.com/time/magazine/arti-
cle/0,9171,1916302,00.html.

9 Vanessa Castro, email to author, 
March 20, 2017.
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distinct liminal figures identified in The 
Ritual Process: the neophyte and the court 
jester. The neophyte is the person who is 
to enter a rite of  passage. Before under-
going this transition from one state to 
another, she or he must first be wiped 
clean; as Turner writes, “The neophyte in 
liminality must be a tabula rasa, a blank 
slate, on which is inscribed the knowl-
edge and wisdom of  the group.” They 
are “merely entities in transition, as yet 
without place or position.”10  In their 
form, the figures in the paintings also 
appear blank, or “wiped clean”; in their 
concept, they unwittingly yet unavoid-
ably project the subjectivities of  both 
the artist and the public that engages 
with them. They are abstract figures into 
which the viewer, sensing an instinc-
tive familiarity, can inscribe meaning.

The second of  Turner’s figures to 
find an echo in these paintings is the 
jester, which resonates with the softly 
sly smile of  the figure in Transition 1. 
Jesters, who were usually male, were 
the real-life successors of  the mythical 
trickster figure, “a character in a story 
(god, goddess, spirit, man, woman, or 
anthropomorphisation), which exhib-
its a great degree of  intellect or secret 
knowledge, and uses it to play tricks 

or otherwise disobey normal rules 
and conventional behaviour.”11  Jest-
ers were around for many centuries 
and across civilizations, but they were 
essentially jokers whom rulers would 
hire to entertain them and their courts, 
and who would in some way stand for 
the rights of  the common people. The 
scholar Beatrice K. Otto describes the 
jester as equally a “juggler, confidant, 
scapegoat, prophet, and counselor all 
in one.”12  The jester was not afraid of  
openly criticizing the ruler but would 
usually do so through some type of  joke. 
In a like manner, in the late eighteenth 
century, cartoons became popular for 
their ability to satirize and critique 
the sociopolitical events of  the time; 
cartoons would say things that were 
socially unacceptable. The Transition 
paintings subtly conjure aspects of  
these two substantial liminal forms, 
jester and neophyte. They also remind 
us of  the possibilities found in a tabula 
rasa, or a clean slate, onto which one can 
project fantasies or anxieties, which is 
analogous to our late-capitalist pres-
ent. Yet the softness, playfulness, and 
seeming innocence of  the figures in the 
paintings can also mask more sinister 
forces, ready to take advantage of  unsta-
ble conditions to solidify themselves. 

Vanessa Castro, Transition 2, 2016, acrylic, ink, canvas. Photo 
courtesy of the artist. 

10 Turner, Structure and Anti-struc-
ture, 368.

11 “Trickster,” Wikipedia, https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trickster.

12 Beatrice K. Otto, Fools Are 
Everywhere: The Court Jester 
around the World (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 
2001), 6.

Installation view, photo by Jovanna Venegas
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ANOUK KRIUTHOF
SÁNCHEZ-KANE

CRACKING THE FAÇADE 

In contrast to Castro’s soft and 
friendly figures, the Yucatán-based 
menswear designer Bárbara Sán-
chez-Kane (better known as her label 
name SÁNCHEZ-KANE) creates heavily 
elaborated, comprehensively styled, 
and sophisticated clothes. Originally 
trained as an engineer, Sánchez-Kane 
incorporates that background in many 
aspects of  her compositions and cloth-
ing constructions. Her practice takes the 
geometry of  the male form as inspira-
tion, yet subverts the rigid and proto-
typical (distinctively Mexican) notion 
of  masculinity with various actions and 
forms. Pants in weighty textiles are cut 
up and turned into skirts, sheer leggings 
show sequences of  flowers, accesso-
ries read “MALE TEARS” or show a flat 
mirror in the shape of  a heel and hang 
from a tall, muscular black model. For 
Sánchez-Kane’s Spring 2017 collec-
tion, “Citizen,” a specifically Mexican 
garment, the paliacate—usually worn 
by workers as a handkerchief  around 
the neck, but also used in the Zapatista 
community to cover the face and pro-
vide anonymity in public—has been 
made into a head-to-toe ensemble. For 
Life in the Conditional, Sánchez-Kane 
exhibits accessories from the Citizen 
collection, along with a set of  photo-
graphs showing selected items from 
the collection that she collaborated on 
with the photographer Khristio and the 

Mexico City–based designer and stylist 
Roberto Sanchez. All of  her designs are 
filled with sharp details and structures; 
she makes everything from shoes and 
earrings to bags and masks, fabricating 
most of  them with Mexican artesanos 
from her home state of  Yucatán. 

