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Boot Boyz Biz (BBB)

Boot Boyz Biz is a “research and production worker
cooperative” founded by Kevin McCaughey, which
collectively designs and Proudly self-produces boot-
leg T-shirts as a form of creating and disseminating
research. The shirts, whose subjects range from Coc.-
teau Twins to “Cybernetic Serendipity,” Roland Bar.
thes to Bjork, are covered in obscure graphics and
dense typography creating layers of connection and
meaning. The intricate designs require reading rath-
er than viewing, challenging the conventions of
graphic shirts and pushing the limits of traditional

tlegs. Since its inception, the brand has evolved
to incurpﬂrate elements of [H:lIi[ii.:S: Edu_céui""- and
Epiﬁtuality, reimagining the |:rurentm|"ut hnmlﬁugs as
aform of “education through images.” Interview by
Ben Schwartz (BS).

BS: Could you talk about the beginning of

Bﬂ;}t Bovz Biz? What inspired the project,

and what ;n as your relationship to bootlegs
what was

at the time’!

B nees that built a base t'ur our practice
t EB: Exl}rr“:.:;ﬂ.“i"g long before we formally start-
Oday were pe :
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ed the project. I can lrace BBR <

- beginning
of formative phases: | File Sh Blhning ¢, ,

_ aring, 2 p

and 3. Artist Books. Punk 1,
The bootleg Impulse firgg Tevealed jigep ,

while I was Iearliing the dark art of -

D burnip, .

middle school. Getting hooked ON making ang i, ]

iNg mixes anticipated the kind of “Mixtape men.,
ity” or “dragonfly eye” that guides our v ays of seeip
today. The mix as an object has utility in the dis.,,,
ery of new tunes, but it also sparks intense Perce.
tions of time and place stemming from the copgey,
of the exchange. The mixtape “event” Integrates the
material and immaterial as memories are burne
onto the disc, as are mp3s, making for a comple:
aesthetic object (basically space-time travel) and an
important component of convivial cultural exchange.
More early obsessions with music led to online
activity: creating Blogspot “music blogs™ and using
the p2p network Soulseek. opening the door for ex-
periencing new modes of infinite free exchange. By
excavating well-organized folders on Suuhi{ck. vou
could find shortcuts into expansive music histories.
while peeking into a specific user’s library revealed
a kind of world-view in mp3s. |
Meanwhile, offline. my closet was ir1cr'c;i-'lr_1;41}
corresponding to my iTunes collection. Mosi of the
short-lived 19805 punk/hardcore bands [ was into
Never had real merch, so it was up to bootleggers to
fill a void a5 demand increased from an accelerated
(I*E'}dlscm'ery of relatively obscure music. puniul‘!_}
due to ﬁle-sharing culture (big up ebay user: negall-
vereinforcement and eatdeath.com). Tees and punk
(or any Music/subculture) are seemingly forever svin-
biotic, Tees satisfy an individual desire for unalien-
ated hEI“"Eng while simultaneously preserving and
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reproducing the scene itself. The internet eliminated
dependency on local shops, exploding choices and
access to symbolic capital. I learned from digging for
boots online that a shop’s stash of commodities
(online or IRL) becomes doubly useful as an ency-
clopedia, where each tee becomes a visual-mnemon-
ic fragment that maps onto a larger landscape of
underground music,

Tees get more interesting at gigs where they act
as foregrounds and backgrounds for the show. Their
collective formation in space makes a visible
soundtrack, bridging the historical and present
through a shuffling inventory of shirt-signs. The tem-
perament of any gig correlates with what tees are
present—forming constellations of meaning and ten-
sion. Often revealed by the tees, the most memorable
gigs show an amorphous unity of differences (see:
Chaos in Tejas 2011) opposed to ones u‘learly bent to-
ward a single ideology. This best milhe is brought out
bv bands with diverse ranges of influences or gigs
booked with eclectic lineups where contact w_lth_ the
other is built into the program. More than a irmt.iul
blueprint for curation, the lesson is ['hat- !j}-it‘ustn:n;:ﬁ
a diverse range of inputs, the p[][t‘_‘ﬂl':lﬂlf": m”?fﬂfe ,

. -l e .ctions. This ideal
creating new meaningful connec e e
(ranslates into how we assemble topics and 1deas
BBB collections today. "

H]i::ﬁ:‘;'::g; grur-'hi‘i design |1rml_g_ht :i:;cnr::::%r:;l‘f
historical avant-garde, where, AR TR
Consciousness w.l.-“i fostered by '“1':7"]{;'.‘; {:r:rﬁll;fl|l:::“f:lr[l§
l-”u.Hl:d . lt;“";r“rf;-‘l:gf Illll]:ii;.lf;;;}il:lil l.:l-lﬂ'_-it-l'LlE“‘t'iH]l'l
tl::-|1:.jrt.:_1rI‘_:I;‘;.![{;:I;T:]I,':.I]dl'k [0 the cul I&II'II’.j ]:;ﬁj“:, r;;l:il_.;_‘lﬁ:
| was grinding out at Kinkos late Into the night.
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historical trail illuminated more evidence: Breton's
“one publishes to find comrades,” clandestine activity
in “samizdat” publishing, non-linear storytelling in
Medium is the Massage, the deconstructive “book in 3
box™ Aspen magazine, the convivial correspondence
in 1960s Mail Art, and potentials of the collector in Fd
Ruscha’s artist books. These historical images
screamed almost explicitly “bootleg™ as they used as-
semblage with emphasis on the public-making “mul-
tiple,” revealing strategies for inquiry-based projects
that now leave an invisible ink on our work.

