














119 West Montgomery Avenue, Philadelphia PA

“Here it is, this is the only place for me!” This group was
known to some as “the family”; my own name for it was
“the tribe.” Things went on like that for just a little while,
not long at all-but such moments are precious in life, and
distinctly rare.

-Jean Michel Mension, The Tribe: Contributions to the
History of the Situationist International and Its Time. Vol. 1

We all know that it’s a bitch to survive in this town.
This being the case, there are ways to get around the
unstable employment dilemma and still be able to
live in a thriving art scene. Real estate on the edges
of the city is cheap and artists have been working in
these areas in converted factories and warehouses
for decades. The affordable architectural landscape
seems to have been internalized into the sinews
and bones of many of the artists that live and work
in the area.

The galleryLittle Berlinishousedin alargerenovated
warehouse at 119 W. Montgomery Avenue. This
building has been the home of many notable
artists working in Philadelphia. The footprint of
the place is massive, and it has made it possible for
the artists who've resided there to produce large
ambitious works and make a lot of noise. In the
90’s this building provided a safe haven and vital
environment for Bardo Pond.

Bardo Pond has a legacy of being the city’s ‘premier
lurching noisemakers’ and has been beating the
Gamelan-like central drum for this assemblage
of creative individuals in many ways. Its strain of
American psychedelic rock is loud and durational.
Through extended songs that rely on high volume
repetition, one is lulled (or beaten) into a state
of passive acceptance until Isobel Sollenberger
vocally sucker punches the audience out from its
sleepy-ness and into a state of temporary ecstasis.
It is a palpable and visceral experience. Many of
the artists that are associated with this scene have
generated works that provide similar effects in the
visual field.

Much ofthe work in Little Berlin's ‘Heaven and Earth’
exhibition has been wrought by the aforementioned
coalition of friends and colleagues. This is a genuine
arts community that has drawn from one another
for more than ten years. Communities have the
ability to buffer the influence of the ubiquitous
and hegemonic international art crowd that can be
found sprouting up around the planet in biennials
and art fairs. A narrow margin of blue chip artists
are over-represented on the pages of full color glossy
art magazines, and their ripple effects can be found
in the derivative gestures of art students and career
minded social climbers. In contrast to this state of
affairs, some of the work in this show is incredibly
strong and gives form to themes that are unique to
this city.

What themes and articulations in the realm of the
sensible are unique to Philly?

In 2003, Sid Sachs, the director and curator of the
Rosenwald Wolff gallery assembled a historicizing
exhibition titled ‘The Other Tradition’ that tried to
outline what sets Philadelphia artists apart from the
dominant trends of the New York-centric artworld.
A handful of the artists from 119 W. Montgomery
Ave. were in the show. In trying to pin down an
intergenerational thread that stretches from Robert
Crumb to Joy Feasly, Sachs states that ‘Philadelphia
has an underground figurative tradition based on
comics, graffiti, Duchamp, and a true raw sense of
the absurd’ and that ‘there is also a dark, almost
abject sensibility going back to Charles Bukowski,
Paul Thek, and David Lynch.’

Artistsrespond to their environments, and this tenor
of the absurd, the dark and the occult is inscribed
into the architecture of the city. It can be found in

the country’s largest Freemason lodge on Broad
street, the hanging cast concrete pagan creatures
in the alcoves of city hall, the Theosophical society
on Walnut street and the Academy of the Fine
Arts building that was designed by the maverick
American architect Frank Furness. Philadelphia has
a slower architectural turnover than New York, and
many of the older anomalous buildings, facades
and signs of long extant business adventures are
hanging on like ghosts in the shadows of urban
redevelopment. These buildings have populated
the psycho-geographic imaginary for the cultural
producers who've resided within the city limits. If
one cares to look for it, a sort of dark magic can
still be found in the city’s alleys and neglected
streets or even in the dusty bookstall at the Reading
Terminal.

