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. the continuous prresent of and or of either or
experience of e.g. history

—Joan Retallack, Memsnair (2004)

If [history] were the past, tt would nat matter,
History is the present,

lames Baldwin, A Rap on Race (1971)

WE USED TO THINK OF HISTORY as the realm of the
settled, as an malterable past, as a mghtmare, Thar
was the legacy bequeathed us by the past century’s
catastrophes, and we are still inclined to adope its
melancholic responses—to gaze back, like Walter
Benjamin’s angel of hustory, on the rutng as they h

iled up, as on the insxorahle logic of some tragedy
B

But while we can never redeem what has been lost,

versions of the past are forever being reconstructed
mn our fabrication of the present, The curreor fascina-
tion with conjecrural histaries and what-if scenarios
bespealks a profound desire to imagine not only ather

pasts but other potential presents, too.
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Perhaps we can consider this fascination ro be a
simultancously poeric and political reaction to the
cantinual defertal of a meore equitable and humane
socicty, something like the emancipatory verso ro
conspiracy thearies, which are, with all their atren-
dant ressentiment, the other grear historical obsession
of oor ime. Incontrase ro the conviction that unfath
omable cabals have eradicated Individual agency,
conjectural history preserves a space for subjective
action and uncereamty, It allows us, however naively,
to perceive the future as still open, Historical novels
and thetr filmic progeny regularly tesffic in vur fas
cination with just these sores of imagined situations,
bur so does a s;gnificant stramn of contemporary are,
among figures as diverse as Mario Garcia Torres,
Liam Giliick, Qlivia Plender, and Tris Vonna-Michell
It is Adam Pendleton, however, who may take this
stratcgy the furthest. Over the pase half decade he has
been making pamungs, langeage-based performances,
essays, and videos in which what-1f scenarios mix
rogether questions of tace, queerness, art history, and
politics so as ra push the logic of alternative histories
to a radical conclusion: a broad revisioning of ons
pahitical and s

In Pendleton's firse exhibited works, from 2004

ncial realines

ind 2005-—consisting of text on murals, drawings,
ibilities of

and canvases— he began to explore the po
remixing poetic forms. Excerpting shore phrases from
writers such as James Baldwin, Junc Jordan, Audye
Lorde, and Toni Morrison, Pendleron repreduced
their words in lowercase Arial type on flac planes of

brilliant color; the texts were wrregularly spaced, as

if to denate the idiosyncranc rhychms of speech

{And even at this carly srage, a pecformative element

was prescnt, with the artist sometimes including an

audio recording in which he recieed these birs of prose
and poetry in stream-ot-consciousness fashion,) The
debt ta Glenn Ligon's or Charles Gaines’s text-based
paiatings was clear, but the orderliness of his letter
ing and frequent use of silk screers gave the paintings
a paradoxical coolness that brought them closcr
conceptual precedent and belied their high'ly lyrical
cantent. For Pendleron rourinely steered the frag
ments of his source rex1s—1r' LLIMAKEYOU MY OWN
DAIRY QUEEN, saV, Or TWO-PEOPLETOGETHERISA
MIRACLE—toward questions of race and queerness
that they may or may not have been engaging in theis
ariginal incarnatjons

These first wotks establish an idiosyncratic practice
of apprapriation and an embrace of the peculiar illogic
ol poetry that would continue to inform his diverse
output, even as its range of refecence shifted dreamati
cally from the private, or subjective, realm ro that of
public history, and from a purely texe-based model
of visual

to one that slso incorporated a wide range

citations drawn from art history and photojournalism
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lake his angoing series of “Black Dada" paintings,
2008~, tor example. Ta malke rhese large canvases,
Sol LeWitts
Incomplete Qpen Cubes, begun in 1974, enlarging

Pendleton photocopics reproductions o

details and cropping the works to produce dynamic
graphic compositions that he then silk-screens on a
bluck ground along with capital letters drawn from
the words DLACK DaADA—itself 3 cropped quotation
from LeRoi Jones’s great 1964 poem “BLACK
DADA NIHILISMUS.” He conjoins the ewo as if to
ask: What if Jones, then soun to hecome rhe hlack
natianalist poer Amiri Baraka, had also wrircen

