


A critical (evil) novella for Yonel Watene’s exhibition “For a moment in 
time, maybe six weeks or so, no one knew how to make a painting” (Wal-
lace Gallery, Morrinsville, Waikato, Aotearoa April 2018). This text is very 
inconsiderate and unapologetic in it’s inability to form cohesive narrative, 
sense or entertainment. What it does have is something  we don’t need, 
which is imagination. What we do need is money, and a place to live, and 
food. This text has none of that. This text will get you nowhere. 



WRITTEN AND DESIGNED BY YONEL WATENE 2018 ©.
ALL ARTWORK, PHOTOGRAPHS, TEXT AND DESIGNS BY YONEL WATENE, UNLESS STATED 
OTHERWISE. 



I love architecture. I always wanted to be an architect. I dream about archi-
tecture. I have so for about 10 years. I see new worlds and comfy homes 
and hidden doors. They are the best dreams and my greatest creative 
moments. They inform my 3D work and I’m grateful for that. I fixed my web-
site today and I thought to myself “I can’t believe that, after ten years of 
making art, my paintings are the least interesting thing in my practice.” That 
really shocked me, because before 2016 all I did was paint, and all I wanted 
to be was a painter. Making sculpture was unnatural. That’s how weird this 
transition felt. It was natural for my sculpture to lean towards architecture. 
It’s got nothing to do with architecture theory or history. It’s more to do with 
architectural modelling. I was always fascinated by architectural models and 
how they represent structural propositions - they’re tiny models that repre-
sent the ideas and ambitions of a project that can, quite literally, become a 
structure with infinite functions. Like Lee Lozano said, “ideas are the most 
powerful thing in the world.” These models represent ideas more than any-
thing else, really. It’s an idea, pre-production, nothings been made yet. It’s a 
proposal for consideration and nothing else, but it’s powerful. It’s because of 
people. It’s about people. Buildings are nothing without them. Buildings 
need people to live, eat, shit and die in them. I consider all this when I make 
sculpture. I think about how the structures relate to each other, and I 
imagine tiny universities with little people walking about the roads I make, 
using these buildings for their own purposes. When I make these sculptures 
I try to think like how an architect would think. I try to consider what I think 
they would consider; functionality, logic, longevity, aesthetics. Obviously, I 
don’t know what an architect thinks about while developing designs. That’s 
the difference between us. That’s where the value is. Despite my obvious 
gap in training and education, I consider these works to be serious architec-
tural/infrastructural propositions. I can imagine these propositions as fully 
executed, life sized structures - buildings, parks, cities, towers ... I can see 
that. I can see people living and working together, having fun, partying, smil-
ing, holding hands. I can’t see it happening, that’s crazy, but I can imagine it 
happening. Imagination is so important with these works. It’s about imagin-
ing alternative realities where existing structures and cities have newer, 
more exciting functions and design. That’s imagination. And I need to think 
like this to be able to make the art. Why would I reimagine a city if I can’t 
envisage it as reality? What’s the point? I like these ideas because they’re 
in response to something I don’t always like, which is reality. Rent’s ridicu-
lously high, people are homeless, poor people get treated like shit, roads 
are congested, people are angry and hungry, homes are mouldy, wages are 
low and prices are high. A block of butter costs $5.00 now. $5.00! That used 
to get you a Big Mac combo, now you can get a block of butter. It’s ridicu-
lous. I think about these problems because they are human problems. 
These propositions are designed to make life better. They might not be good 
ideas or effective, but they won’t hurt you. That’s a start considering so 
many political ideas do. 

- Yonel Watene, 12:27AM on Friday 23 March 2018.









ZUG ISLAND AND FIGHTING ISLAND



Zug Island and Fighting Island, permanent sculpture, the Detroit series third and final instalment (in 
order: D is 4 Detroit, 8 Mile and Zug Island and Fighting Island), Zug Island: Kmart coffee table, polyure-
thaned ceramic skull from Oaxaca City, Mexico, unaltered ceramic skull and oil painted ceramic skull from 
Mexico City, sparkling tape from Los Angeles, USA, painted tin and rusted horse carriage components from 
Waititi, Otago, bricks from Aramoana and Ravensbourne, Dunedin, light switch from SAVOIE de LACY Gal-
lery, Dunedin, painted tin and palette knife, painted and polyurethaned found wood, cup, altered acrylic 
paint sculpture and rags; Fighting Island: Kmart table, holy land (soil from Jerusalem), Māori carvings by 
Lee Ralph (enamel and acrylic on found wood), the artists late father’s wedding cufflinks (fake gold and 
acrylic), vintage jewellery box, acrylic trophy from Auckland, painted and polyurethaned lampshade from 
SAVOIE de LACY Gallery, Dunedin, amputee sock, coins (from Ecuador, Malaysia, Colombia, Mexico and 
Australia) embedded in epoxy and polyester resin, bricks from Aramoana and Ravensbourne, Dunedin, 
painted and polyurethaned found wood, rags, brush and paper mache, 2-parts, approximately 
50x50x150cm each, 2015-2018.