Paul Swenbeck, Blood Drawing, 2009

Richard Harrod has been producing art and
exhibiting within the city for the last 15 years.
Harrod's works have at times set up situations for
encounterswiththeunheimlich thataredisorienting
and funny. In the Little Berlin exhibition, with
a work titled ‘The Managers’ Harrod provides a
trompe loeil image of a life sized rectangular hole
in the floor of the space (on the actual floor) with
a fearsome set of steps leading to a basement for
unaware gallery goers to stumble down and meet
their untimely demise. The work consists of large
format laser jet prints that have been glued together
and highlighted with off white paint. At the bottom
of the steps is a short log with scissors impaled into
its cross section. The illusion is not convincing, but
one still feels a little wary walking around it. To
reinforce the sense of vertical depth, Harrod has run
a string from the floor to the ceiling thus literalizing
the name of the exhibition.

The title of Harrod's floor work could have been
taken directly from Kafka or Maurice Blanchot.
In Blanchot’s most Kafkaesque novel Aminadab,
the antagonist Thomas wanders into a house that
has infinite rooms with an ever-changing set of
rules and hierarchically distributed roles for the
servants and managers. There is no comfort to be
found in the bedrooms, and the mood of the house
constantly oscillates between safety and danger.
The novel is dream-like. Blanchot intimates how the
impressions left on us by interiors are perpetually in
a state of flux with strange atemporal admixtures of
memories of rooms that overlap and interpenetrate
one another. Harrod's stairway performs similar
procedures by compositing multiple points of view
and contaminating the domestic scene with absurd
and spooky details.

Another exhibition with artists from the same
community is the ‘None More Black’ show at
Vox Populi. A standout from the show was Paul
Swenbeck’s suite of blood drawings. Swenbeck
had a nurse withdraw a cup of blood from his
body. This blood was used in a manner similar to
ink that was transferred to paper with brushes and
pens. Swenbeck borrows images from the book of
Solomon to create talismans that hopefully will
not work. Admittedly, the artist loves to work with
blood. This fascination began with a sanguine fluid
drawing made from a high school biology blood test
that the artist has carried in his wallet for more than
20 years for good luck. These drawings are generous
and frightening. In an altruistic gesture, Swenbeck
donated the blood that could provide nutrients and
oxygen to his muscles and brain for the production
of drawings that are to be consumed by others. Still,
the occult symbols with their Faustian connotations
are troublesome with their lack of intelligibility or
supplementary wall texts, leaving one to guess who
the intended recipient of the talismans may be.

Drawing with blood, and the use of the body’s
humors has a long history in pagan, alchemical
and satanic rituals. The images bear a striking
resemblance to Joseph Beuy's iodine paintings on
paper. Beuy's was interested in Alchemy and the
re-sacralization of life. This lineage can be traced
through the work of Joan Jonas in the artist’'s
attempts to neutralize the effects of technology and
instrumental reason by evoking the sirens of the
sublimated counter histories of secret societies and
initiatory rites of passage. Swenbeck’'s drawings
reflect the darker side of this art historical trajectory,
as well as embodying Sach’s description of a local
ethos that is both dark and abject.

There is no apparent investment in critical theory
in any of these works, nor do they bear the mark of
a voguish miming of current art world trends. Most
of the artists in this informal community came into
there own in the early to mid 90’s, a moment when
French theory was being crammed down throats
of resentful art students throughout the country.
It appears that their work is part of a generational
rejection of the era's theoretical trends. These
artists work with the tropes of the uncanny, inside
jokes, and a renewed interest in the occult, without
resorting to the intellectual crutches of philosophy,
psychoanalysis or semiotics.

Aproblem with projectsthat have an anti-theoretical
attitude is that the artists do not provide the
public with a form of self-diagnoses through their
statements or public talks, and therefore leave the
ideas behind their work unintelligible and opaque
for the uninitiated. The burden is placed on the
viewer to decipher and decode their offerings. Due
to the swaying indeterminacy of the artists’ intent,
one is cautious of over-reading their drawings and
installations. This caution short circuits extensive
readings and cuts off a wider and more meaningful
discourse.

