
Review of Joe Sacksteder’s Review of Julian Rosefeldt’s Manifesto—narrated by Cate 
Blanchett as a precocious, award-winning US high school student.              What Sacksteder 
fails to mention is that the Trump years were very good to him. Financially, to be clear. 
Vocationally. Even artistically. Sure, every morning was met with fresh atrocities, with the 
attendant silence or voiced support of family members who had voted for all of this and 
would probably do so again. But he passed his PhD exams, won contests that led to the 
publication of his first two books, landed a visiting position at a prestigious arts boarding 
high school that turned into a permanent Director of Creative Writing gig, and he en-
countered Rosefeldt’s thirteen-channel film installation on a trip to Washington DC on the 
school’s dime to attend the Presidential Scholars Medallion Ceremony. 
                     ...where he had to silently watch the most bad-ass student he’d ever taught 
shake hands with Betsy DeVos.

Back a bit.                         
           He spent the first ten days 
of  his new job on    vacation. Sort of.    	
			             Back a bit. 
            2019 was the most hectic 
year of his life. The difficulties 
of balancing the full-time teach-
ing duties of a 4-4 course load 
while learning the ropes of the 
leadership po- sition he was 
about to take over on June 
1st and doing publicity for the release of his debut collection were exacerbated by one 
daunting perk of his contest win: a two-week residency at the Blackacre Conservancy in 
Louisville, Kentucky. The city of his birth. 

                                        Back a bit. 
                                                                  Blackacre wouldn’t let him bring his cat. So—and 
this is not long before the trip to DC—he found himself driving from northern Michigan 
down to Georgia to drop the gray one off at his parents’ house before reversing course 
for Kentucky. He would truly rather not have been awarded the residency, but he didn’t 
want to do anything to upset the esteemed publisher with whom he was still baffled to 
have moved into professional affiliation.        Back a bit.                       Sacksteder had been 
trying to publish a book for the better part of a decade, but had received only corked 
vials of silent shudders from publishers in reply—so he was determined to do a real book 
tour despite all the other busynesses in his life, even if he had to fund it entirely himself. 
He did have to fund it entirely himself. He used the trip from Michigan to Georgia for 
the tour’s very first stop, a bookstore he’d always wanted to visit in a city where he didn’t 
know enough people to expect anything. The few who showed up at his reading were 
very kind.                           A few days later at Blackacre, the first thing he realized when he 
was shown his accommodations on the spacious second-floor apartment of the Presley 
Tyler Farmhouse (1844): there was no reason his cat could not have joined him during the 
residency.                                                       There would be a drink with one of his cousins



at the bar of a truly postmodern hotel. There would be an unexpected night on the town 
with an old friend who was in Louisville for a stadiumed battle royale of grading AP His-
tory exams. There would be the St. Louis Blues winning the Stanley Cup. Finally, there 
would be a truly unbelievable reading at the KMAC Museum on Main Street. And not 
unbelievably mortifying, as Sacksteder spent some weeks dreading once he found out 
that his press—who were maybe still in on some kind of giant practical joke despite the 
book being out there in the world—was selling tickets to the event. Tickets. To see him. 
Sacksteder. Somehow there would be a lot of people at the reading. We gave away a lot 
of tickets, his press would clarify. Of course, i t 
would turn out that the tickets weren’t for 
Sacksteder, but rather for the sake of Lin-
da Bruckheimer, the patroness of the con-
test. (Sacksteder liked to think that he was 
specifically getting Armageddon money.) 
There would be a drink named after his sto- ry 
collection—not something outside the 
realm of Sacksteder’s wildest dreams. Well 
outside that realm: a runway gown on dis-
play made from the cover and pages of his book. (Back a bit. He’d also seen his book walk 
down a runway at a couture event in April.) There would above all else be a pummeling 
of incomprehensible generosity from fancy new friends. A night that would be, like all 
of 2019, a dizzying and constant oscillation between hot shit and humbled. Something 
Sacksteder would have to get used to.
	                      But, for now, he was alone in a very old house that had seen atrocities 
on 300 acres of bugs and riotous growth. By day the property hosted visitors, a school 
group or two, a wedding party on a weekend. Couples taking photographs on the prairie 
at sunset. Sacksteder crouched like a scowling gargoyle over the human festivities, alone 
with both time and new projects for the first time in a while, but still needing to do the 
work of the position to which he’d just been promoted. The latter involved preparing for 
the upcoming summer camp season using someone else’s spreadsheets and methodol-
ogies and chiseling away at the fifty neglected emails the interim director had forwarded 
him on June 1st at 12:01 a.m. as a congratulatory gift. Both tasks were difficult since the 
internet connection brought to mind tense listening-for-sonar scenes in submarine mov-
ies. 
	
