
This past summer I decided to shut down 
BHQFU, the free experimental art school I’d been 
bootstrapping in New York since 2009. So with  
the new semester approaching, I sat down at my desk  
to write a letter to the school’s community describing 
the intentions underlying the school’s structure and  
why I was closing it. No sooner had I started typing, 
when I heard it – six stories down, piping out from a 
moving van careening down 2nd Avenue – just a small 
piece, a few seconds at most, doppler effect on the  
radio fadeout – and knew it instantly.

 
Don't let go

You've got the music in you
One dance

 
If I’m being honest, all my favorite songs are 

one-hit-wonders. And as a child of the unfortunate ‘80s, 
they are all, unfortunately, from the ‘90s. While in two 
decades I haven’t managed to forget the tune, I did 
manage to forget the band, so I looked it up.

 
The song was released by New Radicals in 

November of 1998. I was sixteen. Just starting to 
drive. Careening down back roads on my own in the 
family mini-van with the windows down and the radio 
blaring:

 

 
Six months later I was seventeen and the band’s 

frontman Gregg Alexander was issuing a press release 
stating:

 
Over the last several months, I'd lost interest 

in fronting a 'One Hit Wonder' to the point that I was 
wearing a hat while performing so that people  
wouldn't see my lack of enthusiasm.

 
I’m struck by the irony, the state of crisis 

between the song itself and the band’s dissolution. 
The band’s name reminds me of the opening line 
from Marx’s essay, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis 
Napoleon. I flunked a paper once in college because  
my professor thought I was pretentious for quoting it, 
but I swear it’s apropos this time:

 
Hegel remarks somewhere that all great world-

historic facts and personages appear, so to speak, twice. 
He forgot to add: the first time as tragedy, the second 
time as farce.

 
As Marx is comparing Napoleons, decades 

divide the poles of his tragicomic dialectic. But 
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imagining Alexander on stage in front of adoring  
crowds, his forsaken face buried beneath a bucket  
hat, mouthing aspiration, the space of irony is 
compressed into mere months. It begs the question:  
did something in him already know, even if he 
 couldn’t have articulated it, that he did not, in fact, 
have the music in him? Let go. Give up. Forget. It’s 
already there, tucked inside his negational phrasing, the 
foreboding undercurrent destined for resolution in the 
climax of the band’s break up and the denouement of 
me forgetting their name. 

 
I call up the recording and hit play. The  

second verse is double the length of the first, a 
convention in 20th century popular music that builds 
suspense for the release of the chorus. And the chords 
themselves are virtually all suspended, the baseline 
consistently reinforcing the perfect fourth, so that 
any moment within the song is held between two 
hypothetical tonic chords. In this sense the song is in 
ever-present suspense, continuously alluding to a state 
of newness – an expectation of radicality (change from 
the root) – without ever bringing it to bear. The name 
of the band itself already hints at this recursive paradox, 
typographically reinforced by the backwards ‘N’ on  
the album art.

 
In his announcement from June of 1999, 

Alexander doesn’t acknowledge the critical irony 
embodied by the brief life of the New Radicals. He 
seems perfectly fine to simply shift his weight from the 
hopelessness of the band’s demise to his hope for a  
new career. Good for him. But as I contemplate the end 
of my own hopeful project, I’m thinking the hopeful 
narrative was the problem the whole time.

 
Educational institutions tend to be understood 

as a remedy for the past (‘this world is gonna pull 
through’) or an investment in the future (‘you’ve  
got a reason to live.’) BHQFU was no different. 
Whether or not we claimed the mandate, BHQFU was 
going to remedy the TUITION = INEQUALITY = 
BAD BORING ART problem of institutional fine arts 
education once and for all. Sure.

 
The project of radical art education will 

never ‘succeed’ so long as it is framed through this 
misbegotten metaphor of fair economic exchange 

– some kind of cosmic justice or heavenly reward. 
Dialectical criticality will never square our bill with 
the universe. We do not get what we give. As artists, 
students and educators, it is the doing that is the  
thing – radical activity proceeding without 
justification. And if we must have 
institutions (always debatable), 
we should insist that they be 
bastions of such ‘purposeful 
purposelessness,’ uselessness 
and frivolity, rather than 
slave-masters to anything as 
insipid as hope. 
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BHQFU, a free, non-accredited art school  
ran from 2009 to 2017.
A letter by Seth Cameron announcing the school’s 
closing, Broken Toilet: BHQFU is Dead  
is available online at www.brooklynrail.org. 


