Detroit Art Review
Art is the outward expression of an inner life of an artist that is vast and varied.

All Aboard “BARN BOAT”:
Talking Modern Mythology with Scott Hocking
August 26, 2015 by Sarah Rose Sharp
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Scott Hocking is a canonical artist in the Detroit art scene, internationally famous for his site-specific monument building, typically
out of objects found and installed amidst Detroit’s urban ruins . Recently, he has ventured to the tip-of-the-thumb town of Port Austin,
MI, to work on a massive rebuilding of a derelict barn into an ark-like vessel that is a rural twist on Hocking’s powerful practice of
self-executed acts of mythology. We sat down for a discussion about the ins and outs of “Barnboat,” the stubborn and meditative
process of solo monument-building, and the underlying belief that fuels Hocking’s unstoppable drive to create and abandon these
structures.
Sarah Rose Sharp: Okay, so can you walk me through, again, some of what brought you to Port Austin, and what’s
happening there, in general, with the barns?
Scott Hocking: Sure. Jim Boyle brought me to Port Austin. There’s an entire Boyle clan that lives in Port Austin. And Jim tells me
the story of some old Detroit Cass Corridor artists moving up there—the Mikolowskis—which inspired him to bring Detroit artists up
to Port Austin. The thumb is also, as everyone has told me a million times, a peninsula within a peninsula, so nobody passes through
it.

SRS:

So you would think tourist town, but actually it’s really insular.

SH:

Right. It’s like going down a dead-end street, and then you’ve got to drive back.

SRS:

Yeah. But, it’s a great drive.

SH:

I’ve been taking different routes, and I’ve found some things.

SRS:

I saw a sign for “Petroglyph”—did you go see that? Is it a good one?

SH:
I did. The petroglyph is a large, flat sandstone outcrop, uncovered during the great fires of the thumb, which burned down
most of the white pine. The petroglyphs were uncovered then, but I think that’s 120 years ago or more. And since then, the sandstone
has just eroded.
SRS: It’s interesting to me that as you’re building this project, you’re also collecting stories of the thumb. You’re doing kind
of an anthropological study.
SH:
That’s a huge part of how I operate. It’s probably the reason I do artwork like I do, because of my amateur interest in this
kind of stuff. It all informs the piece.
SRS:

Is there anything that’s cropped up about Port Austin reflected in the barn installation?

SH:
In every case, I’m really influenced by the environment. The location has literally shaped the object; it’s changed from what I
originally thought it would be, which was an upside-down barn that looked kind of like a ship, to being a very aerodynamic wooden
shape—that’s all based on the wind.
SRS:

The wind sprung immediately to mind—that you were talking about how much that impacted you.

SH:
Yeah, so I’m interested in mythology, but I’m also interested in how the ancient people were really beholden to the elements.
I like working like that, too, where even if I’m in an abandoned building, I’m in a circumstance where the elements are hugely a
feature of what I do. [For the barn project] I can’t work around rain—the machines won’t work, the tools won’t work. So suddenly I’m
like a farmer, where I have to do everything based on what the weather tells me.
A lot of the objects I took out of there that are directly related to the history of the barn, of the family [that owns the barn]—parts of
the barn itself, sections of the beams, beautiful wooden pegs and notches—they will be displayed in the grain silo, in a kind of
reliquary.
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SRS: And in the past, you’ve been accustomed to being able to work long-term on big pieces, which is significant. One of the
reasons that your pieces are awe-inspiring is because they obviously represent a huge amount of human labor.
SH:
I come from a background where the idea of art was kind of laughable. Like, such a working class opinion of the art world—
but the one thing working class people appreciate about art is when they see that somebody worked really hard. And I think there’s
still that in me. I mean, I’m stupid about it. I worked myself to the point where I can’t work. I also think I’m kind of stubborn; I want
to do everything myself. I want to control everything. So taking on a project like this, when it’s really the kind of project where you
should have assistance, but wanting to do it alone so badly—that’s me being stubborn. Because I could have had more help, if I had
really pushed for it.