			   And somehow, after all that, he had to go back to work. Back to 
Michigan, to his first summer as Director of Creative Writing and his last summer living in 
the murder cabin they’d housed him in on campus. His first act of business would be an 
abysmal failure—not to the students, his coworkers, or the institution, but to his mental 
wellbeing: teaching in the nine-hour-per-day Novel Writing Intensive while managing it. 
All subsequent acts of business would follow this trend.
  												              The 
trip to DC fell between that one-week intensive and the start of summer camp proper, 
causing him to miss the big welcome-to-Interlochen orientation session that was by far 
the most visible aspect of his new job. So it was with this mix of anxiety, new fanciness, 



and the final arrival of salaried adulthood that charged his steps with purpose through 
the airport, as if he would spend the rest of his life with a moving walkway below his Frye 
boots. But airports had done that to him since he was a child, making him feel on display, 
more conscious than ever of personhood as culmination and promise of past and future 
experience.
                  		  Back a bit.                                      He was staying in the same hotel that 
he’d stayed in for the AWP Conference in DC in 2017. 
     										          Back a bit. 
	 His first AWP Conference was Boston in 2013. There was a blizzard. His Airbnb was 
at the very end of the orange line, meaning that he had to ditch offsites early. His host 
was a glass harmonica player who slept in a nest of clothes on the living room floor. He 
had to wait in line for four hours at registration, and that first night in the hotel bar, know-
ing nobody and too poor to get drunk, was the most profoundly vulnerable and alone 
he’d felt in a profession that promised a fair share of both. Seattle the next year was so 
incomparably better (accepted to his top two PhD choices) that Minneapolis 2015’s re-
minder that he hadn’t really arrived at anything was bound to be a letdown. LA was LA 
the year after that. He’d considered skipping DC because five years in a row was a lot 
and his doctoral exams were in less than a month and he couldn’t stand the power lunch 
/ happy hour scene. Other than the fact that the city in February 2017 seemed as cursed 
as the first time he’d visited it—just after 9/11 when his college symposium teacher won 
the class a trip to the Holocaust Museum—Sacksteder 
ended up having a lot of fun at DC AWP. It’s unclear 
whether or not he attended the protests organized 
by fellow con- ference goers (he did not reply to 
Facebook invita- tions), but there are reports that he 
was seen late at night stumbling unaware upon Trump 
Hotel, gazing up dumbly at the name in gold on what 
had once been a post office. Would Sacksteder pass 
his exams? Would he ever get a job, publish a book?	                            	
                       His reason for staying in the same Hilton Garden Inn 
on First Street when he returned to the city in June of 2019 with all three of those ques-
tions answered was one of expediency. His to-do lists were particularly hydra-like at the 
time, and there weren’t extra moments for price-checking and distance-approximating. 
He knew that the Hilton was pretty cheap and pretty close to where he needed to be. But 
Sacksteder also had a fondness not just for familiarity, how the return to a place could 
revive fading memories, but also for how it could serve to gauge how much he’d lost and 
accomplished, like taking a stroll through a thirteen-channel film installation of his CV. 
									         Just as the trusted season-
al hire deputized with welcoming a hundred campers to the Writing House in lieu of their 
prodigal Division Director was stepping to the podium, Sacksteder was lugging luggage 
from Union Station the .8 miles to the hotel. If he could do it when he was poor, he could 
do it when he wasn’t. Because it was hot out, he knew he would be forced to take a Lyft 
to the Medallion Ceremony once he’d reemerged from the hotel in the fancy blue suit 
that life had made him buy. He wasn’t sure if his workplace would compensate him for the 
Lyft and wasn’t used to it not mattering. Either way, Sacksteder felt more self-conscious in 



his stylish suit walking by the homeless than before, because for all they knew he was an 
asshole, off to a power lunch or happy hour, and maybe he was. 