“Paragraphs an Conceprual Are™? This scenario seems
absurd, The abstrace systematizations of LeWitt’s
whirte lacrices appear diametrically opposed w Jones's
politico poetic activistn, And in many senses they

eration at the heart of LeWitt's

are, lrut the manic pr
practice, the obsessive actempt to spell our all com
bmations of sides of cubes—which Rosalind Krauss
described as a kind of “babble™ as pointless as the
actions of Samuel Beckerr’s Maolloy'—aopens up some
ground for the juxtaposition. Seen (o this light, bath
Jones and LeWitt shared an impulse 1o wreck meaning
by makeng use of the very structures thar would scem
to guarantee it, structores that—like grammar ftsel!
are incvitably borh aestheric and palitical, This is not
to say rhar the two can simply be reconciled. but they
can be ser agamsrt cach ather, and the historical chi-
mera thus prodiced can encourage us to rethink his-
taries that we more typically keep well apart.* To put

it simply, the artist is creating a genealogy—however
contlicted—[for his own work, troubling our ncat
lineages with the crossbreeding of a Black Dada
Pendleton is not interested in the iogic of synthesis
or recuperation, and Black Dada does not present uy
with some dialecrical supersession of contradictary
cultural forces. One might be tempted 10 understand
it &8 an art of sampling, with Pendleton selecting
inages and peetic texts and mserting them Inco new
cantexts, borrowing from a set of operations devel
oped by arnists in the late 1990s to rennx the frag-
menfary narcratives characeeristic of our present, Bor
the ides of sampling somehow misses the parriciidar
quality of his apprapriations; [t implies a kind of
postmodern leveling, a Delenzian deterritorializa-
tion, that 1s at odds with the way Pendleron brings
together abjects—whether images, discourses, or

texes—in a space where the friction of their confronta
non, their uneasy fir, remains always evident, alwavs
provisional. History, for this artist, is an uneven,
recalerteant werran, As be explamed in 2008: “1 wane
1o juxtapase peoples, moments, events, and even
forms with historical periods where their influsnce/
presence is often not considered and at times [un)
acknowledged. "* He then quoted the paer Susan

i

Howe, saying that *history is the recore of wanners



Thar might sound like a truism, bur it has a corollary
in Pendleton’s lnterest in exploring what happens
when that record, the “dominant™ narraave of the
past, becomes mixed up wich other, “minor" ones.
Mingling them challenges the very idea of any version
of history prevailing; in the hybridity of Black Dada
we find the possibility of creating new pasts, new his-
tones-—~and rhus new presents and futures;

[n a manifesto camposed aroand the ime he searted
these works, Pendleton wrote, inan echo of the epi-
graph | quoted from Baldwin: *Black Dada isa way
to tatk about the future while talking ahout the past.
It 18 our present moment, "’ Pendleton's hybrid pro-
duction exists through and within such conflations
of different times and contexts, [n fact, the richest
space in his work is consistently the gap between two
elements, where things come together and come
apart, where distinctions herween approaches or
practices can be made and unmade. This critical
encounter with history is performed not as a mne-
monic device—the reinscription of memaory within an
amnesiac speceacle colture—bur as a way of serung
i motion “a future dynamic where new historical
narratives and meanings can exist,™ as the urtist has
put it. Pendleton’s art dims to create the arena in
which that dynamic eakes shape, but it does not seck
o resolve it; he 1sn't trying to provide us with those
new staries cot fram whale cloth, The very incom-
pleteness of LeWitt's cuhes, as they appear on the
surface of Pendleton’s "Black Dada® canvases, aliows
them o function allegorically as images of a basic
geammar from which the viewer might build new wmits
of sense, The isolated lerters derived from Jones’s
poem work similarly, becoming someching like con-
crete poetry. Hence the kinship of his work with
experimental writing like thar of Howe ot Joan
Retallack, both frequent references of his, which in
its refusal of narrative works to break down the
document that (in Howe’s words) is always “written
by the Masters" and to hand back the work of mean-
ing making to the reader. History, like language, is
neither fatality nor prison hause but a material to be
manipulated and composed in the continuous con
struction of the present,