Genuine alternative artworlds are vulnerable
and precious. They provide a very thin crust of
resistance from the banalizing effects of living in
the belly of an advanced capitalist state. Fragile
worlds are always on the verge of dissipating and
fading into invisibility. Where there are gatherings
of friends who share an aesthetic project no matter
how articulate or inchoate, there potentially stands
an indefatigable community that can withstand
the ebbs and flows of the art market as well as the
assaults of younger generations who attempt to
sideline their predecessors to stake out their own
territories.

-Holly Martins



“We’re not even sure of carrots
(whether they're what we think they are,
how poisonous they are,
who grew them and under what circumstances).”
John Cage, A year from Monday, p. 9

Itis hard to write anymore about representation. The
essay form itself, with its unending self-consciousness,
seems to drive me to want to talk about myself from
the start. Perhaps also it is another form of self-
consciousness, which is to say, a nervousness, when
the topic of representation is broached. Wasn't it that
we were supposed to stop representing them a long
time ago. Wasn't this the age of the differend, when my
job was to make space for other voices, make visible
new languages in order to efface myself?

Or did it turn out that that was the not-so-subtle
modernist/postmodernist project all along? Didn't
Schelling want to lose himselfin the ecstasies of India?
Wasn't that Cage’s Zen? Or that great poem with which
Tim Clark began his chapter on Pollock: “I shall make
a poem out of nothing at all / it will not speak of me or
others...” penned by William IX of Aquitane?

If representation was then to be a more active
project, one which Gayatri Spivak has recently
considered (implicitly) as “learning to learn from the
subaltern,” then the question of representation and
others remains paramount for contemporary art. The
very fact of this foregrounding was the most essential
aspect of Slought Foundation's The Return of Horse:
Painting in the Ambivalent Present, which opened on
Nov. 14.

The curatorial essay accompanying the exhibit
(indeed hanging at the gallery entrance and tactically
framing the art) begins with an interesting parallel:
the outmoded means of transportation that is the
horse and the outmoded means of representation
that is painting. Moreover, by placing the horse as the
go between of Philadelphia and New York (between
which one could not travel without a horse, or two,
not so long ago), it brought to the fore questions of the
traffic of objects and people in the art world as we, just
south of the center, have come to understand it.

But here some concerns arise. When in the statement
curator Osvaldo Romberg writes, for instance, “What
is the difference between a Brazilian novella and
Tolstoy's War and Peace? It is the viewer’'s experience,
affected by their relative receptivity to the explicit or
implicit meanings of a work,” I begin to worry that he
is not sufficiently foregrounding the task of learning
to learn from the other - in other words, he moves
away from the fact that representation in art today
is first and foremost about a reconfiguration and
not a validation of that experience. (This is not, of
course, to rule out validation or empathy as a tool of
representation, but it is to argue against a leveling of
the field of representation to the terms of validating
what is given in experience.)

When it comes to the art itself, these questions
remain. One of the show’s pieces, by Natalie Frank, is
a combination of video testimony about the Rwandan
genocide and a few accompanying painted portraits.
The work is part of Voices of Rwanda, and seeks to bring
testimony about the 1994 genocide to the world stage
in order to “inspire a global sense of responsibility to
prevent human rights atrocities.” This is no doubt a
noble goal, but it is not one that I am sure lives up to
the contemporary demands of representation.

The Voices of Rwanda-type message is something
that one might take from any number of standard
discourses on representation, but it does not live up
to the trenchant argument advanced, for example,
in Mahmood Mamdani's When Victims Become Killers,
where he reverses the standard interpretation of events
in Rwanda and shows precisely how a misintervention
by Western powers was what precipitated and
reinforced the genocide in the first place. For him, the
question of representing Rwanda is then not to call on
a banal response couched in human rights discourse,
but rather one which sought to learn from the histories
of colonialism and its machinery of inventing and
representing Africans (the very Hutu/Tutsi distinction
itself) in order to call into question one’s own voice in
this process. In other words, representation is neither
the letting speak nor the making speak, it is the
difficult (infinite?) conversation which is the condition
of speech itself. Such a conversation is unfortunately
absent in Frank’s work.