Zug Island and Fighting Island is a 2-part, 3-dimensional installation by Yonel Watene. It is the third and 
final instalment of Watene’s Detroit installations, the first installment being D is 4 Detroit, and the interim 
being 8 Mile. The first instalment, D is 4 Detroit, was Watene’s first installation artwork (exhibited in Mackie 
Boy, SAVOIE de LACY, Dunedin, May 2017). D is 4 Detroit was inspired by a National Geographic article 
where Detroit residents spoke about the city’s resurgence. The second installment was titled 8 Mile, named 
after the same-titled movie featuring Eminem, and was inspired by a scene where Eminem is on a bus, 
listening to music and writing notes (in the background he passes numerous abandoned shops in Detroit). 
This scene captivated the artist and has remained engraved in his memory ever since. This scene spoke 
about the death of industry and an aftermath riddled with crime and poverty. 8 Mile was exhibited in Olga’s 
Lupus Recovery Zone inaugural exhibition, Art Mafutaga, in Hamilton, February 2018 (curated by Leafa 
Wilson). In-between Detroit and 8 Mile Watene exhibited a similar installation work titled Auckland City, 
which featured in his solo exhibition rugby ball (Casa Lu, Mexico City, October 2017). Auckland City was 
an alternative architectural plan for his hometown Auckland, where he recreated iconic buildings to facili-
tate newer, more humane functions. This artwork addressed Auckland City’s common issues around 
homelessness, the current housing shortage, property inflation, a rising population and road congestion. 
His Auckland City included a rabbit hotel, a revamped look-out in Stanley Point (a hot-spot for first dates or 
‘sessions’), The Warehouse “where everyone gets a bargain” (with ‘stuff’ the artist actually needs), a futur-
istic gay bar and more. These installations, exhibited in Dunedin, Mexico City, Hamilton and later Morrins-
ville, between 2017-2018, are the foundation of Watene’s architecture-inspired artworks. 
Materials used in all his Detroit installations (D is 4 Detroit, 8 Mile and Zug Island and Fighting Island) are 
sourced from numerous locations that include: Waititi and Ravensbourne, Dunedin, Auckland City and 
Hamilton, Aotearoa New Zealand; Mexico City and Oaxaca City, Mexico; and Los Angeles, USA. These 
ready-made materials were sourced during numerous walks throughout Aotearoa or during research trips 
to the America’s between 2016-2018. For each installment the artist rearranges these materials to create 
naive urban landscapes. In this instance, two islands are assembled to represent both Zug and Fighting 
Island. The assemblage process is not unsimilar to a child playing with lego, and the logic is much the same 
(i.e. you start with one block at the bottom, base or ground-level and build upwards until the ‘end’, all while 
considering the structures functionality and its relationship with partnering structures). Despite the artworks 
inherent naivety, D is 4 Detroit, 8 Mile and Zug Island and Fighting Island are very serious architectural 
propositions that envision new worlds and realities. The artworks methodology is highly invested in 
nonsensical themes pioneered by our Dadaist forebears, mainly one Marcel Duchamp. So in many ways, 
aesthetically speaking, these works around Detroit are very much in-tune with art historic traditions, but on 
a conceptual level they speak of sorrow and perseverance. 
Detroit was inspired by a National Geographic article the artist read a little over 6-hours after his father’s 
passing (during an emergency trip to the dentist). The article spoke of Detroit’s persistent strength and 
resilience - it spoke about a brighter future for Detroit after socio-economic disaster. It spoke about pain 
and sorrow, but, most importantly, it spoke about hope. Their passion for whanau and community inspired 
the artist in his own battles on that fateful day and beyond. Detroit pays homage to these stories, which 
helped the artist through a difficult moment. Zug and Fighting is an attempt to perfect this gesture, much 
like a builder or architect may remodel a building to better battle natural disaster. This desire for perfection 
led to a strange investigation into the Detroit area, where research led to two strange islands with curious 
histories. 

