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by Denise Robinson

JThe allegorical impulse is one that acknowl
edges explicitly the futility of trying to sort out
the smere« from the spure<, an impulse to em
brace [the heteronomous and heterological)

(Giorgio Agamben)

As in all of Joao Penalva's work this exhibition
was redolent with a refusal to sort out the mere
from the pure. This is the second of a chain of
three exhibitions of Penalva's work. The first took
place at the Serralves Museum of Contemporary
Art, Porto, and the last will be at the Irish Muse
um of Modern Art, Dublin in June 20006. Largely
selected by Penalva in collaboration with the cu
rators, each becomes a form of assemblage, do
ing away with assumptions about the genesis or
destination of his work by absorbing it into the
possibilities inherent in the act of selection
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Thank heavens for that sublime mathematical inven-
tion known as the diagram. Reducing every kind of
phenomenon to a conjunction of abscissas and ordi-
nates, it allows one to comprehend the diversity of
the world in a reassuring way. Nothing can resist this
mode of comprehension, and useful comparisons can
be made between many different parameters: the pri-
ce of crude oil and household consumption; meteoro-
logy and suicide rates; ownership of pets and familia-
rity with supermarkets.

Even artists (with all due respect) can be embraced
by such conjugations, for example in the relationship
between their geographical origins and their im-
pact on the market (Warhol wasn’t Zimbabwean), or
between the success of their careers and their ability
to produce a recognisable, simple, classifiable oeuvre
(Matthew Barney isn’t Joseph Kosuth). Contemporary
artists, whether they admit it or not, are familiar with
this problematic, and many of them go so far as to
integrate it into their work, sometimes to the point
where a paradox arises: that of being both judge and
jury, in a somewhat touching kind of hypocrisy.

«Bernadette Corporation» is the pseudonym of a for-
midable group of artists whose viewpoint is not really
the one sketched out above. They have decided, ra-
ther, to take the bull by the horns. They work ano-
nymously, or at any rate under their collective iden-
tity rather than their personal identities. The standard
flaps in the wind, and the warriors boldly state their
claims, the better to subvert the codes by which they
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are inevitably bound. Difficult to pin down (New York,
Paris, etc.), though active for around a dozen years
now, they work with brio in various types of medium.
This winter, the Witte de With in Rotterdam put on an
exhibition of their work. It was an enigmatic event, in
part retrospective (though the members of the confra-
ternity are opposed, in principle, to the idea of being
portrayed as the heroes of an historical narrative). It
featured their current project, Pedestrian Cinema, a
temporary production unit for alternative films.

The first few rooms were in fact devoted to this year-
old project which, as if to emphasise its pervasive Da-
daist spirit, adopted Berlin as its epicentre. But the
Dutch city in which the exhibition took place contribu-
ted something to one of the posters, i.e. the motif of
another poster which was adorning the walls there at
the same time. It showed a dazed-looking Charlie Cha-
plin, whose films were shown over the Christmas and
New Year period. There was nothing accidental about
this subject, insofar as it had to do with the cinema,
and it was further reinterpreted in the other images,
all of which were emblazoned with a publicity notice
(a seal, conveying appropriation, or perhaps anxiety)
which had a string of characters running across it: Pe
destrianBCCinema2005Bernadette2006CorpBEGmad
einTheBoxcar...

This was not easy to decipher, in that the patterns of
readings and deletions were superimposed, although
the theme remained. A photocopy of a page from a ma-
gazine published in London listed the leisure activities

Rumors of any impending, crisis
have been averted. There'is only
now a possibility of never having
anything worthwhile to do. So
steal yourself some time to think
and time to Kill. It's good to run
with your gang, in the city or in
the country. rough assembly.
When you are at the level of rat-
survival, you be.ﬁ)m organizing.
Some illegality will be nécessary;
You and your friends are without
a purpose and without a place to
stay Mock incorporation is quick
and easy, simply choose a name:
Booty Gorporation, Bourgeois
Corporation, Buns Corporation
and then spend a lot of time
together. Ideas will come later.
Historically, creating space in the
founding of your corporate head-
quarters is "the next step. HQ
should be convenient for visitors,
should not be comfortable for
freeloaders. In New York, com-
mercial property rents for less
than residential ‘property. So get
some, and though ‘it's, not
allowed, live there like your immi-
rant fathers. Above all else
Jon't romanticize the communal
life - dress for work everyday,
keep regular business hours, and
learn proper phone manners,
Now take a moment and project
ourselves into the far-flun