                        				    Arriving early to Andrew Mellon Auditorium, he 
walked around the mall a bit, wondering if people who owned the world wondered if they 
wondered that. After finding Sophie’s parents and receiving third and fourth assurances 
that none of them needed tickets to the event, they joined the crowd waiting for the 
buses of students to arrive from a gamut of events earlier in the day. Once they pulled 
up, Sophie’s mom used a gap created for the students to cut into the 
very long line of families and teachers that had 
formed. Cutting in line, for Sacksteder, was the 
antithesis of the polysemic multicursorality of the 
Rosefeldt instal- lation. But that would not be the 
future exhibition reviewer’s only ethical compro-
mise of the night. At the door into the auditorium, 
they were asked for their tickets, and it was almost 
a problem—but it turned out that anybody could 
just walk into this event with the Secretary of Edu-
cation if they were dressed nice enough. 
         Then she ap- peared on the stage, Betsy De-
Vos. Far greater than her actual legislative power, 
far more deliber- ate than her intended or collateral 
nefariousness, far outside of atrocities under her purview was 
the intense focus- ing of all the anger that had been building up in Sackst-
eder over the past three years into one single human. A reverse pyramid scheme of 
anger for his fellow Michigander, his fellow educator. Until that moment, Sacksteder had 
no proof that she and her cronies weren’t simulations. Incorporeal. Gaseous forms. 

To sit in any chair for a single instant might be to risk one’s life, but this wasn’t just any 
chair. And not only was he going to remain compliantly silent during the conferring of 
medals—he was here for her blessing of sorts, by his mere presence communicating to 
the most badass of students an indication that all of this was okay. I’m representing an 
institution, he kept reminding himself, but the more he did so the more that made it feel 
worse. Betsy DeVos would like the institution he worked at—because money trumps faith. 
He would later be asked by a very high-level administrator at Interlochen whether or not 
he’d actually spoken with Betsy DeVos—because “We’ve always wanted to make some 
inroads with that family.” He would later find out that the hundred or so students had re-
ceived a pep talk from some stooge earlier that day, along the lines of NOW IS NOT THE 
TIME to make a political statement. It was not difficult to tell which high schoolers were 
super excited to be seen being excited shaking hands with the contentious Secretary 
of Education, versus which students had not been raised by ghouls. Sophie’s name was 
called, and Sophie was shaking Betsy DeVos’s hand, and Betsy DeVos was saying some-
thing to Sophie. Your soul belongs to me now, Sacksteder supposed. Then it was over.
						      After the ceremony, Sophie’s mom showed her 
a text from her sister that reacted to the news with, That’s messed up. “What did Betsy 



DeVos say to you?” she wanted to know. Sophie’s face scrunched with confusion. “She 
asked me if my name was Bodie. And I was like… no?” And it was so perfectly stupid—no 

grand statement of evil or artfully manipulative brainwashing. Just a general misappre-
hension of the surrounding world and a guess that was bad at best.      The next morning, 
on his only full day in DC, Sacksteder walked the same route that he’d taken to the con-
vention center in 2017, this time stopping for breakfast at a different Poets and Busboys. 
While awaiting his food, he put himself through that new syncretism of hot shit and hum-
bled that was the searching for his newly-released book on their shelves. While doing so, 
he heard his name called, and there stood—not fate—but justin a. reynolds, author of 
Opposite of Always. The reason it was extra surreal was that Sacksteder had been teach-
ing with reynolds just days before at the Novel Writing Intensive. He really hoped that 
justin wouldn’t somehow know that he’d been looking for his own book on the shelves, 
and so he immediately confessed to it.                                    Sacksteder doubtless felt that 
he could not include this justin a. reynolds anecdote in his review of Julian Rosefeldt’s 
Manifesto due to the baseline animosity in the art world for writers using the review as a 
platform to discuss their own lives. The reasoning is sound, since readers of the review 
want to preserve their own personal not-vacuum of experiencing a text, rather than con-
template the ways in which a chaos of influences, experiences, genetics, anecdotes, and 
blots of mustard culminated in a critic’s reaction to one or more artists’ personal chaoses 
at a certain point in time and space. Poised as the review as a genre is between the man-
ifesto and the gentler literary arts—its blasts and its blesseds, its merde and its roses, 
its down-withs and its long-lives often tacit or hissed between clenched teeth—there 
are channels of power that get nervous when reviews start to bleed. Those readers who 
have described Sacksteder’s flattery of Rosefeldt as “exaggerated” and “sycophantic” 



