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Skowhegan Burial Society
Dan Levenson (A '09)

We are a lonely society. Most of the time we’re working or 
struggling to stay afl oat and in between we comfort ourselves 
with haphazard friendships, professional networks, family and 
possibly marriage. We call these things “communities” even 
though they are all disconnected, fragmented, and don’t really 
support us. Your co-workers might like you a lot and meet you 
for a drink every now and then and they’d be sad if you got sick 
but you can’t expect them to pay your medical bills or bring you 
chicken soup or mop your brow when you have a fever. In our 
society we are forced to support ourselves.

The idea of a Skowhegan Burial Society emerged during 
a conversation between Sarah Workneh and a group of recent 
Skowhegan alumni following Hurricane Sandy. Sarah’s idea 
was to brainstorm ways in which Skowhegan could possibly 
provide material support for artists affected by natural disasters. 
I suggested (only partially jokingly) that we might consider 
setting up a burial society, since these can be seen in some ways 
as ancient precursors to modern insurance companies. When 
Skowhegan alumni pass away the expenses and arrangements 
would be taken care of by the society.

Following this Sarah asked Park McArthur and me to begin 
a conversation about what possibilities we could imagine for 
Skowhegan’s new space in Manhattan. Via Skype we had several 
conversations covering a range of topics, beginning with our 
very different experiences at Skowhegan, to the question of the 
artist’s role in society, questions of the possibility of community, 
of organization, of mutual aid, of the individualism of artists, 
of the new trend of “social practice” in art, and of the very real 
social antagonisms that institutions like Skowhegan must work 
to paper over. I proposed an idea about which I am still uncertain. 
My idea was that the central function of art and the function of 
Skowhegan are similar. Both can ask questions about what is 
possible in society. At best they can help us to imagine possibilities 
that we had not previously seen. But when art, (in the form of social 
practice) or Skowhegan (if it ever did attempt to become a burial 
society, for example) attempt to immediately realize their idealisms 
beyond what our essentially non-cooperative society can support, 
good intentions can lead to bad results. 

This is not to say that nothing real should be attempted, that we 
should satisfy ourselves with image-making and not attempt real 
social change, just that we should be aware of the enormity of 
the task. In creating a community, in creating a space of possibility, 
we should be aware of the context in which we are operating. 
We should remember that the real supportive lifelong community 
of friendship and material support that Skowhegan aspires to is 
never a fait accompli.

How Comes Community
Park McArthur (A '12)

Community is a major concept with which visual art now contends. Like the ready-made, like the 
document, like audience, like market, community is, among other things, a locus of creative activity as 
well as a subject of art history. The rise in art’s attention to community since the 1970s occurs alongside 
two related developments in the social fi eld: one, a streamlining of the non-profi t entity as a container for 
imagination and social change. And, two, the acceleration of critical theory’s attention to philosophies of 
communal organization (an acceleration which grew, concomitantly, with contemporary art’s increased 
attention to theorists such as Edouard Glissant, Giorgio Agamben, and Jean Luc Nancy).  

As recipients of this Journal—as staff, alumni, funders, and board members of Skowhegan—we can, and 
perhaps do, think of ourselves as a community. As people committed to, thankful for, and surprised by the 
proposition of providing artists the ability to live nine weeks on a former farm in New England, we represent 
an array of interests, beliefs, and experiences whose relations to Skowhegan are variable, contradictory, 
even antagonistic. Skowhegan is not one thing or a thing, but a heteroglossia. And it is by understanding 
Skowhegan-as-composite that we can establish the idea of Skowhegan community not as fact or entity, 
but as possibility.

The possibility of community is not carefree. Kellie Jones, Martha Rosler, Dave Beech, Mike Davis, 
and Claire Bishop have all, using their own terms, thought long and hard about visual art’s renewed 
interest in community. The phenomena that these writers, artists, and historians track mandate that 
we think about the idea of community in relation to the closing of community hospitals, the privitization 
of community services, and the yet-unknown and myriad effects of community development corporations. 
Community, as a discourse, as an idea, functions to take up the hopeful remains of the public and 
publicness. It, at the same time, oversimplifi es the causes and effects of the lack of public services, 
and, most offensively, the historical and economic events that fi rst brought these services into being. 
Community, as a series of relations born out of group-protection, group-struggle, group-identity, and 
group-pleasure, has become something to preserve, to create, and to fi ght on behalf of. These fi ghts are 
both intra- and extra-communal. Today, these fi ghts often come under the purview of a professionalized 
entity such as a nonprofi t. Nonprofi ts and hybrid government bodies with diverse and often antithetical 
goals all use community as a term to rally around. Similarly, museums and the artist-run spaces have 
taken up the concept of community as a space to exercise the mandate of engaging audiences, providing 
knowledge, and manifesting cultural credibility. Following the lead of progressive nonprofi ts, art institutions 
of all sizes have designated community as the place for imagining what is to be done. From community 
days, to community involvement, to an “art world” that insists on the presence of “art communities,” 
we experience ourselves in relation to the idea of community, virtual and otherwise: as part of, as partial 
to, or, simply as apart. Community, has, as such, become the only viable reason to do anything socially, 
economically, and increasingly, artistically.