uture. You'll be churning ou
product beoausecf)eople will like
your products and expect you to
Eroduce. ‘Sure, you might be mar-
etable icons 'like the cultural
heroes of your youth, but like
them, the best you can do is
entertain and inform, which isn't
enough. Look back to your roots
and the gutter you crawled up
from. The commaodity culture you
outsmarted still exists, excludes
others, and makes their lives mis-




of the week; another page carried the West End cine-
ma programme; yet another gave the number of stars
awarded by the critics to the different masterpieces
(though neither the titles nor the casts were given),
along with a brief comment: One of the world’s great
directors? And then there was a simple representation
of a brick wall waiting to have similar posters stuck to
it, which gave rise to a certain specularisation.

But the main message was in the videos, which were
shown in four different locations - an avatar of the
multiplex. They were really at the heart of the enter-
prise. Made with whatever resources came to hand,
and in a limited time span, they were heterogeneous,
but also characterised by a common stance. Fragmen-
tary, they explored the formal limits of their conditions
of existence.

The first comprised a succession of sequences that
took some of its vocabulary from the graphic style of
television: credits, digital effects in poor taste, opti-
cal games, matte shots. The eye might be drawn to a
close-up of an apple and a tomato; or a human mouth
might loom up, multiplied by overprinting. The trans-
mission was occasionally blurred, but one thing remai-
ned constant - the group’s logo, made up of the capi-
tal letters B and C, using typographies that one might
associate with a given period or industry. It acted as a
leitmotiv, mimicking marketing mannerisms.

The second was radically different. The screen was
blank, the projector being switched off. On the floor
there was a sprinkling of fine gold dust and a large




sheet of paper. A monastic homily could be heard.
The third had a more developed narration. The camera
followed a person as he moved around a city, solemnly
walking along a canal with deliberate steps, wearing
glasses so dark he might have been taken for a blind
man. But his mind was alert, and reality was obviously
his source material. It could be seen that any situa-
tion might generate a script. There he was, looking
at a display of female mannequins in the window of
a clothes shop. The reflection on the glass meant he
could peer at himself and match his image to that of a
plastic body, giving it his arms and head as though in
a tribute to Hans Bellmer or Raoul Hausmann.

The fourth showed teenage qirls strolling around a
rehearsal stage, expressionlessly reciting a text. This
scenario of absurdism evoked the discomfort of a so-
ciety in which the identities of the multiple and the
individual are in mutual confrontation.

The final exhibition rooms documented the previous
activities of the Corporation, which has constantly
changed its configuration over the last decade, while
retaining the ideology of the early days with an ap-
proach that is casual to the point of virtual anarchy,
and yet closely argued. Between 1995 and 1997 the
group ran an independent fashion label that promoted
a hybrid line of haute couture, with shows that caught
the imagination. It later became the editorial board
of a fashion magazine, Made in USA, which was pu-
blished between 1999 and 2001. It then morphed into
an experimental literature collective - at one point,




several authors worked together to produce a novel
about New York called Reena Spaulings - while con-
tinuing to make films. In Rotterdam, some of these
films (and they would merit a article in themselves)
were shown on monitors in loop mode.

Get rid of yourself is a must. It has the look of a docu-
mentary about it, as it plunges into the anti-globalisa-
tion demonstrations that took place at the G8 meeting
in Genoa, in 2001. Intercut with fictional sequences,
it brings out the ambiguity of this movement, whose
protagonists sometimes get immersed in a discourse
over which they have so little control that they end up
bringing about serious destruction. This calls to mind
Camus’s postulate that revolt is legitimate as a way of
defending liberty, but not revolution, if it involves ri-
ding roughshod over ideals. And the subtlety of Berna-
dette Corporation, throughout its work, lies in its abi-
lity to examine this question by circuitous means. Its
members do not always express themselves overtly,
but react in their own particular ways: «There is only
now a possibility of never having anything worthwhile
to do. So steal yourself some time to think and some
time to kill. (...) Ideas will come later.»