In the photographs, many of  the 
models wear detached expressions with 
hints of  boredom, anger, or defiance. 
These remote looks are sometimes 
hidden by specialized masks. One model 
wears a bondage-style black-leath-
er mask, with only the eyes exposed; 
two hooped metal earrings adorn the 
sides of  his face, and a security tag 
for clothing stores is placed over his 
mouth. Another mask is part of  a long 
tanned dress ensemble. This time it 
covers the entire face, but for two small 
metal holes placed over the eyes. 

At the top of  this latter mask Sán-
chez-Kane has placed the kind of  ornate 
metallic clutch usually found on coin 
purses. In this context the detail brings 
us closer to the overall inspiration and 
code behind the Citizen collection: 
Sánchez-Kane, who is inspired by 
feminist theory, decided to reverse the 
roles of  men and women and represent 
that reversal in the clothes. Somewhat 
jokingly, yet also as a way to decon-
struct gender roles and break down 
boundaries, she has imagined a world 
in which males inhabit the feminine, 
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SÁNCHEZ-KANE, installation view, photographs from the Citizen 
SS17 Collection printed on banner paper 
Clothing by Bárbara Sánchez-Kane 
Photos and art direction by Khristio
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SÁNCHEZ-KANE  
From the SS17 collection 
Installation view, Life in the 
Conditional, photo by Paulina Váquez
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13 “Judith Butler: Your Behavior 
Creates Your Gender,” YouTube, 
2011, accessed March 25, 
2017, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=Bo7o2LYATDc.

14 See the artist’s website: http://
www.anoukkruithof.nl/facade/# 
(accessed March 25, 2017).

Installation view, Life in the Conditional, photo by Jovanna 
Venegas

becomingthe sensitive purse-holders 
asking the female for money. This switch 
prompts us to recall the gender theory 
advocated by Judith Butler, who, in an 
interview from 2011, argued that “gen-
der is culturally formed, but it’s also 
a domain of  agency or freedom and…
it is most important to resist the vio-
lence that is imposed by ideal gender 
norms, especially against those who 
are gender different, who are noncon-
forming in their gender presentation.”13  
Sánchez-Kane confronts and resists 
fixed gendered positions and addition-
ally reshapes and transforms them. 

The inversion of  gender roles, their 
reshaping or anonymizing, brings 
us back into liminal territory. Sán-
chez-Kane produces constructions 
that not only create ambiguity in the 
male-female binary but also rupture 
and punctuate its strict and socially 
constructed definitions. The work is 
also built to be worn out in the world, in 
physical space, generating a conceivably 
substantial liminal transformation.

 Anouk Kruithof’s photographic 
and sculptural installation Façade (2014) 
also seems to try and create a physical 
rupture into real space in a similar way 
to Sánchez-Kane’s clothing. Kruithof’s 
work is primarily based on photog-
raphy, yet she drives her practice in 
various other directions and calls her 
works “sculptural situations.” She has 

worked on an array of  photo installa-
tions, sculptures, performances, vid-
eos, and on a strong roster of  artist’s 
books. Façade, with its overlapping 
materials including plexiglass, poly-
styrene, cellophane, and bricks, stands 
strongly in the exhibition space. Its 
geometric, vertical, rectangular forms 
supply different views depending on 
where the viewer stands. The combi-
nation of  delicate materials such as the 
cellophane, which wraps large blocks 
of  photo-covered polystyrene, and the 
hardness of  the brick discloses a type of  
balancing act. Photographs also cover 
the softly colored plexiglass sheets. 

This montage of  photographs 
reveals critical details bearing on the 
overall significance of  the work. On one 
side of  a polystyrene block appears a 
close-up of  a row of  men’s gray suits. 
Another photograph shows the back 
of  a man holding a black suitcase and 
likewise dressed in a gray suit; this 
time the image is placed on a sheet of  
vivid green-hued plexiglass. Behind 
the man, the viewer may observe the 
dark shadow of  a pair of  hands hold-
ing a diagonally shaped pointed cable 
directed toward his head. Other images 
reveal another obscure body, this time 
perhaps of  an oddly shaped small child. 
The ambiguous subtlety of  these sig-
nifiers points toward the work’s title, 
Façade. Kruithof  finds various analogies 
for the notion of  a facade. To her, “A 
facade is not only the visible front of  
material things; it can also be an invis-
ible wall somebody puts up to protect, 
pretend or hide behind.”14  Seen in this 
way, the obscuring, fluid, and ambiva-
lent facade resembles a liminal sphere. 
One characteristic aspect of  liminality 
is the inversion of  roles. Another is the 
crumbling of  structures, which is crucial 
for equality. Kruithof  likewise implies 
that facades, as they try to conceal and 
obscure, can also be punctured and may 
then demystify and in one way or anoth-
er level an existing order. In a differet 
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way, for the artist, the gray suits in the 
images epitomize the men, and thus 
the power structures, represented by 
Wall Street. The rigid and consolidated 
economic institution that it represents, 
which has such a tight grip on the 
world and how it is assembled today, 
can also be shattered, and should be. Anouk Kriuthof, Façade, sculptural 