These histories initially inspired a fervor of
(mostly non-serious) Riso publishing activity (pro-
duced under the moniker Nonporous) from around
2013-2016 — concurrent with the excitement around
Printed Matter Art Book Fair stuff. Then it became
clear that tees (totes too) and books were becoming
increasingly symmetrical as desired objects in the
zine scene. Tees reward a more instantly gratifying
cultural capital to the buyer and give an economic
boost to recoup the low-margins in publishing. bul
they’re often designed as a modest supplement or &
means to an end. Then we thought: if tees pros oke a
heightened desire, instead of using them as bait for
geLling eyes on zines, why not make the tees the Zines
LI:T::’:‘E;:EJ t:aking the 'industriml.a‘ ri.'prn_ti_llkffj“l:]'
printir:g tees “r_llsﬂgl'ﬂph into the realm ol SCre lﬂ
cas i 3 a2k was then to pack a3 M
——— thlrl as we would into a HlfiLTl.'ll‘}?"l:l.
hesive E"PI'Eﬁ'gsi e means and ends into a singlt

ssion,

Throu

tural gh understanding the value of open cul-

cx X i = il
Xchange within a DIY ethic, and possessif™

p.203: B 'z Bi
00t Boyz Biz NYC Earth Art T-Shirt (2019)
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knowledge of radical publishing Strategies, we were
able to lay the foundation for the project.

BS: How do you decide what to bootleg?
What variables are you conscious of when
making bootlegs: i.e. power dynamics, dif-
ferent cultures, economies, contexts. etc.?

BBB: Above all we boot what charges us up, what
expands our understanding of the world, and what
gives us courage to continue creative work. Instinc-
tively it’s a matter of real-recognize-real. When you
find something that moves you emotionally or intel-
lectually, there’s an impulse to pass it on. Think of
Newton’s Third Law but with ideas. Competitive
ideology suppresses the urge to share what's valuable
and Web 2.0 exploits it while trivializing it. Our pro-
CCss starts by collecting material that makes us move,
then it becomes a matter of mapping the personal
Onto our larger social context. We’re always seeking
the largest overlap between what we like and what
could be useful to the widest range of peers both to-
day and for posterity. The task is to create value by
ﬁlling gaps. e
We adopt a rhizomatic temperament permitting
Us to wrestle with multiplicities of f{:-r!'n and tthght
throughout history —an inverted version of the “life-
Style” concept. The output of most brands appe meE A
asingle homogenous “totality,” where our mqut!m_
Yol ain unique heterogenous totalities
Projects each contain uniq % orinting pallet. Thi
Within a constraint of the lﬁx;{l_ prlnltn:g ba ‘.:: s
freedom of thought (onto a limited sp.cy..e] gl;r::a u:.va
large scope to organize and put history in motion. We

P. 204: Boot Boyz Riz Riso Gocceo hat (2022)
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look to historical flash points across all disciplines tha
reveal moments of counter-hegemonic rupture, By
capturing sparks from the past we hope to energize
the present. What kind of sparks? Ones that advocate
for free, meaningful activity within communities, and
ones that help us unravel the psyche of history. Our
project aims to bump threads and keep ideas at the
top of feeds. We can only change the world if we in-
creasingly understand it together.

We think: What stories do we need to vitally
argue for today? What thinkers might be just below
the surface to a large group of people? Are we being
constructive towards an open and collaborative so-
ciety by nudging specific topics? What pathways are
available to make a potent idea both legible and com-
plex? Do we have enough understanding to effective-
ly translate an idea?

We boot what others won’t. We know theress
inspiration tucked away in remote institutions/dis-
ciplines that have potential to benefit a wider audi-
ence. We try to demystify these ideas and reverst
radical monopolies. Alternatively, we like fishing 0%
'dcaf" baked into pop-culture that are otten missed
or dismissed. Magic happens when these high an’
low worlds bump into each other, and we're E!-;]']{_‘ciili‘
ly drawn to ideas that dance between both.