and “embarrassing” would do well, however, to re-view his account within the full con-
text of breakfast food, justin a. reynolds, AWP memories, and Betsy DeVos. And with an 
understanding that some writers feel so worthless, so terrified of their own histories and 
desires, that the only way they can utter their own name in public is under the guise of 
discussing the risks taken by some braver soul.
            			    Not due at the Kennedy Center until later that night, Sackst-
eder had decided to spend his day at the Hirshhorn Museum, having recently–
  									                  Back a bit. 
Despite wanting his life to be for art and nothing else, Sacksteder had 
not cared that much about museums for his first thirty-some years 
on earth. Usually he would just spend the time beating back 
the knowledge that he could leap at any of the paintings 
at any moment with a knife, beating back the na-
ked babies’ siren song of trying to compose 
classical music again, of Du musst dein 
Leben ändern. That changed the 
day he went to the Portland Art 
Museum at an AWP that ranked 
second only to Seattle in levita-
tion-inducement. The first thing 
he saw walking into the lobby to 
buy his ticket were letters above 
the entryway to an exhibition that 
read THE MAP IS NOT THE TERRITO-
RY. Somewhere in his dodgy brain 
a lever was pulled, a pellet dis-
pensed, for the knowing of the ref-
erence. Baudrillard had been on 
his 120-text PhD reading list, and 
Sacksteder had always been too 
fond of what he’d been taught to 
be fond of. As a teacher, he continued 
in his high school classrooms—not to promote, but 
to at least suggest it was interesting to think about—the notions 
that culture has obliterated nature, that signs have replaced actual things, 
that all bank holdups are simulated holdups, that Watergate was not a scandal, that Disn-
eyland exists to trick us into never understanding that our whole country is equally as fake 
and childish, etc. It was not unusual for Sacksteder to update and localize such examples 
with school shootings, Trump’s every word and action, and the horses and taffy stores 
of Mackinac Island—to the great discomfort of all involved. Just a month or two before 
Portland AWP, he’d performed a nervous breakdown in front of his class over an infamous 
tweet that represented Baudrillard taken to its horrific conclusion, Ann Coulter’s review of 
a dubious piece of performance art: “Alright, this particular hate crime turned out to be a 
hoax, but let’s remember, ALL OF THEM are hoaxes. #Smollett.” So it was with some de-
gree of investment that Sacksteder went to see what Charlene Vickers, Mary Ann Peters, 



Ferdinand D’Agostino, and others had 
to say on the matter. 

      It turned out that 
catching one single 
reference would 
not be the only as-
pect of the next few 
hours that would 
make Sacksteder 
feel like the very 
nexus of thousands 
of years of cultural 
accumulation. Sack-
steder’s graduate 
studies, and especially his years in the University of Utah’s 
PhD program, had culminated in the true discovery of his artistic and academic pas-
sions, aesthetic theory and interdisciplinarity, and it was strange how often the neatness 
of this years-long, intentional cause and effect seemed surprising to his colleagues. It 
sometimes struck even Sacksteder himself as blind luck. The pummeling gauntlet of his 
reading year had felt senseless and niche at times, but here he was stumbling around an 
art museum, his switchboard brain lighting up like never before, drunk on art and an un-
deniably significant partial understanding. At Francesco di Giorgio’s The Meeting of Dido 
and Aeneas, he knew G.E. Lessing would describe the painting’s presentation of different 
moments in time and space as a transgression into the “territory” of poetry’s claim to de-
picting action. Oskar Kokoschka—he was the one who made a doll of Alma Mahler and 
beheaded it at a party, perhaps the “washable lovable floatable doll” in the schoolbook 
section of Finnegans Wake. Sacksteder mostly held at bay Ovid’s Metamorphoses and 
new understandings of the sublime as he gave himself over entirely to the experience of 
Su-Mei Tse in a high-altitude field, facing a mountain, playing duets with herself in the 
video installation L’Echo.   						   