PRIOR TO THE “BLACK DADA" PAINTINGS, 11 2005,
Pendleton made a group of sixty-four works consist-
g of photographic reproductions silk-screened onto
paper with crypnc words or phrases laid over them,
The color scheme comprised stark shades of red, yel-
low, geay, and whice, and for the first time in his art,
images appeared, depicting scenes such as police
artacking student protesters in Mexico City m 1968,
or a KKK march, Some of the rexts refer to his short-
lived, quasi-fictitious band Big Daddy I» and the
Relics, which only ever made one public appearance
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(with Pendleton as the sole performer), at a small
Catholic college in suburban New York in the fall of
2005. The name of the group seems to evoke simul
tancously the world of rap (Big Daddy Kane eral.)
and Benjamin's conception of histary as trash heap,
But this series, suggestively titled “History,” has
another significant reference. too: Andy Warhol’s
early-1960s “Death and Disaster” silk screens, those
images of car crashes and race riots, of funerals far
assassinated presidenrs and of suicided movie stars,
that constitute one of the closest approaches o the
genre of history painting in our time. The reference
wonld become more explicic in LAR Pawnting (Two
Rotws Split Together white), 2006, whose broken
bodies clearly evoke the precedent of Warhol’s
Ambulance Disaster, ca. 1963—which perhaps not
comadentally was on view for most of 2005 a1
Dia:Beacon in npstate New York

“Wiederhalen is not Reproduzieren,” Lacan
reminds us: Repetition is nor reproduction.® Hal
Foster has used this statement to pry the logic of
Warhol's “Death and Disaster™ works away trom the
unresolvable dichotomy of mechanical reproduction/
simulacra/simulation versus engagement/empathy/
critique, and toward the psychoanalytic register of
what he calls a traumatc realism. Following Lacan,
the traumatic is to be understood as a missed enconn-
rer with the real, hence the [atter's unrepresentabilicy;
the real can only be repeated—in facr, such reperition
is unavoidable. Foster argues that “repetition in
Warhol 1s not reproduction in the sense of represen-
tation (of a referent) orsimulation (of a pure image,
a detached signifier), Rathet, repetition serves (o sereen
the real understood as traumatic.™” In other words, far
from simply emptying our the sign, the frequently
abstrace quality of Pendleton’s *History™ works
sipnals their proximity ta the logic of traumatic seals
isnt, of even to something mose like 8 metarrauma:
a repetition of repetition, For these amalgamations
were acmally derived from phatocopies of baoks by
artists Pedra Reyes (Salmos [2002]) and Stephen
Lapthisophon (Hotel Terminus [2005}), What intee-
ested Pendleton in those artist’s books was precisely
the way rhey were already, as he describes i, “packed
with divergent material, cropped and blown up, a kind
of atomization of information”™ - which might char
acterize his own aesthietic strategy from chis moment
as well." As the art historian David Drogin writes of
Pendleton's work, this acr ot appropriation, “with
history dismantled into personalized arrangements,
renews the instability of discourse and identity,™?

In this sense, Mendleton is certainly the inheritor
of the crinique of representation and of the centered
subject, and he works within a recent lincage of are
ists for whom race is 2 historical, cultural, and politi-
cal construct given shape through articulations of
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Below!: Adam Pandleslon, Ths
Hollozentrio Worlds of 8(§
Doadty P, 2005, 5i%-scraen ink
cr pamad. 457 x 46 "

Above: Adasm Pandleten, Mistory
(Nasdalflo yedow), 2005, nlik
acean Ink-on canves, 30 x22°

For Pendleton, history is neither
fatality nor prison housc but
amaterial to be manipulated and
composed in the continuous
construction of the present.