Why, then, discuss community in relation to the opening of Skowhegan’s new space on 22nd street 
between 6th and 7th Avenues in Manhattan? Partly, because the question of how community might 
manifest in our day-to-day lives today and tomorrow, rather than as a summer memory, is of great 
importance. Partly, in order to recognize that we need the idea of community much more than it needs 
us. Partly, to emphasize that the aspirations and needs that constitute Skowhegan form its possibilities, 
and that these possibilities, prefi gured and exceeded by the nine weeks (or more) of actual Maine time, 
make Skowhegan what it is and, perhaps more importantly, what it can be. And, partly, to propose that, 
if we choose to depend on such a term to describe the relations we seek, then we do so with a great 
humbleness for what that term means and how it is employed. If we are to propose community as an 
expansive horizon of action and possibility—as a place to fi nd the alternatives we seek within a world 
of increasingly few—then we need to proceed with a real belief in something else, even if that something 
demands a name other than what we fi rst imagined.  

Funeral and Burial Instructions of_________________________________.
 [Artist Name]

To Whom It May Concern:
I have completed this document to provide instructions concerning 
|my funeral and burial arrangements and/or requests.

[ ] I have not made funeral and/or burial arrangements
[ ] I have made funeral and/or burial arrangements with:
Name:_______________________________________________________________ 
Location of my signed agreement:____________________________________
[ ] The funeral will be held at: ___________________________________
Address: ___________________________Telephone: _____________________
[ ] The following religious observances will be conducted: 
____________________________________________________________________
[ ] My remains shall be embalmed 
[ ] There be an open casket    [ ] There be a closed casket
[ ] A viewing or wake will be held at: _____________________________
[ ] My burial clothing/jewelry will be:_____________________________
[ ] Flowers for my funeral will be: ________________________________
[ ] The pallbearers will be: _______________________________________
[ ] I wish to have a burial, and for the burial request that:
[ ] The following religious observances will be conducted: 
____________________________________________________________________     
[ ] I will be buried at:
Cemetery:___________________________________________________________ 
Address: ___________________________Telephone:______________________
[ ] I wish to be cremated, and  I request that my cremated remains be:
[ ] Placed in a columbarium or mausoleum 
[ ] Buried in a cemetery plot
[ ] Retained at the home of: _______________________________________
[ ] Stored in a house of worship / religious shrine, 
if local zoning laws allow  
[ ] My ashes are scattered in accordance with local laws
[ ] The religious observances to be conducted will include: 
____________________________________________________________________
I wish to have a:   [ ] Memorial   [ ] Monument  [ ] Marker
with the following instructions:____________________________________

I wish that the following service(s) take place:
[ ] Funeral Service   [ ] Casket Burial    [ ] Memorial Service, 
[ ] Service at Disposition of Cremated Remains, conducted by:
Name: ______________________________________________________________
[ ] Instead of flowers, donate to the following charities or causes: 
____________________________________________________________________
The following should be included: 
[ ] Music: ________________[ ] Readings/Scriptures: ________________
[ ] The following person(s) speak publicly at the service(s): 
____________________________________________________________________
[ ] The following person(s) not speak publicly at the service(s): 
____________________________________________________________________
[ ] I have written my obituary, and it may be found at: 
____________________________________________________________________
[ ] I have not written my obituary, but hope that it includes: 
____________________________________________________________________
[ ] Arrangements referred to in this document have been prepaid to:
Name: ______________________________________________________________
Address: ______________________________Telephone: __________________
[ ] I have set up a joint or pay-on-death account at: 
Institution Name:___________________________________________________
Address: ______________________________Telephone: __________________
[ ] Written instructions concerning donation of my organs and 
tissues may be found at: ___________________________________________
[ ] The ethical will I have written that spells out my values and 
views about life may be found at: __________________________________
[ ] My additional wishes or thoughts are: __________________________

I direct my chosen agents, family members and/or other 
responsible persons, to take all steps necessary to carry 
out the above instructions.

Dated: ____________________
Printed Name____________________________________
Signature_______________________________________


