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Some shop till they drop; a few shopdrop

People sneak items into stores, not out

New York Times News Service
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This is the season of frenetic shopping, but for a devious few people it's also the season of spirited shopdropping.

Otherwise known as reverse shoplifting, shopdropping involves surreptitiously putting things in stores, rather than illegally taking them out.

The motives vary. For example, religious proselytizers insert pamphlets between the pages of gay-and-lesbian readings at bookstores, while personal trainers put their business cards into weight-loss books.

Retailers, of course, oppose the practice, fearing it may annoy shoppers and raise legal or safety concerns.

Shopdropping has been going on for decades. In 1989, the Barbie Liberation Organization protested sexism by swapping the voice hardware of Barbie dolls and G.I. Joes, then returning them to shelves.

Some current examples:

*Jeff Eyrich, a producer for independent bands, puts his bands' CDs -- marked "free" -- on music racks at Starbucks.

*Oakland artist Packard Jennings shopdrops his Anarchist action figure at Target and Wal-Mart. "When better than Christmas to make a point about hyperconsumerism?" asked Jennings, whose Anarchist has tiny accessories including a gas mask and Molotov cocktails. He films people trying to buy the figures, but for safety reasons he retrieves them before customers take them home.

*At Mac's Backs Paperbacks, a bookstore in Cleveland Heights, Ohio, employees are dealing with the influx of shopdropped works by local poets and playwrights by putting a price tag on them and leaving them on the shelves.

*At Powell's Books in Portland, Ore., religious groups have been hitting the magazines in the science section with Christian fliers, while their adversaries have been moving Bibles from the religion section to fantasy/science fiction.

*Ryan Watkins-Hughes, a Brooklyn photographer, has teamed with four other artists to shopdrop canned goods with altered labels at Whole Foods stores in New York City. The labels consist of photographs of places he has traveled combined with the can's original bar code so people can still buy them. "[Andy] Warhol took the can into the gallery. We bring the art to the can," he said. 
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