Zug Island (population: 0) and Fighting Island (population: 1) are located on the Detroit River, on either side 
of the US-Canada border. Zug Island, a highly industrialized and heavily guarded island, is located south 
of Detroit, Michigan, USA, while Fighting Island is located near the Canadian border in LaSalle, Ontario. 
Prior to colonisation, Fighting Island was permanently populated by indigenous people, whereas Zug 
Island was an uninhabited Native American burial ground. In the 19th century both islands were bought by 
wealthy businessmen who used these islands as industrial dumping grounds, respectively. While Fighting 
Island remained an industrial dumping ground throughout most of the 20th century, Zug Island was bought 
by numerous different industrial firms who specialised in steel production (United States Steel has owned 
Zug Island since 2003). Since Zug Islands industrial transformation the island has been heavily guarded by 
Homeland Security and is strictly off limits to the public, and is often touted as Detroit’s Area 51. Due to Zug 
Islands strict security and ‘no photos’ policy, the island has become the centre of many local mysteries, 



including rumors that the island is the source of a mysterious ‘hum’ only heard by Canadian residents in the 
Windsor area. Apparently this hum can cause stress, depression and insomnia. For some reason some 
Windsor residents can hear the ‘hum’, whereas others cannot. Councils in nearby River Rouge and Wind-
sor have spent millions of dollars investigating the source of this mysterious hum. They concluded that the 
hum was most likely coming from Zug Island, but they can’t be certain as investigators weren’t allowed on 
Zug Island due to border disputes between the US and Canada. While Zug Island remained shrouded in 
secrecy, Fighting Island was purchased by BASF, who rehabilitated the island after decades as a toxic 
wasteland. In Canada, BASF successfully rebuilt Fighting Islands natural habitation and the island is now 
used as for education purposes, where high school and tertiary students can learn about ecology and 
biology. 

Zug Island Design: “I purchased a range of ceramic skulls from Oaxaca City and Mexico City during two 
trips in 2016 and 2017. You find them at local craft markets. I admire their colours. They seem so original 
and expressive, especially compared to momento’s from other countries - like a dodgers cap or a Venice 
Beach t-shirt. I’ve bought both before, and I like my Mexican ceramics more. In Mexico the skull represents 
Death. Mexican’s know Death - they laugh at her, dance with her, drink with her, talk with her. Westerners 
don’t. We associate Death with heavy metal, war, disease and old age - which it is, but it’s also associated 
with more, too - only our culture doesn’t have the capacity to comprehend it. Here I associate these skulls 
with Industrialism, the cornerstone of Capitalism, and the Islands long history with Industry. The skulls are 
your classic wolf in sheep’s clothing. I see a beautiful, colourful skull, but it’s still a skull - and skulls repre-
sent death, or a capitalist death in this instance. The trickery makes me want to laugh, or break out in tears. 
It’s ridiculous, just like this island in real life, because at the end of the day the rich get richer and the poor 
get poorer - that’s capitalism. It doesn’t care what I think. I planned this island with a capitalist rigidity, kind 
of like an economic equation: NUMBERS - PROFITS - EXXON - STEEL - STEEL - LEFT - RIGHT - FIRE. 
All roads are horizontal or vertical, like a grid (similar to Manhattan or Melbourne CBD), meaning you can 
go one way or the other i.e. you win, or you lose. This is Zug Island where the odds are 50/50, but they’re 
really not.”