Somuch ofthe discourse on representation in modern

art has been haunted by the infamous statement of
Theodor Adorno, “To write lyric poetry after Auschwitz
is barbaric.” But it is not frequently enough noted
the revision Adorno gave this statement in Negative
Dialectics, where he writes: “Perennial suffering has
as much right to expression as a tortured man has
to scream; hence it may have been wrong to say that
after Auschwitz you could no longer write poems.”
Indeed, this is crucial for a critic like myself to keep
in mind, and to recall that although there is a limiting
condition to Frank’s work, it does form an important
part in the archives of genocide. But Adorno does not
let us off the hook here. He continues, “But it is not
wrong to raise the less cultural question whether after
Auschwitz you can go on living...”

It is tempting to psychologize away this statement,
as Adorno himself does, as a matter of the trauma
of survivor’s guilt. But the question is, I think, much
more powerful and necessary as we think through the
questions of representation, for they move the domain
from the register of the art to the practice - indeed the
very possibility - of everyday life itself. How do we
live in the face of a world which has abandoned all its
values? What forms of representation might help us
answer this question?

There was only one horse at the Slought show, and
it did not appear in any of the three artists’ work.
Rather, it was in a simple cartoon on the bathroom
wall, where a man playing polo has just rammed the
head of his horse through a museum wall. The patron
there exclaims, “You're lucky that painting was of a
horse!”

The horse in Romberg’s curatorial vision seems to
raisesafew questions. One, what happenstooutmoded
media - do they just become sports, or romanticized
images of a time long gone? (Or) two, do they, like the
repressed, ever return, to disrupt the sedimented view
of culture that we have collected? The horse’s head
through the painting in the cartoon does just that by
relying on a certain trope: the painting represents a
real horse’s head. The decidedly anti-Magritte stance
of the patron is what gives the joke its humor: of
course, the real horse’s head is no more a painting
than a painting of a pipe is a pipe.

But the humor here is also the subversion. The horse
in fact is no longer represented - it is now called upon
to represent itself. But like Coco Fusco & Guillermo
Gomez-Pena, it is forced into this representation,
literally imprisoned. To transcend this situation, the
cartoon relies on its implied temporality: the horse
will leave the painting and a conversation will ensue
about what just happened: the irony of it all, the
circulation of damages, the question of the body, the
archaic and deprived role of the modern horse (or,
dare I say, painting).

Bl & Y g P =

Tongue-in-cheek though this may be, the point stands
that the important thing about representation today
is to raise the question of representation itself. While
I have advanced an ethical-aesthetic paradigm that
breaks with Romberg’s, it does invalidate the fact
that the Slought show is able to put on the table a
critical series of questions about the possibilities
for representation in the modern world. Learning to
learn from these questions is itself a primary task of
criticism today.

-Avi Alpert

Over ayear later, we are told of the successes
of state intervention in the economy.
President Obama, while recognizing the
lack of job growth, has recently declared
that “the economy is now growing again
for the first time in more than a year and
faster than at any time in the past two
years.” Indeed, it is true that Wall Street is
on pace to have its most profitable year to
date, breaking the record set three years ago
(before the “crisis”). The profits of Goldman
Sachs, Merrill Lynch, Morgan Stanley and
JPMorgan Chase—the four largest firms—
grew to $22.5 billion dollars in the period
from January to September. During the
same period, the top six banks set aside
$112 billion for salaries and bonuses.

On the tenth anniversary of the repeal
of the Glass-Steagall Act, a crucial
deregulatory move celebrated by Lawrence
Summers (who is now the director of the
White House National Economic Council),
Special Inspector General Neil Barofsky,
the top oversight official for the $700
billion Wall Street bailout, stated that the
program will almost certainly result in a
loss for taxpayers. Moreover, he claimed
that he has opened sixty-five investigations
into possible fraud by bailout recipients. At
the same time, the overall delinquency rate
for home mortgages has reached a new
high: over six percent were sixty or more
days past due during the third quarter
(TARP funds are largely the privilege of
those at the top). Finally, unemployment is
skyrocketing, and this does not include all
of those who have become so disheartened
by the job search that they have stopped
looking.