THE HELIOCENTRIC WORLDS
OF BIG DADDY P.
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difference. Yee he nudges this familiae position i1 an
unexpected direction, toward the figuriag of & funda

mentzlly unstzable identity made up of fragments of

aifferent histories, That 15, endleton doesn'r take up

images and texts frors the world sround him samuch

as those discourses seize him, communiozte through
him. TTe suggeses 25 much (i an interview: “T Feel as

thaugh our consciousness is the result of appropria-
tion, We are appropriated We arefcalture 1s the result
of that which has become perworked troughour ow
history into the weh/realm of culture. "' The resule
5 2 body of work in wich, rather than disappearing,
race hecomes 4 wnn that conmnually circulares ta
tronble all che others.

I'lte *History™ series anticipares the artist’s break
through works ol the following year, which pushed
yet turther this aperacon of U\'crlivmg |pp|'r‘|l‘.l'l‘.'xfu'
Image and text and emerged fram the context ot
LAB, an expecimental “think tank ™ and magazine
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Lt Aaam Peadieron, (AR
Palpding (Two Rows Spit Together
wiite), 2006, silk screan dnk or)
Aavais, T2% 2 48"

R Civen i papas fromn
LAH MAG L, 20046, #h Chrs
Keadal Magazire aokind by Adam
ol it Buivholomesw iyan
d oy Do Halnbunt and

continually circulates to
trouble all the others,

founded hy the artist in 2004, This currendy dorman
platform offered the artise a means of opening up his
practice to the ideas of others. The tabloid format
magazine—irself coedited by curator and eritic
Bartholomew Ryzn, and laid out by David Reinfure
and Sarah Gephars ut the graphic-design firm O R G—
hosted a wide range of pacticipants, includng srch:-
teces, wrirers, designers, and artists such as Thomas
Hirschhorn and Kelley Walker. LAR represents ihe
mument that graphic design cruly began to shape
Pendleton's work, allowing for a kind of paratactic

equiva‘ence of rext and image. Moreover, it permie-
red a shift to something cesembling che multiplica
tian of authorship and influence via apprapriation

and quetation of the widest-ranging sonrces, whethes

rextual or photographic, which would drive his sub-
scquent production

Phat LAY provided a structure through which the
vastavchive Of the rwentiech century could be ceshud
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Rather than disappearing,
race here becomes a term that

n0sile pagn, foun e Adamy
Vandiston LAB Falnding (LAB).

2008, s1kscenn nk On cornds,
36 x 42°. Adam Pendlcton, LAR
Puintivg (Awel & Anni
assiract), 2008, 51
P CAMVas, 5€ 142

fled and imagined anew is evidant also in the paintings
of this trme, many of whose ritles include the phrase
“LAB Painting." Here, the coded avtobiographical
allusions of lus early monochreme-text wacks have
dropped away entirely and are replaced with a new,
expansive grasp of cultural history, “One of the
things 1 have had to do,” Pendleton nores, “and
maybe one of the reasons [ have learned to put my
practice i ather pcnph"s\ hands, ar creared operating
platforms fike LAD or Black Dada ar even been
attraceed ro things like language poetry and design
culrture, isa kind of distuncing that removes the bio-
graphical ana the located body from the equarion, ™"
His refusal 1o prionitize berween, say, considerations
of racial identity and thase of artistic production has
at Emes made his work seem reticent in the exereme—
hience the slightly embarrassed tone of some com
mentators, one of whom has written thar Pendieton

aperates “most conceproatly and ellipcally.