									          A trip to the Speed Muse-
um during his Blackacre residency on a free Sunday two weeks before his trip to DC had 
reminded him of the Portland excitation and prepped him for the Hirshhorn—in particu-
lar its giftshop purchases. You see, Sacksteder also fails to mention that part of his posi-
tive reaction to Manifesto was due to the excuse it gave him to buy things, consumerism’s 
entwinement of commodities and identity. Internet tests would no doubt prove Sackst-
eder to be a such-and-such type person; though he’s thrifty to the point of personal and 
professional stultification, he has a history of spending lavishly on goods that present, in 
their color / symmetry / collectability, in their constituent nature, the emblematic consol-
idation of some facet of personality that at the time Sacksteder perceived as important. 
This something-or-another is perhaps best represented by the purest joy of Sacksteder’s 
life, his quest to collect all of the 1995-96 Fleer basketball inserts. Opening a pack and 
finding—not another Vlade Divac Double Double—but the Anfernee Hardaway foil insert 



that completed his set of Franchise Futures would always be more pleasing to him than 
anything art had to offer. Or that Signet edition of Stephen King paperbacks where half 
the binding was some bright color on black—Sacksteder wanted all of them, even though 
it was just Stephen King and the ribbon on the spine never aligned horizontally book to 
book. Or, see his many other writings about customizable hockey goalie equipment with 
SACKSTEDER stitched on some noble cuff or roll.
										              One of the many 
awkwardnesses of Sacksteder’s review is that he very obviously wanted to cover the entire 
second-floor Manifesto: Art x Agency exhibition, but he was so proud of flaunting the mi-
nutiae of his knowledge in regard to the Rosefeldt that he would have required many more 
thousands of words. The review starts in that vein, then forgets there’s a museum around 

Rosefeldt, then makes 
some half-ass attempt 

at broadening the scope 
i n the final paragraph. 

He’d hoped to give a 
sense of the exhibi-
tion’s ambitious trajec-
tory, beginning with 
the TWENTIETH-CEN-
TURY MANIFESTOS AND 
WORLD EVENTS timeline 

i n the entryway. Stickers 
on drywall that made 
such neat work of such 
tumult that Sacksteder 

would seven months later spend hours reproducing his photo of the timeline on Adobe 
InDesign for the students in his class Nonfiction Workshop: Manifesto. Rosefeldt’s film in-
stallation acted as a zone of transition from European modernism into a wider slice of rep-
resentation, a more urgent proximity to today’s iconoclasm and street protests. With the 
newer stuff, the curation went beyond simply stroking Sacksteder’s intellectual ego; the 
uncanny degree to which it seemed to put his bookshelves and his very guts on display 
felt increasingly impossible, solipsistic. Ian F. Svenonius’s “Censorship Now!!” was noth-
ing more than the painted page of a book that Sacksteder’s brother-in-law had recently 
bought for him, and Sacksteder was set to teach Svenonius’s Supernatural Strategies that 
fall. Video Flag not only looked like something out of U2’s ZooTV tour, but Sacksteder had 
recently become enamored of Nam June Paik’s work through his extensive study of the 
Fluxus artists. It’s no stretch to suspect that Sacksteder would have liked to have charted 
the third-floor exhibition, What Absence is Made Of, into his constellation as well, his 
interest in lacunae and palimpsests most evident in his chamber music erasure, Driftless 
Quintet, and his editorial work on Cameron Quan Louie’s A Door in the Air / On Erasure. 
One of his gift shop purchases was The Evidence Room, a book that documented an 
installation that documented a trial that documented one defendant’s task in a year 2000 
British libel case to prove that Auschwitz was a death camp rather than just a prison camp. 
The third floor even promised Ana Mendieta, an artist whose work and whose death had 



been the subject of an animation video that So-
phie had completed that past semester as 

a capstone project with Sacksteder. 
He couldn’t wait to tell her, 

he kept thinking, as 
he circled What 

Absence 
i s 

M a d e 
Of again and 

again only to con-
clude that the Mendieta 

was still being installed. A disap-
pointment—until he realized that this, 

too, was auspicious, just the chalk outline of a 
space dedicated to her corpus.