situation, 2014, inkjetprint on 
plexiglas radiant 90-140 cm, 
inkjetprint on plexiglas clear 62-120 
cm, polystyrene blocks of 25-50-100 
cm, 15-50-100 cm, 10-50-100 cm 
wth 3 photostickers (24-30 cm and 
2 x 100-132 cm) cellophane foil, 5 
bricks. Photo courtesy of the artist.
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The artists and projects discussed 
thus far have exemplified a wide range 
of  liminality, running from its more 
obscure and potentially adverse aspects 
in Kim’s work, to the more playful, 
ambiguous—yet potentially sinister—
and imaginary characteristics found 
in Castro’s Transition paintings, to the 
defiantly transformative capacities in 
Sánchez-Kane’s stylistic assemblag-
es. Almost serving as a break from the 
formally charged characteristics of  these 
works is María José Crespo’s Cada una lo es 
(Each one is, 2015). A tiny pico projector 
plays this silent one-and-a-half-minute 
video on a dark wall in the exhibition 
space. The video shows a single, close-up 
view of the upper leaves of  a group of  
green palm trees powerfully agitated by 
a strong wind. Palm trees are found in 
many parts of  Baja California and thus 
are emblematic of  the border city of  Ti-
juana in Northern Mexico, where the art-
ist is based and where the desert weather 
combined with vast basins of  water 
provide fertile territory for the plants 
to thrive. The vigorous wind appears to 
blows westward, propelling the trees 
towards the left, sometimes even bend-
ing them backward, although they seem 
to try unsuccessfully to resist and get 
back into place. The artist was interested 
in taking a familiar element from the city 
and muting it,  thereby turning it into a 
new, unfamiliar, and ambiguous body. 

The work metaphorically embodies 
various characteristics of  liminality. The 
palms appear in a kind of  fixed yet on-
going movement; locked to the ground, 
they are nevertheless unable to stop and 
settle, and instead must shift inces-
santly. The images seem an appropriate 
rendition of  our global political present, 
and even more relevant to the physical 
site where the palms are—namely, the 
US-Mexican border. No geographical 
place could be more liminal than this 
geopolitical location. The notion of  the 
border, and being of  the border, involves 
a permanent liminal state: you are liter-
ally and continually crossing the border, 
never in one place or the other, always 
looking to the other side. Not even 
language is fixed; you switch between 
English and Spanish, or even Spanglish. 
Currency is mixed; you can pay with 
dollars, pesos, or a combination of  the 
two. And if  you’re lucky you carry two 
passports. You are constantly between 
two distinct countries, and though the 
threat of  a wall that will divide them 
looms large, you know there will always 
be a way of  covertly crossing over. 

Geographical borders have for some 
time been associated with liminality, 
and what seems clear from the US-Mex-
ico border region especially is that 
permanent gray space such as that one 
produce unprecedented amalgams. Geo-
graphical liminal spaces seem to grow 

MARÍA JOSÉ CRESPO
RYAN OSKIN

AMBIGUOUS LANDSCAPES
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Ryan Oskin, Projective Plane, 2016, pigment on aluminum

and increase as we move into the future. 
One only has to look at the escalating 
tensions in North and South Korea, Isra-
el and Syria, Iraq and Iran. Nation-states 
and governmental powers pushed by 
global popular movements to further 
and more strictly divide the world will 
produce even more of  these fusions. 
Because within binaries lie the fuzzy, 
ambiguous gray spaces that are neces-
sary to what Turner would call a balance 
within cultural and social structures. 

Like Kruithof, Ryan Oskin primar-
ily focuses his practice on broadening 
the photographic medium into more 
expansive sculptural projects. His most 
recent work takes a close look at the 
constantly shifting architecture of  New 
York City. With these works Oskin con-
tinues to push his photography practice 
into encompassing installations, using 
both photographs he takes of  construc-
tion sites and materials from those 
locations—tape, pieces of  aluminum, 
wood, pegboard, tarp, fabric barriers, 
and more. He captures these transitory 
states of  the city by mimicking their 
materials, yet also transforms them 
into new compositions that the viewer 
can move through and experience. 