SRS: Well, I mean, maybe I’m wrong, but I think it’s also this idea that you are learning about something by affecting it
within yourself. When I drove up and saw you up on that lift working, I’m sure that’s how people felt about Noah. “Wow!
There’s just a guy up there, working on a boat, totally out of context. What is he doing?”
SH:
And that has happened, plenty of times. People will stop their cars right in the road. They might actually drive down the road,
and sometimes they’re yelling up to me while I’m on the lift. But I would say ten times, someone has said, “You’re like Noah, making
the ark!” And in some cases they’re saying it like a ha-ha—in some cases they’re saying it like they’re in awe. I know I’m going to
seem crazy. When I made the pyramid a Fisher Body , I can specifically remember people making comments like, “Dude, what are
you doing? You’re acting crazy.” I push myself like that every time, and I just believe there’s going to be a lot of awkward stages but
I’m going to figure it out. I have to believe that. But when you’re not in your studio, when you’re not in this confined space where
nobody can see you—when you’re out on a lift along a road, then people are going to see you during those stages, and they’re going to
see how crazy it is.
SRS: I’m being a little playful, here, but I’m sure Noah had moments of self-doubt, too. I’ve never seen the pyramids in
Egypt in person, but I remember finding out what they were, and having the reaction, “Wow, people made that.” And I don’t
feel that way when I see a skyscraper in Shanghai. I think, “Industry made that, machines made that.” But the pyramids,
Stonehenge—people cut massive stones out of cliff-sides and then rolled them on logs hundreds of miles, and stood them up in
these formations. And there’s a human energy to that. I think, when you engage in a process that mirrors those, that’s how
you know what that means. When you put your body through that experience, you can access something that is fundamental.
SH:
I think that’s true. With the barn project, I’ve been in awe of the people who made the barn. Every log that was hewn by
hand—every log was made square by hand, and you can see the hatchet marks—every peg, every hole, so well done. The amount of
effort and skill and time and patience blows my mind. So there is a feeling of respecting that, wanting to respect that, even though I’m
not going to be doing anything near what they were doing. There is a part of me that likes being up there with a hatchet and a
sledgehammer, and if something doesn’t fit, I’m going to pound it into place.
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SRS: I think that’s what an ark is, right? It isn’t a yacht, or a sailboat. It’s a mythic vessel, rough-cut out of the raw elements
with very little help because everyone thinks you’re crazy.
SH:
I’ve worked before where I’ve layered wood in this way, where I feel like I’m just layering and collaging. I don’t want to
make a perfectly sealed, perfect boat. This isn’t a boat—this is an object, this is a sculpture. It’s vessel-like, it’s ark-like, it’s ship-like,
it’s boat-like.
SRS:

It’s nest-like, too.

SH:
Totally nest-like. Well, this is a great tangent to take, because I love birds. There were barn swallows living in the barn site,
and I basically destroyed all their homes—they were pissed at me. Anyway, this is becoming a new nest for birds already. Every time
I come back, the birds fly out. They’re already getting in there.
SRS:

It’s great, out of the wind.

SH:
They’re going to love it in there. It’s going to become a weird little bird sanctuary, so that excites me. One day I came in and
there was a vulture on top—coming back to when you asked, have I been influenced? I’ve been influenced by the nature around me,
for sure, in ways that I don’t know if anybody else really cares about. But I’m out there alone, spending time with the birds, a lot.
SRS: Well, yeah, that makes sense to me. And it’s how mythology happens. Like, maybe Noah’s Ark is exactly what you’re
doing right now. Some guy one day thought, “This barn is in terrible repair, maybe I’ll build it upside down to make a kind of
boat shape,” and people said, “Uh, Noah, what are you doing?” And he started shouting, “THERE WILL BE A GREAT
RAIN,” just to get them to leave him alone. And birds start flying around him, a lot of wildlife is drawn to his boat—and then
there’s a really bad rainstorm, and he becomes a mythic figure.
SH:
That’s great. It’s possible. I mean, I have to tell you, there’s been a lot of people coming out of the woodwork, talking to me
about barns now, and Noah stories. People have been sending me stuff about barns—“Hey, I saw the project you’re doing. Not sure if
you knew this, but the Mayflower boat was turned into a barn.” Apparently that’s what they did with the Mayflower.
SRS: That’s wild. I mean, of course you’re not going to waste a resource like a ship, right? And it’s interesting that settlers
came to a new place, and the first thing they built was a barn.
SH:
Maybe it’s not so unusual to have this thought about the barn and the boat, like, that shape—that protective vessel shape—
either, it’s keeping something in or keeping something out.
SRS:

So how long have you been working on this piece?