IT IS BEYOND DOUBT rhat Pendleton shares in a post

poders lineape of intertextaality, one that strerches

from Situationist détosrnement through the allegori

cal procedures of the Pictures generarion, But race

and sexuality—intleces thar lineage in very parncular
ways, making his conjectural histories both conrem-
porary and distinet. This can be discerned perhaps
most clearly in his performances, which frequently

combine music and spoken text in a cut-up montage

nor unhike the proliferaung imagery of hus pamnings
sccompanied by o lecrure-

performance titled abowt the language 1 use 'l use

The launch of LAB w

2006, in which Canadian folik-rock musician Kate
Fenner sang marerial drawn from Woady Guthrie and
Phil Ochis. The working procedure mitiared with LAR

continues through the recent *System of Display®

series, 2008-: These works are like modestly sized
shadow boxes that frame glass and mirrors on which

photogeaphs and text have been silk-screened, The
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mmages draw together relerences to twentieth-centiry
|2, inscallation shors of rhe
first Documenta, New York experimental dance—and

Western art—Zurich D

1o postcolamal Afnecan cultural ané politcal history,
with photographs of celebranions of Congolese inde-
prndence, and Nigerian porteaie photogeaphs, as in

System of Display, ODAS (Foundations{International

Photo Studio, Couple, Calabar, Nigeria, 1953),
2008-2009, The archival-sounding titles hint ar the
impact recent curatorial practices exploring the visisl
aulture of decolonization and the posteolonial world
have had on Pendleron. As in the “Black Dada™
wuigs, however, that transparency s pawred with erypuic

pradint-

concrete poetry
As much as Pendleton’s work is premisad on a

wreby

straregy ol fragmentation and disiunction,
the oblique relation of text and image confronts the
of an unfixed grammar of wWlentity

viewer with pteces

and artistic form, it nevertheless refuses thar beliefin
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the utter fungibility of images characteristic of ather
des of contemporary Warholian appropriation.

e

me

feron’s return 1o Warhol rmght scfully be com-
parec with thar of arnses like Kelley Walker, whose

relerences to his Pop antmeedent are explivit i collage-
poster digital pieces such as schema; Aguafrest plus
Crest with tartar control, 2003, which reworks and
adds toothpaste smears to a detail of one of the infa-
mous Charles Moare phorographs from Biemingham,
Alabama, in 1963 that Warhol himsell had used in
that vear's silk screen Mustard Race Riot. Walker has
sometimes been described as supplanring the latrer's
waumang repention with pure simulacral l(‘pu':dnf-

Hon—

150 Images' to be wsed without regard to

their historical and political specificity,” in Glenn
Ligon's characterization of this line of criticism, Yet
on argues, Walker's work in tace forces us o

as Lig
consider the impossibility of these images’ degeada-
fion into pure sitnulaceum, “Walker is gquite aware of

NVOYVEMHER 2011 Z38



Pendleton’s conjectural histories
are notsimply utopian fables of
what might have been.

the inrractabillty of the 'problem® of bis racial identity
in relationship to tmages of Mack people, and parl of
the Impectof Ris work 15 thar call 1Lenoon (o the

ry cithenls anc sl e s¢rtied questians abaur che

jecrmarrer, 1in

polities of representation Flis su
w\|!n' 5‘ Lol simply |5t mcorpaorated nrto a
frictionless and appropnable realm of coliure, becuuse
onunues 1o rouble the pra

the psychuc logic of ra

luction and conswmptiom of images. Pendleton’s work
can't ipe this dynamic eithes But in distinetion
both

framatsc

Walker and Warliol, he not only poinrs ro ths

redl of race—an however deferrea or dis

tanced o manner—Dbuor also imbues his source imiages

net texts wich sew vileng find pussikle and ever

fantastc futures o the wav that various discourses

eract with one anothe? und interfere

znd contexts

mprions abour their meamr |

WITH OuUr ass
In dascrohing his working method, Pendleton has
aald, "Whewn Lwriee, | hasically construcet 2 laby

rinch for myself ¢ eh which I most move as the

, reterences, and dcas of

writer. he work

wtenaly that line the path of my

omposed [abvemnel, Whey L compos-

mg something, [1s do gttempt to gaivanize & kind of

temporacy canon.”™ " Yet what scems crucial hete is
precisgly roe degree 1o which rhe concexes from

which his materials are deswn cemain menmnaribl

odxdutately retusing 1o be pulled mto 5 new

whole. s conjec ICS Arc not &4

pian taples of wharmight have been: They als
expose the mcommensura gy f subaltern his
rivs, the very difficalty of thinkiog Languags puetry
ind the Rainbow Coalition and Atns activism and