We have principals that draw from a comme"
sense “boot-code” (i.e., L‘Dn.‘sidering out-of-print satus:
if sources are living or dead, active or inactive) bu! we
deliberately stretch its limitations (mostly in terms v
accepted form and selection) because we belieV¢’ '
mfsk of any new generation is to make traditions 47"
We use l.hi!s- instinctual compass while keeping in nlllﬂt
the explicit (but somewhat slippery) Fair Use doctrint:

giving us a benchmark for producing transformat!’
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works. Fair Use favors the usage of fragments from
existing works, and we find a home in these fragments
which we can salvage from relative obscurity. When
we put fragments in careful sequence, we can correlate
stories using image and text in kaleidoscopic form,
inviting opportunities for discovery, new appreciation,
and increased subjectivity. What is inquiry-based vi-
sual communication if not criticism, comment, report-
ing, and teaching?

- We acknowledge the very real tension between a
co-0ptive, cynical “booting from above” and a sup-
portive, convivial “booting from below.” We associate
Wﬁﬁ the latter as our practice has stayed DIY and
independent from the start, but that fact alone doesn't
dutomatically clear one from doing damage. Bootleg-
_mbﬁtﬂmes dangerous in two main ways: banalizing
_“nd occulting. Banalization happens by fetishizing
hjﬂﬂl‘}', reproducing stereotypes, atrophying memory
-b?_diﬂtilling it into rigid icons, calcifying thought
(think Che tees or any tees that prioritize appearance
Over substance). We fight this by arranging constella-

t'f"nﬂ of unusual images that crisscross disciplines and

timelines, exploding history into pathways that require
dﬁ:p&r readings. Instead of worshiping history, we put

i_t up for question. Occulting practices take historical

Images and re-mystify them devoid of context and

l:“ﬂtm'}'. for sole aesthetic benefit of the occulter, result-

ing in a less legible and mystified environment. While
we let graphics on our projects speak for themselves,
we combat occultation by presenting extended road-
maps of our research, showing our hand and leaving
the puzzle pieces that make up our work open to all,
to promote expanded inquiry and meaning-making.
Booting for us is not an act of enclosure but a gesture
of “gh-ing-un-and-wiih“ (Edouard Glissant).
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As we've become more popular. We'Ve orjen,,
ourselves deeper and deeper into the crack, nfr:_hl
tnry_fur insi.ghts for material, because honest br_“:;_-
legging can’t be a day at the beach, We push oyr.
selves to up the level of visual transformatiop p,
syncretizing increasingly disparate-but-connecyy
elements, so that a design is never about only ong
thing. A tee becomes a cosmology, a salad of pictures
and a web of knowledge with multiple entry and exit
points into enriching stories.

The topics, ideas, and images we engage with
are priceless, what you’re paying for is our labor to
organize and produce the things and keep it going
Material growth isn’t part of the program.

BS: How has your understanding of a boot-
leg changed over the course of the project’
It feels like very early on, the project was
a more traditional form of bootlegging
(thinking here of the one-off music related
shirts). Recently it retains those elements
of fandom, but the releases are pushing the
potential of what a bootleg can do or be—
resurfacing ideologies, educating, et cetera.
I am interested in this evolution.

El.?rﬁ; :.:;h, ;“ the h"’g""“_iﬂl_-'. the main influence was
the tees wzr: t~h,em was little constellation gulnglmh
Back thep ﬂ;l{ndarq fﬂrf often about one thing.

s lﬂ‘lagmmg a non-music boot on 4

colorf :
ﬂﬁm: latlzljl:r ﬂ?l' sacr {'Egitrusf But once you sidestep
Boing bacy fezlﬁmﬂhmﬂ new and actually it hits....

n ; . . p
Creasingly one dimensional.

> T-shirt (2019)
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2015-17:  Bootlegs are a Personal, social tgg)

2017-19:  Bootlegs are a personal. social,
educational too]

Bootlegs are a personal, social,

educational, political tool

Bootlegs are personal, social,
educational. political, spiritual

2019-21:
2022-12:

tool

om punk bootlegs, but we’ve since gone
thm]lgh a transformative turn (bootlegs-without-boot-
Ieﬁg“‘ﬂ?)- The project has become more complex and
hard to Pin down over time because of a few things:

L. The topics we wrestle with often make use of in-
Xtual strategies themselves (sampling, collecting,
“E““lage, publishing, et cetera) across all different
Sciplines (film, philosophy, music, et cetera). So as
T""ﬂ Continue to learn from our “bootleg ancestors,

it gives us the courage to push and experiment.

2, The embracing of a “horizontal nu_mt:age“ diemgn
Etrat'i‘gy in order to converge aesthetic, lt}telh:u_ual,
Political, and spiritual enurgii:ﬂ_lugethur like a [l{l'll..'-
dpse photo. The cmnprehcfmu-e s_tralIEF}“i_i}I:ll_:_ :E:

ridge languages to show a hlgg?r.[{l?-“tl'llj:ch :[" ) and
Work this into objects (when the *-.p.m:I Tl l. -1."1.[1”“".;
hav.& it shine thrnugll the “group style presentc S.

. P )
210: Boot Boyz Biz Koyaanisqatsi pants (2019)
P. 210: Boc