			      The visit’s five-hour high of beauty and edification was undercut 
only by the constant knowledge that any moment could be the moment that Sophie was 
meeting Donald Trump in the White House. Sacksteder was relieved not to have been in-
vited to that event, except that it allowed him to imagine the worst. The worst being sim-
ply the occurrence of the described event. From Sacksteder’s hours in the Hirshhorn to 
the present moment, Sophie—this student who succeeded where her teacher had failed, 
who did what Sacksteder never could have (getting published in Black Warrior Review)—
exists in a permanent and simultaneous state of both shaking and not shaking Donald 
Trump’s hand.                    Sacksteder does not admit in his review that the continuity of his 
immersion in the Manifesto installation was interrupted by a treacherous bladder that had 
always known when he was in a basketball card store or hockey equipment outfitter and 
wanted to remain undisturbed by bodily necessities. Still, he loved art museum bathrooms, 
their inevitably trough-like reimagining of the sink experience, the thick tissues for drying 
one’s hands that replace the traditional methods. Already writing the review in his head, 
he decided to swing by the Hirshhorn’s basement giftshop to see if they sold an art book 
for the Rosefeldt, not unaware that he was allowing himself to drift into a zone of more 
generalized curiosity and financial risk. It happened to him in zoo and aquarium giftshops 
as well, this vague notion of I could be this type of person. Not the kind who’s charmed 
by novelty socks or tote bags or knickknacks. More like books, those big Taschen ones 

on display in his art professor sister’s art gallery of a 
home. As soon as his eyes 
fell on the linen weave of 
Manifesto’s art book and 
the monochromatic min-
imalism of The Evidence 
Room, he knew that the 
ecstasy of his paused en-
counter had gone to a 
new level of life-chang-
ing by assuming a tangi-
ble   form that he could 
display in his new office. 
And… cafeteria trays? He 

found himself drawn to an object that was particularly confusing in that 
he had not yet walked around the basement exhibition, Rirkrit Tiravanija’s who’s afraid of 
red, yellow, and green. It was ivory-colored, the fiberglass sort that recalls the 1970s and 
80s, FEAR EATS THE SOUL printed in letters big enough and black enough to convince even 
Sacksteder that he was brave. He did not yet know of the Thai artist’s tendency of appro-
priating pop culture language into contexts that subvert and defamiliarize it; he did know 
that the eponymous Fassbinder movie occupied a special place in his heart, that the tray 
was perfect for his new office, and that he needed the reminder.                         Sacksted-
er’s willingness to kill his darlings—to sacrifice the most personally revelatory aspects of 
an artistic experience for the sake of more general accessibility—can best be seen in the 
uncharacteristically limited space he makes for Werner Herzog references in this review 
of a different artist’s work. For Sacksteder devotees who understand his long and prob-



lematic fascination with the director’s career, the name no doubt lit up the screen in the 
antepenultimate paragraph. But, after using Herzog’s voice as the primary instrument on 
his seventeen-track first album, Fugitive Traces, how could Sacksteder just coolly include 
the mad Bavarian’s name in a list of fellow directors without spiraling into polemics? In 
truth, as soon as Sacksteder first understood the nature of the film installation, he imme-
diately wondered if there was any chance he’d be hearing Herzog’s “Minnesota Declara-
tion.” No—even a day this special wouldn’t dare such heights of serendipity. The universe 
itself would be revealed as essentially stupid, too neatly facile, fawning for Sacksteder’s 
approval. It wasn’t until a very exuberant two hours later, perched in front of the instal-
lation’s final screen, that Sacksteder even knew that filmmaking would be one of today’s 
twelve manifesto containers. And it wasn’t until the very end of the final video that they 
filled the darkness, absurd words made familiar by Sacksteder’s years of introducing stu-
dents to the opportunities and pitfalls of Herzog’s contradiction-based aesthetics and 
now-cringy penchant for exalting the imaginary as real: “There are deeper strata of truth 
in cinema, and there is such a thing as poetic, ecstatic truth. It is mysterious and 
elusive, and can be reached only through fabrication and imagination a n d 
stylization.“						      Not just the future, 
but all possible futures are of circumtextual importance to fully un- d e r-
standing Sacksteder’s review. That night at the Kennedy Center, the work 
of visual artists and creative wriers was displayed  in the lobby, while t h e 
performance itself consisted of ten high schoolers in such diverse d i s -
ciplines as tap, classical music, contemporary dance, pop music, a n d 
Kuchipudi dance seated in a half moon on the stage, each perform- m e r 
getting up in turn to do their thing—sometimes solo, sometimes accompanied by one 
or more of their peers. There was one vocalist, Sacksteder noticed, who seemed to be 
getting far less stage time than the others, and he failed to fully suppress another swell 
of helpless anxiety on her behalf. Then, in the final number of the night, this neglected 
singer led all ten performers in an amazing interdisciplinary, multifocus cover of “Good-
bye Yellow Brick Road,” rainbow lights playing across the stage and the crowd. Because 
it was pride month, sure. But also: two weeks before this performance, Donald Trump 
had banned US embassies from flying the pride flag. Mike Pence had even more recently 
called it “the right decision.” 					                                            Now 
was the time. And it was coming from within the institutions, the director of tonight’s 
program just one of thousands of government employees subverting the cruelty-based 
death cult of the current administration. The D&P branch of the deep state. Tomorrow 
they would all begin together the construction of a new city.      	     Compared to the 
complexity of a maze like Rosefeldt’s Manifesto, Sacksteder might, under more contem-
plative distance from such a performance, judge it heavy-handed and excessive—but 
sometimes Sacksteder also needs to shut the fuck up.        
 	 The more distant future as well—because it was during his time spent with the 
cave-like film installation’s play of light and shadows that he began scheming ways to 
import the experience into a classroom space. His room contained a single paltry pro-
jection screen, and a work order would need to be put in for blinds to keep out the sun 
of Truth. The approval period for new classes had already passed, but he could affix it to 
his Nonfiction Workshop as a theme-based experiment and avoid the Curricular Planning 