he churen at one and the same time, as Pendl

did tor his zcclaimed contriburnion 1o Periorma

The Respwal This wotk comubined texes by XPer-
mentul pors suchk as Jehn Ashibery, Charles Bornst ',
ltical specches by [esst

amer, which were all collaged

mto a gospel-$ “revival" sory

el work but rather

pling aims nnt ro produc

to disperse the artist—and e sutience—across i

wide semantic held ichleton s nor tent, as | have

lution ambigziny and contraddc
t hyvbrdity is of cours on
we 2l share raday; s pecformances I
ings el and remix it, allowi perceive th
shary res where discom collide

238 ARTFOALM

SHANE
CAMPBELL
GALLERY

2021 S WABASH AVE
CHICAGO IL 60616
+1(312) 226 2223




Incommensurabibicy hies arthe hearr of 'endleton's
fiest projected-image work, BAND, 2009, a three
channe: video mstallation that was 2lso performed

1 Francisco. For its

live rhis past September in S
ornginal version, Pendieton hlmed the mdic-rock

band Deerhoot as they recorded “T Dhid Crimes for

You'"—i song who Ton Jean-l

Godaed’s Sympaiby for the | i."‘xl" Jui W% ode o the

Rolling Szones and sbsurdist potitical theater

Foor age of Dee ol 15 mrercar with andio from

wnother Alm, this one a short government documen

tary made i the cacly *705 wlbour *Teddy

seen-year-old African American fraom Los Angeles
who s rethmkimg his engagement wirh the Black
Panthers. Tirrle \n rhese comhinanons adds op:

s Manoise

Pendlecon's ambiguiry 15 far from Gaodard
Certuunnes; .hl Nnassivi thll‘{_tl Féesomanee of I|.~
Rolling Stones caunot be duplicaced by t

appeal of Deerhook; the band's derached qipster eake

oy st 15 ar the IPPOSITE 1*::’ ‘|||l1|l|:| cat

dy. The list could go on. Rather

rest speech of Te

than a model to imitate, Pendleton usss Godard's

alm asa frames
wdeol
rew svork Lhat agaih vis

of race, poliuc

rk; a ser of farmal operations and

him to constru

i} concerns thar all

§ the complicated junceure

, and cultorad production. Ateer atl,

the orpmat juxtaposed a white British rock 'n' roll

d thar had raken its bese r:ffs trom b

American

musicians with b ¢ British- militanes playing in

slketches wr 1 |\j, 1 white French director. Bul

Pendleton is less concerned with the contradictions

ot 1ne past T WItH InsIStng an s connnuity with

i of Te 11;'\ S Vo,

our present: The beautifol gr
[ :

¢eflecing on his desire for a diffecent future

movingl !
rubs apainst the |1."\'|Il',‘-llt;ll.l| video of Deerhoof in
the stugio

nc accumuiarion of arsstc modes

it remporalivies, Pendletan's acr af eeperition aod
Lppropdiation ane \,ill'\'rl't'!\‘ ISCOVers an emancipa
tory potential in the cond tions ol early twenty
hrst-century fife, The poet |ena Osman described
of that latency when she wrore thar

lovin

something

Pendletan's warks degrade the past [n

wder to creare g new lineapge (hat can move mto the
i-1Ir

furure. "' But the past 1s not simply degrade

ndliton JUXTAPOSas incamp larins, tnes,

midteriaty, contexts, and modes of identiry in order 1

refashion history into something that opens out inte

In the act ot assembhing 1o

¢ helerogenecnus
elements, Pendlerom suggesss that aar ippropnanon
by history s not mare fatality—and 1 chat moment

sible [uture comes e view, |

YCIATE PROFESSOR AN
M ONIVERSITY W N

N THE CHAIR O
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Ealus! Adam Pendliion, BAND,

three clunnnet Back sng

ard color vidan, 32 mitos
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