Leonardo da Vinci, Mona Lisa (1503)

Exhibition of Mona Lisa fakes curated by police detective

Is it ever socially acceptable to wear fake designer
items? Earlier this year, | explored the semantics of
brand combinations with our in-house meta-analyst
and artist-in-residence, Ana Viktoria Dzinic. We
concluded that you can avoid being sent to the so-
cietal outskirts of cool if you just know how to wear
a counterfeit. And in times of inflation and persis-
tently low salaries in art and fashion, this might be
advice to follow. So, if you take the fake Gucci bag
from your last Canal Street visit and pair it with
some Ottolinger pants, a Lululemon waist-snatch-
ing jacket, and an oversized 032c leather jacket,
probably no one will think you're a hypebeast who
can't afford the hype. But if you wear the fake Gu-
cci with Balenciaga logo slippers and a LV track-
suit, you're entering tricky territory, and possibly
outing yourself as a broke brand-chaser.

“A counterfeit Louis Vuitton bag is successful
only when it performs as the real thing. At the core
of a mimetic cover is homage,” writes graphic
designer and editor Ben Schwartz in his book Un-
licensed: Bootlegging as Creative Practice. For the
author, if fakes are made well and are (almost)
identical to the original, they serve as forms of artis-
tic worship rather than being a cringeworthy way
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Spread from Unlicensed (2023)

of trying to look cool. It can be further argued,
however, that the question is not whether the fake
has formal, material, and technical precision but
whether the wearer is able to disguise it — as prob-
ably only a small number of people will analyze
your bag to such a degree that they can confirm it
is a counterfeit. Unless, of course, it says Gukki in-
stead of Gucci. But counterfeits — and the practice
of appropriation that stands behind them — have a
firm place in the history of art and fashion, and they
have been a constant in modern art since Duch-
amp's pissoir, as well as among designers who have
always borrowed from art. By following Schwartz's
incomplete history, counterfeiting can even be
traced back to 1440, via Gutenberg’s invention of
the printing press, which made it possible to pro-
duce and sell illegal copies of existing literary
works on a larger scale. Unlicensed chronicles this
activity and investigates the uses of theft, appro-
priation, and homage in pop culture, social media,
and the creative industry at large. Alongside medi-
tations on bootlegging, the book features
Schwartz’s conversations with a range of artists,
designers, and creative practitioners, including
Bless, Jonathan Monk, Printed Matter, and Oana
Stanescu. In two essays, “Under the Cover of Dark-
ness” and “An Incomplete History of Bootlegs,”
Schwartz provides a basic understanding of the
term “bootlegging” as it refers to a creative prac-
tice. He argues that, today, “bootlegging has be-
come fetishized as an aesthetic in and of itself.” In
the various dialogues, each interviewee relates
their practice to Schwartz's notion of bootlegging,
even if the connection is not obvious at first. Artist
Jonathan Monk, for example, discusses his first
contact with bootlegging (scoring an illegally re-
corded Smiths concert on vinyl), whereas creative
director Hassan Rahim identifies the correlations
between sampling and bootlegging, suggesting
that while "bootlegging” is a simpler way of emu-
lating, sampling also involves authentic author-
ship. Rahim and Schwartz go on to talk about how
bootlegging, as a form of emulation, is therefore
also a type of learning, particularly in the case of
not having been traditionally trained in a certain
field. It becomes problematic if people never
break free from the mode of imitation.

Another of Schwartz’s conversationalists, Ba-
bak Radboy, passes off his work as advertising
while, Trojan Horse-like, sneaking in a critique of
his own industry. For him, the question is about le-
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gitimacy and illegitimacy as tools of disrupting
oppressive structures: “When working with clients
who absolutely have to be on set at a shoot, | just
simply don't send them the address. By delegiti-
mizing the process, the client loses ... bearings for
how to intervene. It's not always antagonistic;
sometimes it's just about setting up a process so
alien that the client doesn’t know how to ruin it.” In
his interview, Radboy states explicitly that, instead
of bootlegging, he thinks more about il/legitimacy
— which manifests on rather intangible levels, such
as how a company structure is organized or how
information is distributed. “When we shoot videos,
| don't say ‘action,’ which questions my own legiti-
macy as a director,” thus alluding to the idea that
the very notion of a “fake” is based on entities that
decide whether certain objects, subjects, or pro-
cesses are |legitimate, and that others are not. Rad-
boy, who served as the creative director of the
2016 Berlin Biennale, also frequently works with
Telfar, and they collaborated in 2021 on a design
for the fast-food chain White Castle’s uniforms,
thereby disrupting the notion of luxury fashion ex-
isting only in the “legitimate” context of a luxury
market and industry. Extraordinary fashion col-
laborations that work similarly with the tool of ap-
propriation include Vetements/DHL, Vetements/
Polizei, and Balenciaga/Bernie Sanders, where
“high” and “low" culture become ambivalent hy-
brids and boundaries blur between corporate
branding lo-fi “lol" aesthetics, institutional cri-
tique, fandom, and stealing.

When these kinds of appropriations first ap-
peared in fashion, they seemed like the next
avant-garde. But today, where everything has al-
ready been done and even the counterfeit ends
up being the counterfeit of a counterfeit, bootleg-
ging itself has been legitimized, which confirms
Radboy’s suggestion that the concept has more to
do with what is deemed legitimate versus illegiti-
mate in the creative industry. And brands even
(re-)appropriate their own counterfeits distribut-
ed on the illegitimate market. For example, some
bags in Gucci x Balenciaga's Hacker Project even
had “THIS IS NOT A GUCCI BAG" written on them.
The rapper and artist Shirt says, “We have to stop
referring to it as high/low. Bootlegging [is] a way
to smuggle ideas back and forth—period.” A fake
Gucci bag, therefore, need only be placed in the
right context to be able to generate novel creative
concepts. Text: CLAIRE KORON ELAT

Unlicensed: Bootlegging as Creative Practice is published by Valiz (Amsterdam, 2023). www.valiz.nl