Committee altogether. Already, he was busily at work, not only on his review, but on a 
class description slippery enough to acknowledge that, yes, this was the preferred genre 
of school shooters, but that it was also other things—and that discussing whether or not 
the genre was salvageable and personally useful would be part of their time together. 
A workshop assignment sheet duplicitous enough to look relevant both to nonfiction 
and to manifestos while discouraging them from actually writing manifestos. His high 
school students. “As a statement of aesthetics, politics, identity, love and hate, couldn’t 
nearly anything be viewed as an attempt to make manifest our innermost beings? To that 
end, sneaky manifestos will be more than welcome, and I think that just the exercise of 
viewing any/everything we write this semester as a potential manifesto could be really 
productive.” All of Sacksteder’s classes could also be titled Workshop: Using Words to 
Get Your Way.  				    It was only later, at the exact moment he could 
no longer retract Nonfiction Workshop: Manifesto from his students’ course offerings, 
that he realized that, by its very nature, the curriculum would be crowded with rude Eu-
ropean men. In a timely manner, The Manifesto Project, edited by Rebecca Hazelton and 
Alan Michael Parker, swooped in to save the day. While the Hirshhorn was reluctant to 
turn over their building’s blueprints to Sacksteder, they did send him a “draft checklist,” 
with images, of all the pieces of art included in the exhibition. Sometimes you just have to 
ask. At the very least, his students enjoyed the ten or twenty minutes of the week during 
which the many faces of Cate Blanchett—twelve stars in one—gave them a reprieve from 
their teacher’s endless prattle about defamiliarization, heteroglossia, and catachresis. 		
        The pedagogical experiment was cut short in March of the 2020 spring semester 
by nature’s manifesto. All that dissolves melts into air. It was a manifesto against, among 