SH:

I started on June 1st, 2015—about 8 or 9 weeks so far.

SRS:

And can you talk to me about why don’t you own your art objects, once you finish with them?

SH:
I like practicing not owning anything, practicing letting go of things. Having attachment to material objects is something I’m
not interested in, so through my art practice I started to become really good at letting go all the time.
SRS: You use found materials to make your pieces, so you’re constantly picking things up, and then letting them go. You’re
moving through things, without being attached to them permanently.
SH:
Yeah, and I think I’m that way in life, a bit. When I was 18, I threw out everything I owned, and I don’t think I’ve ever
regretted that. I still kind of feel that way now; if this [his studio] all burned down tomorrow, there are things I’d miss, but I’d also be
okay with starting over. This way of working with art is a reflection of the way I approach everyday life, and there’s something maybe
spiritual about it, something maybe meditative about it.
SRS:

So you’re meticulous in the execution, but then it’s done and it sort of goes out of control.

SH:
The “I Ching” is very influential in my life, I’ve been doing it for years, and I’ve really connected with it, because it’s this
belief in chance. You believe things happen certain ways, and you go with them and learn from them. Trusting that there’s a reason for
things happening the way they are. Battling a feeling of, Wow, what the hell am I doing? with, You’re going to figure it out. You have
to trust that it’s all going to work out.
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SRS: I find as an artist, sometimes the inspiration that comes to you in a flash takes unimaginable amounts of work to
execute.
SH:
Sure. And in my case, I’m literally building this entire thing based on a flash moment. So there’s certainly doubt, and that’s
another part of the process. It’s a process to constantly remind myself of what’s most important to me—and what’s most important to
me is not the object, or possessing the object. It’s the process. So that’s the meditation that I go through.
SRS:

And it’s also the proof. “Can I do that? Yes, I can.”

SH:
You know, for most of my life, I had a kind of internal dialogue that was very negative. I came from a background where it
was a lot of people talking about how terrible everything was—so much negativity. At some point, I really started to believe in myself,
and it’s been this constant, slow, gradual climb, to where now I’ve got voices that say, “You’ll figure it out. You can figure it out.” It’s
really great to be in that cycle now.
SRS: And if you believe in that chance element, then whatever setbacks happen are going to inform your process in a way
that is actually part of the plan.
SH:
That’s right. And there’s always little things that happen along the way, that to me are signs that everything is happening the
way it should. I really believe ancient people understood that you have all the answers within yourself, but to get those answers, you
almost have to trick yourself that you’re getting them from the outside. I feel like that still works really well to this day, and people
still find the answers within themselves by believing that they’re coming from an outside source. I don’t think there’s anything wrong
with that. In my opinion, if we’re talking about Noah hearing the voice of God, that’s Noah talking to himself. You have all the
answers inside you. This blood, coursing through our veins, has never died. This is the same blood that all humans have had from the
first human, slowly branching out from a tree, and I think that there is some latent, DNA-type memory.

SRS: Right, that’s what I was saying about the pyramids, that it’s inside you. You’re enacting a process that enables you to
connect with a human truth that fundamentally exists.
SH:
And artists, I think, are often the ones who figure out a way to tap into that. I think a lot of what my work ends up being, is
me tapping into that.
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Scott Hocking’s “BARNBOAT” is visible from the intersection of Welsh Road and Fehner Road, in Port Austin, Michigan.
Hocking is taking a sabbatical from the piece in order to do an installation in the Lille 3000 Triennial , in Lille, France, and will
complete work on the piece in October of this year.
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