David Harvey has convincingly argued,
following the work of Karl Polanyi, that
the management of crises is part of the
neoliberal project. One of the primary
objectives of crisis management—through
the use of fear tactics, misinformation
campaigns, the promotion of historical
amnesia, etc—is to consolidate class
power. In this light, the economic bailout
has been wildly successful: it has—via state
interventioninthe economy—redistributed
wealth from the taxpayer to the wealthiest
portions of the population.

The Shah’s Nuclear Weapons

Iran’s supposed “nuclear threat” is in the
forefront of the Western media. Israel’s
nuclear capabilities or India’s nuclear
arms program appear to be of little or no
concern (indeed, they are more or less
overtly supported by the United States).
The underlying message seems to be that
allies have the right to nuclear arms but
enemies do not.

However, itisimportanttoremind ourselves
that the United States is the only country
in the history of the world to have used
nuclear bombs. The death of approximately
165,000-275,000 Japanese citizens should,
in principle, diminish their credibility as
the international moral authority on the
nuclear issue. Secondly, as every Iranian
surely knows, Iran and the United States
have not always been enemies. In 1953,
the CIA organized Operation Ajax in Iran to
remove the democratically elected leader,
Mohammed Mossadegh, who had become




enormously popular for nationalizing Iran’s
oil reserves. The autocratic Shah took his
place and served as a close American ally
and business partner until the Iranian
Revolution of 1978/79. Would the Shah
have had the right to nuclear weapons?

There is an additional reason why we
should be skeptical of the demonization of
Iran (while also avoiding the blind embrace
of the Iranian regime). The belligerent
and repetitive vilification of Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad in the mainstream Western
mediaisan excellentexample ofthe extreme
shortcomings of political monocausality: a
president elected by universal suffrage for a
4-year term who has no direct control over
the armed forces, military intelligence,
security operations or foreign policy (these
are all the prerogative of the supreme
leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei), has been
transformed into an evil “dictator” anxious
to use nuclear weapons to wage war (even
though the Iranian president does not even
have the right to declare war). It is clear
that such political monocausality is directly
linked to the drumbeat for more war in the
Middle East and is part of the perfect exit
strategy for the debacle in Iraq: it “explains”
the failure of the American military in
Iraq (it's Iran’s fault); it is capable of
distracting public opinion from Iraq, which
is old news, in the same way that Iraq once
served as a veil to mask Afghanistan; it
provides for a clearly identified diabolic
enemy to fill the shoes of Saddam Hussein;
it perpetuates a faulty image of Iran as
unjustifiably hostile to the United States
and contributes to American amnesia
concerning the CIA-orchestrated coup
d’état against Iran’'s nascent democracy.
Furthermore, the Western discourse on the
“‘Iranian threat” can ultimately serve the
purposes of the fundamentalists in Iran by
revealing the hypocrisy of the American
position and helping them fan nationalist
fires to resist—once again—the imperialist
endeavors of the invaders and occupiers of
Iraq and Afghanistan.

Alain Resnais, Hiroshima mon amour, 1959

The Power of History

The spectacular presentist images of “the
Iranian threat” or “the economic crisis’
mask deep historical developments. They
favor political amnesia and the passivity
of political spectators who are supposed
to simply be bewildered by the latest
“shocking news.” The role of historical
critique is, in part, to break through the
aesthetics of the present in order to situate
the contemporary world in the temporal
trajectories that give it meaning. History
has the power to shatter the thin veneer
of the political, social and economic world
that is presented to us.