many other things, the unholy coupling of employment and health insurance, the electing 
of dipshits, the expression of individual liberties as understood by US citizens, and fuck-
ing with bats. Like most manifestos, it was hyperbolic, absolutist, and lacking in nuance. 
Unlike most manifestos, it did things. The United States failed to release a unified count-
er-manifesto, and instead left each state to write their own, many of which did not. Sack-
steder almost didn’t attend San Antonio 2020 (aka AWP at the End of the World) because 
eight years in a row is a lot and there was a pandemic about, but at least he got his review 
of COVID-19 right, calling it “utterly karmic and densely informative” and also “regretta-
ble.” This mess was something the futurists might have dug, those gloomy Proud Boys 
of modernism—and fuck 
if futurism wasn’t the next 
section on the workshop’s 
schedule when distance 
learning started up. Sackst-
eder’s decision to proceed 
as planned despite this new 
environment in which all 
words took on intensified 
toxicity, was questionable, 
as was his decision to pub-
lish a review of “The Foun-
dation and Manifesto of 
Futurism” in his head on a 
very long jog even though 
it had been written eleven 
decades previously. Despite 
that review’s increasingly 
desperate disclaimers that 
it “[wasn’t] interested in re-
deeming Marinetti in the 
eyes of contemporary readers,” why could Sacksteder have not just let dead fascists go 
on being despised? 	  	 True, it was interesting to consider how Marinetti’s man-
ifesto might be read satirically when grafted onto Dante’s Inferno—a possibility that first 
occurred to Sacksteder upon noticing that both texts end with the word “stelle.” Even 
a coincidence this slight can give a mind like Sacksteder’s all the permission it requires 
to spin an endless propagation of questionable parallels. Virgil = the car that Marinetti 
wants to fuck; Cerberus = the dog he takes far too much pleasure in running over; the 
River Styx = the “mother of a ditch”; the nine circles of hell = the eleven numbered tenets 
in Marinetti’s manifesto. Wait… what? Oh that’s right, Dante’s hell has a vestibule. All hells 
do. And Satan comes after the ninth circle. So, eleven. Thereby, the most infamous line in 
the manifesto, “We wish to glorify war—the sole cleanser of the world—militarism, patri-
otism, the destructive act of the libertarian, beautiful ideas worth dying for, and scorn for 
women” = the seventh circle of hell, the one reserved for perpetrators of violent crimes. 
And, yes, there are “smoke-belching serpents” in the Satan one. But no ice. Aside from 
The Inferno and Marinetti’s 1909 manifesto and his own questionable motives, Sacksteder 



cites only one source in his free associative review, Marinetti’s 1912 “A Response to Ob-
jections,” in which he describes Dante and Poe as “two creative geniuses [who] coincided 
with my own temperament in distinctly affirming their hate for creeping, weak, and solitary 
intelligences, and according all powers to the intuitive and divining imagination.”	  His 
not-defense of Marinetti is an especially questionable choice given Sacksteder’s history 
of almost exclusively reviewing the books, films, and art exhibitions of white artists. More 
than ten percent of his book reviews are for writers named Ethan and Gabe—different 
Ethans, different Gabes—and one hundred percent of his museum exhibition reviews are 
of Julians. To some degree this is because Sacksteder is a bad guy, at war with his time, 
but to his credit it’s also because he’s cowardly. He fears being consigned to the new cir-
cle of hell reserved for cultural appropriators, virtue signallers, and people who use the 
phrase “virtue signaling.” In this circle, the printing house of hell, if you etch anything oth-
er than your own name onto your continuously acid-flushed skin, Malacoda cleans his ass 
trumpet with your guts.                 Far sager was the unabashedly glowing review of Mierle 
Laderman Ukeles’s “Maintenance Art Manifesto” in a Facebook status update that Sack-
steder never got around to posting. “This would be the perfect time to discover Ukeles’s 
work,” he thought about writing. As Artist in Residence at the Department of Sanitation 
in New York City, “She was valuing essential workers long before it was cool.” Her mes-
sage was a calming antidote to the antsy terror of quarantine, the notion that the mere 
maintenance of our bodies and spaces is a revolutionary artistic act: “Everything I say is 
Art is Art. Everything I do is Art is Art.”				      Despite the interruption 
of the semester and the country’s descent into an apocalyptic hellscape, Sacksteder’s 
students were generous in their reviews of the course Nonfiction Workshop: Manifes-
to. One anon- ymous source 
wrote, “This is one of my 
favorite class- es I have ever 
taken.” An- other, “I really 
enjoyed this semester and 
feel very for- tunate to have 
gained this un- d e r s t a n d i n g 
of manifestos and art history 
that I couldn’t have imagined 
getting in any other high 
school classroom.” A third reviewer’s response was mixed, but they were so obviously 
mortified to be providing anything resembling critique that they went on and on, quali-
fying each careful and polite point with its preemptive, parenthetical, and/or subsequent 
refutation. For example, “I was really fascinated with the manifestos we looked at, and I 
believe the instructor introduced a lot of creative and interesting exercises (prompts, dis-
cussions, class walks through campus, etc.) into the curriculum to make things interesting 
and fresh. But I believe that the focus took somewhat from the experience of reading / 
discussing creative essays, which might have (at least in my opinion) made me a stronger 
essayist.”		                              Sacksteder gave all three of those students A’s, 
gave all seven students who filled out the class evaluations A’s, gave the two students 
who didn’t A’s. He called the semester “difficult, emboldening.” Out of five, no hope 
for a consensus of stars.