Fighting Island Design: “I went to Nicaragua’s capital, Managua, in 2013. It’s a very confusing place. I 
later learnt that it had survived a massive earthquake in 1972. When they rebuilt the city they did their best. 
Coming up with a logical plan was beyond that, and I don’t blame them. Town planner’s without the excuse 
of an earthquake do less e.g. Auckland. Fighting Islands design is similarly confusing and illogical, so as to 
represent the windy nature of the islands rehabilitation process (where it went from being a naturally green 
island (pre-colonization), to a toxic wasteland (around the Industrial Era), and back to a nature reserve 
once again (and forever more, hopefully)). The complexity of this design references the complexities of 
nature itself - it’s unfathomable to comprehend. The economic structure of Zug Island is more than compre-
hendible, it’s solvable. If it wasn’t than billionaires wouldn’t be solving it on an almost daily basis. Nature 
can’t be solved, it can only be understood. Fighting Island isn’t designed to shock you, it’s designed to 
entice you to learn more. The carvings by Lee Ralph represent that. They represent knowledge and learn-
ing. Lee is a one in a million type of guy. A part from being a legendary skateboarding icon, he’s a man 
who's really in tune with culture and history. He told me before he got kicked out of the States he was living 
with The Gonz in LA, and he was rich. He had a room decked out with a stereo system and TVs. When he 
was deported The Gonz left the room like it was for about 2 years, and he used to go into it and ask himself 
“where is Lee?” I don’t know when this happened after his deportation, but sometime after (in the 90’s) Lee 
went and lived in the bush like our ancestors did. I find it hilarious imagining The Gonz asking where Lee 
is, and then picturing a younger Lee in a bush! The moral of the story is that Lee was out learning some-
thing (albeit in a bush). What did he learn in our native bush? That’s what the carvings know and we don’t. 
It’s that cycle or journey where we live and learn off the land, and repair. I find this narrative fitting because 
it’s speaks about Fighting Islands reparational journey, from being a dump to a now fully rehabilitated 
reserve. It was in a good fight, got rocked, but it wasn’t out for the count. That’s me, Lee, this island, and 
the world, really.”



8 Mile, temporary sculpture, second instalment from the Detroit series (D is 4 Detroit, 8 Mile and Zug Island and Fighting Island), 
sparkling tape from Los Angeles, USA, polyurethaned ceramic skull from Oaxaca City, Mexico, oil painted ceramic skull, and oil 
painted canvas from Mexico City, various bricks from Aramoana and Ravensbourne, Dunedin, painted lamp shade and light switch 
from SAVOIE de LACY Gallery, Dunedin, rusted horse cart components from Waititi, Otago, acrylic trophy from Auckland, found 
wooden sign from Hamilton,  painted and varnished found wood, amputee sock, paint brush and paper mache, various paint tins, 
fabric and various cups, 2015-2018.



D is 4 Detroit, the Detroit series first instalment, acrylic, pastel and enamel, found wood and carpet, 2015-2016. Exhibited in Mackie 
Boy, SAVOIE de LACY, Dunedin, Aotearoa New Zealand, May 2016. 



8 Mile, temporary sculpture, second instalment from the Detroit series (D is 4 Detroit, 8 Mile and Zug Island and Fighting Island), 
sparkling tape from Los Angeles, USA, polyurethaned ceramic skull from Oaxaca City, Mexico, oil painted ceramic skull, and oil 
painted canvas from Mexico City, various bricks from Aramoana and Ravensbourne, Dunedin, painted lamp shade and light switch 
from SAVOIE de LACY Gallery, Dunedin, rusted horse cart components from Waititi, Otago, acrylic trophy from Auckland, found 
wooden sign from Hamilton,  painted and varnished found wood, amputee sock, paint brush and paper mache, various paint tins, 
fabric and various cups, 2015-2018.



Shed #1 (hydroponics), garden shed, fairy lights and floral sculpture (female dress hat, wood, acrylic, pencil, painting rag, 
bubble wrap, skateboard, and collage), 190x80x70cm, 2017-2018.





WWW, oil, enamel and acrylic on unstretched canvas, 140x80cm (2017).











CHAPTER 3:
ALTERNATE REALITIES FOR ARTISTS OR THE ARTIST AS
SOMETHING ELSE.









FINAL CHAPTER:
WHAT WE WEAR DEFINES
US IN THE EYES OF THE
HOLY ART BRAT (FTP). 







Alternative uniform for the classic art fool, 
heirloom leather jacket, denim jeans, leather shoes, custom hat and carry-on bag, 2018.



THE NOM*D
THE MIGHTY NOM*D
KAREY
KAREY KAREY KAREY
ZAMBI
ZAM-BAMBI
LOO-EE
LOO-E LOO-E LOO-E
YEE-ZEE
MARIO
POO-ZEE
HIGH STREET
WORKY
SHOPY
OPY.



Alternative jail cell with 360 degree views, painted concrete 
garden gnome, feline cage, newspaper and found sign, 
dimensions variable, 2018.

Monetizing the incacerated: The incacerated fight back >>>>>>>





THANK YOU FOR READING,

AND TO THE CLASSIC ART FOOL,
I’LL BE SEEING YOU.