- Etienne Dolet

Machete Interviews Jacques Ranciere

Second Installment
Farewell to Artistic and Political Impotence

Machete: What is the role of the critic, the
interpreter, the theorist in drawing out or
highlighting the political elements in works of
art or artistic endeavors? I know that you've been
very critical of certain conceptions of committed
art or politicized art that try to reduce the
political dimension of art to the artist’s intention.
What, then, is the role at the opposite end of the
spectrum, i.e. not with the producer of works of
art but with their reception by the interpreter, the
theorist, the active spectator if you will. Do they
play a role in articulating the political power of
works of art? Or is this power somehow inherent
in works as they stand?

Jacques Ranciére: No, I don’t think that the
power is inherent in the work as it stands because
for me the problem is that there is no politics of art;
there is a politics of aesthetics. This means that
what is important is not the idea that the work
can have this or that effect. In fact, the work is
an implementation of an idea of the artist, which
means that the work is an implementation of the
relation of an artist to politics. But this does not
mean at all that the artist can anticipate political
effects of the work. Thus, the effect, the aesthetic
effect, is not the effect of a work in the sense that
a work should produce this energy for action or
this particular form of deliberation about the
situation. It's about creating forms of perception,
forms of interpretation. The role of the critic—
which is a controversial name for me—is to draw
the outlines of the kind of common world that the
work is producing or a kind of common world of
which the work is a product. For me, the role of
the critic is to say, “this is the world that this work
proposes.” It is to try to explain the forms—as well
as the possible shifts in the forms—of perception,
description and interpretation of a world that are
inherent in the work.

Machete: Given what you've said about the
relationship between artistic production and
the critic, as well as your attempt to redefine
aesthetics outside of the discourse of modernism,
how can you account for artists themselves taking
up in their work a false paradigm of modernism,
which therefore informs the nature of their own
practice? What happens when art embodies this
kind of misunderstanding? What is the role of
the critic in relationship to these false historical
narratives?

Jacques Rancieére: | would say that there is a
kind of truthful negotiation. I mean by this that
the work of an artist is more or less informed by
a certain attitude. It would seem that an artist
situates himselfas an avant-garde artist,amodern
artist or a committed artist. I think that he tries
to define his art in this particular frame, and the
framework in general is a kind of partial view of
either modernity or politics, which means that
the work may have a potential that exceeds the
idea of the work’s producer. Artists in the sixties,
for instance, had a very strong adherence to this
or that discourse, and sometimes that is very
uninteresting. But what they do can nonetheless
be interesting. This means that the task of the
critic, if I think of myself as a critic, is also to try to
create another kind of frame for this practice. With
the example of Alfredo Jaar, which I brought up
earlier, it’s true that his work can be drawn in the

direction of the unrepresentable, but I try to draw
it in another direction. To take another example,
I had to write on the Irish artist James Coleman
who, in a sense, is a very strong modernist, more
or less dependent on a certain form of modernism
linked with the minimalism of the seventies. I try
to extricate from his work something that defines
another way of representing social issues. He
makes very sophisticated works composed of
both slides and voice. He made, for instance, a
work entitled “Photograph” in a school in a poor
neighborhood of Berlin, on the way in which
kids present themselves in front of the camera.
It can be viewed as an entirely formal work: how
people present their image to a camera. At the
same time, the sound was borrowed from a kind
of kitsch 19th century poem. I did a lot of work on
this project, both on the images and the sound,
to reveal a certain way of dealing with questions
of social identity and the way in which those who
are on the other side present themselves, try to
construct their image and to play for instance
singers or dancers, etc. I focused on this relation
of people who are supposed to be outside of art
to the world of art. This is an example, but very
often when I am asked to deal with the work of an
artist, I try to introduce my own shift, to say that
what's interesting in this artist may come from
an idea of avant-gardism, formalism, modernism,
committed art or the art of the unrepresentable,
but it can nonetheless produce quite a different
image for instance of the poor, quite a different
image of the victim (not only an image but also
a different feature, a certain form of aesthetic
experience out of shared experience).
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James Coleman, Photograph, 1998-99

-This interview, conducted on October 30th 2009
by Gabriel Rockhill and Alexi Kukuljevic, was
transcribed and edited by Emily Rockhill
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