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Reviewed by Saraleah Fordyce

The cover of Ben Schwartz’s book has a glowing image of
the Egyptian Sphinx at Giza, above a Las Vegas replica. A
photo essay continues this pattern of pairing: the Mona Lisa
in the Louvre, cell phones snapping, above a stockpile of
counterfeit Mona Lisas; celebrity The Rock above his cousin
stunt double (Figure 1); the famous Venus of Willendorf
sculpture above Jeff Koons’ Balloon Venus. The photos are
all inverted, the treatment through which white becomes
black and darkness glows; the inversion coheres the
images, exaggerating similarities, while defamiliarizing and
implying a special kind of seeing, like x-rays or night vision.
This treatment is applied to all images in the book, most of
which illustrate the work of the 21 artists, designers, and
collectives interviewed for it. Even the text, white type on
black pages, is inverted. This visual trope establishes
Schwartz’'s concept of a bootleg, which is rooted in a lexi-
con of echoing that can be concrete, phantasmic, inverted,
subversive, or reviving.

In the introduction, “Under the Cover of Darkness,”
Schwartz argues that bootlegging, by nature, resists solid
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Leonardo da Vinci, Mona Lisa (1503)

Exhibition of Mona Lisa fakes curated by police detective
Guy Isnard (1955)

Figure 1
Page from UNLICENSED: Bootlegging as a creative practice, written and designed
by Ben Schwartz, published by Valiz with Source Type, 2024.

definition. It is recontextualization, manipulation, and distribution of
materials. Think illegal spirits, but also DJs sampling songs; new
agendas interacting with original meaning. Schwartz’s thesis
describes creativity as a response to something already in existence,
and a chronology of bootlegs following the introduction fleshes this
out. Audience transcribed scripts of early Shakespeare



performances, and illegal 1901 recordings from the Metropolitan
Opera House bring up the value of the bootleg as unintentional arch-
ive. A host of examples — Dada readymades; Elvis collaborating with
one of his impersonators; programmers creating open-source code;
Dapper Dan “knock-ups” in Harlem; a billboard with the Glasgow
Airport logo designed by Margaret Calvert, and later used by Virgil
Abloh as the logo for his company Off-White — come together to
expand rather than define and to celebrate the loose boundaries and
multifacetedness of practices under the umbrella of bootlegging.

The trio of image, intro, and history serve to map a zone and a
spirit (curious, edgy, nimble) for bootlegging, and set the reader up
for 21 interviews conducted by Schwartz with contemporary graphic,
industrial, and interaction designers that explore specific practices of
unlicensed use of ideas, sounds, images, objects, and methods as
verdant creative ground. How might these practices transcend the
weight of cultural appropriation that has grounded many conversa-
tions around bootlegging? The framing here suggests reclaiming
exchange and riffing as how we make things together, across con-
texts and a litany of polarizing divides. It is a utopic if fuzzy vision,
and some of the interviewees are even hesitant to apply the term
bootlegging to their practices, preferring terms such as covers (bor-
rowing from music) or translation. But they share in a sense that
unlicensed remixing goes beyond didactic critique or subversion: it
offers new access points and expands rather than coalesces what a
work can do when placed in a new context. What the book lacks is
an opposing perspective that breaks the rather hip spell being cast
in the loose definitions and rampant referencing.

There is an “inside baseball” quality to some of the interviews that
doubles a common trope of bootlegging: when a reference is
reframed in a new context, its original is often assumed as a given.
Mark Owens describes laminating a copy of a stool by Max Bill with
a pattern by Ettore Sottsass as a kind of “lost collaboration between
the two designers” that celebrates and enhances the stool. He
reflects that his mash-up bootlegs “enter into dialogue with their
predecessors” (388), recalling Walter Benjamin’s concept of
“Jetztzeit,” which involves pulling something from the past into the
present as a way of understanding its radical potential” (394). Urs
Lehni and Olivier Lebrun, who worked together on the unauthorized
A Pocket Companion to Books from the Simpsons, also describe
bootlegging as a kind of research and revival. “To kind of stick your
brain into somebody else’s brain [...] you have to actually go
through the process,” says Lehni (342). Lebrun adds that “it's a fan-
tastic way to recirculate information.” There is “power in its ability to
provide accessibility” (343).

Elijah Funk and Alix Ross of Online Ceramics, who riff on Grateful
Dead and punk aesthetics, see community as the foundation of their
work, and of the best bootlegs. According to Funk, a primary goal of
bootlegging is to “become part of the community,” as opposed to
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profiting from it (380). Nat Pyper extends this homage into active
revival. In the project “A Queer Year of Love Letters,” they use type-
faces from key moments in queer history, turning them into freely dis-
tributed fonts. “I'm really interested in this idea of establishing
community across space and time—people who no longer exist, peo-
ple who are yet to exist, and with the fonts the potential of support-
ing writing and ideas that don’t yet exist,” says Pyper (407).

Power is addressed, though only occasionally. An interview with
the members of Shanzhai Lyric, which refers to both the name of a
project and the phenomenon of Chinese counterfeit products,
explains their bootlegging as part of a broader “anonymously and
collectively authored ongoing poem emerging out of the detritus of
consumerism” (120). Their work includes publication, performance,
curation, archive, installation, and conversation. “Our aim is to place
shanzhai lyrics in dialog with other poetic and artistic lineages that
also experiment with mimicry, wordplay, poetic plagiarism and non-
sense as subversive methods” (120). For artist/art director Babak
Radboy, working “illegitimately,” as he calls it, is a power move, sub-
verting “the violence that organizes the social space of annun-
ciations” (159).

We typically think of bootlegging in this way, as moving imagery
and cultural ephemera from sanctioned contexts to unsanctioned
ones, but the case of Dapper Dan and his self-named “knock-ups”
torques this assumption. Dapper Dan made his name in the 1980s,
producing custom reconstructed luxury items for his Harlem bou-
tique. For example, a jacket with patterned sleeves made from a
deconstructed Gucci garment bag “blackenizing” the designer goods
and transforming the inaccessibility of luxury goods in his community
from a roadblock to a steppingstone. The knock-up sensation led to
so many lawsuits that Dan had to close shop, but in 2018, Gucci,
one of the companies that sued Dan in the 1980s, knocked off a
Dan knock-up, and called it an homage. Schwartz describes their
act as an ill-conceived “knock down” (37).

In an arena that, as Oana Stanescu says, “has a lot to do with the
stupidity of rules and permissions” (355), the objectives of bootleg-
ging are wide-ranging. This book offers insight into the range of criti-
cal, social, and economic value they produce, providing us with
language to understand bootlegs beyond subversive critiqgue and as
a more nuanced form of conversation, community, and creative flow.
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