For Life in the Conditional the art-
ist has created two new installations. 
The first, Projective Plane (2016), shows 
cut patterns of  a bluish-gray hue that 
resemble both the rigorous architec-
ture of  brutalist buildings and the cold 
interior of  a vent of  some type of  ma-
chine. The image actually shows steel 
that Oskin took from a building site in 
Gowanus, Brooklyn. Here and in other 
images, he photographs the material 
from so close as to render it thorough-
ly abstract. In this case the steel parts 
he has heightened and amplified have 
been cut and placed onto an oscillat-
ing surface, revealing two sides of  the 
material simultaneously. Oskin is drawn 
to this hybridizing of  outside and inside, 
and to gray areas in general. The second 
work, Skin Surfaces (2017), is made of  three 

tall panels, along with adhesive vinyl and 
reflective tape. Ranging from metallic to 
white tones, the narrow rectangular struc-
tures come out from the wall and stand 
closely in a row. On one side a silvery, 
wrinkled texture seems to mimic sheet 
metal. Another shows the outline of  a 
construction-material brand, and the last 
has four cutout diagonal squares on it. On 
the reverse, Oskin has adhered an array of  
delicate metallic materials to the panels. 

The reflective and mercurial quali-
ties of  these works can point to mirrors, 
portals, or doors—liminal boundaries. In 
addition to the qualities of  the materials, 
the artist is drawn to construction sites 
in the city for their ephemerality, their 
constant state of  transition. Always in 
flux, construction sites are quasi-perma-
nent gray areas: not yet built, not yet torn 
down. They symbolize much of  the social 
and economic situation of  New York City, 
which, having been taken over by bank-
ers and investors, is always moving and 
shifting, in a permanent liminal state. 
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The idea of  the liminal realm, 
having originated in the study of  trib-
al ritual, now provides a lens through 
which to analyze the social and political 
phenomena of  the present moment. 
At the same time, having inherited the 
imaginative qualities of  the rituals in 
which it originated, liminality is itself  
an area that is extremely fluid, mallea-
ble, and infinitely creative. Studies un-
der its name are now broad, its applica-
tion and interpretation unlimited, but in 
looking at six different artists, Life in the 
Conditional examines six distinct areas of  
the liminal to show how revisiting this 
term, originally anthropological, can 
help us to interpret our puzzling present 
moment and imagine other possibilities. 

In Kim’s case, the work deals with a 
subjective Korean context, yet many of  
the anxieties it exteriorizes are relevant 
for other frameworks. In some ways un-
knowingly, Kim perceives the material-
ization of  Internet forms in the physical 
realm, and in Soulseek/Pegging/Air-Twerk-
ing he attempts to interpret what this 
somewhat terrifying morphing of  
virtual and real bodies signifies. Here, 
the uncertain liminal realm, with its 
crumbled structures, produces strange 
Frankensteins, part virtual, part real. 
Castro’s paintings show a more playful 
aspect of  liminality. Her small figures—
at once delicate, flirtatious, and slight-
ly mischievous—combined with the 

abstract ambiguity of  cartoons exhibit a 
more spirited quality of  liminality. Sán-
chez-Kane’s exteriorizations of  gender 
ambiguity and facial anonymity physi-
cally embody liminality and show how, 
through the uncertain, one can con-
struct bold and defiant new forms that 
resist binaries and remain in the in-be-
tween. Crespo’s Cada una lo es presents a 
more symbolic quality of  liminality, one 
that is physical yet constantly moves 
and shifts, and whose location raises 
questions about the liminal characteris-
tics of  geopolitical borders. Finally, the 
liminal is also explored in two distinct 
and expansive photographic practices: 
in the first, Kruithof  looks symbolically 
toward facades and their similarity to 
barriers and boundaries; in the second, 
Oskin studies New York’s constant shifts 
through the city’s endless construction 
sites, approximating the liminal in these 
gray areas, these in-between spaces of  
the city. In all cases, from interpreting 
the liminal, symbolizing it, or embody-
ing it, the works break down barriers 
and propose new imaginaries. 

FINAL REMARKS
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Installation view of Heecheon Kim’s video photo by Jovanna 
Venegas
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SÁNCHEZ-KANE with Khristio 
Photographs from the Citizen SS17 Collection printed on banner paper 
Clothing by Bárbara Sánchez-Kane 
Photos and art direction by Khristio 
Styling by Roberto Sánchez Makeup by Juanma Constantino 
Hair by Alejandro Iñiguez Models: Max Asch, Joel Islas, Jorge 
Fernández, Eliana Ortíz 
Photo courtesy of the artists
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Disorientation, shifts in power structures, and the unfixing and blurring of orders char-
acterize our current moment, where reality TV and reality are analogous notions. The 
ground is moving, and things we considered to be true have been flipped and distorted. 
Both nationally and globally we are situated in a sociopolitical moment of complete 
instability—or what can also be considered a liminal state. Liminality, from the Latin 
word limen which means “threshold,” originally stems from anthropology and the middle 
stages of rites of passage. The term can also be understood as the study of in-between 
or malleable situations and conditions characterized by the dislocation of established 
structures or a reversal of hierarchies. Within these liminal moments, there is a sense 
of agitation but also of opportunity. The works presented here reflect on and embrace in 
various ways the exceptional fluidity of our historical present and the possibilities within 
to question, reshape, or rupture the established order.
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