








of objects to the aesthetics of infrastructure by
making visible the deeply meaningful subliminal
messages of the museum’s styling. When entering
an art space — even one ostensibly “alternative”
like Artists Space — BC styles it accordingly. But
unlike earlier practices of Institutional Critique

its objective is not to reveal the museum’s style in
order to unveil its ideological presumptions, but
rather to speculate on the power of the museum
and its techniques of display. Consequently, in
“2000 Wasted Years” there are text panels that tell
BC's supposed story with just the right amount of
variation within the grid of documentary photo-
graphs and texts, video presentations to display
archival documentation of BC fashion shows
(three of which are held on transparent easels and
two mounted on columns), mannequins that look
like they were drawn from a tragic (but also tragi-
cally cool) Lower East Side discount store to dis-
play reconstructions of outfits from the 1990s, and
most arresting, a system of black vitrines as well
as a matching pavilion reminiscent of a Star Wars
set. These vitrines all have the same footprint, and
they occlude easy visibility by placing the glass
low, at crotch level, but their heights vary, with
one vitrine doubling as the pedestal for a monitor
playing the so-called early self-portrait “The BC
Corporate Story” (1996). Everything on the text
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panels and mannequins and everything in the

vitrines is a “product” of Bernadette Corporation.
The look of the exhibition is sinister, with
a lot of shiny black gloss Formica sheathing the
vitrines and the pavilion, with floating transpar-
ent planes of suspended text panels, and the crisp
angular postures of the mannequins that populate
the space even when it’s empty, with a “multi-
tude” of shady characters, all brought together
in an aural ambiance of sound bleed emanating
from three different videos. It felt like a Black Bloc
trade show and indeed such a paradoxical fantasy
captures the special ambiance of BC’s art; an
intimate encounter between fashion and radical
politics. The viewer is seduced by a kind of styling
that whispers of expensive perfume, only to be
blasted with shrapnel. That, it seems to me, is the
flavor BC aims for. But the combination is volatile:
It is absurdly vulnerable to accusations of radical
chic, of political posturing. I suspect many will
launch such accusations against the exhibition,
and in certain moods I concur. But even at my
most skeptical, I appreciate the ambition to “style”
the intersection of fashion and violence in order
to demonstrate their imbrication in one another.
Indeed, as with the craze for garments and
accessories decorated with camouflage patterns,
fashion may conduct an implicit public rela-
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tions campaign for war and other sorts of police
actions. Just because it's hard to get this explosive
combination right (and not many artists have the
courage o try), doesn't mean we should dismiss
the effort. I think few themes are as important as
this one because it both transgresses the ostensible
(though absolutely permeable) boundary between
“state-sponsored” capitalism and state-sponsored
violence, and it demonstrates the transgressive
capacity of styling, which may capture media
attention and generate politically efficacious
memes or viruses. This approach seems especially
crucial in an art world that panders to billionaires
whose vast accumulations of capital are inevitably
based on actual or “laundered” acts of violence.

BC has moved away from its origins of pro-
ducing clothes and fashion shows, but its model
for creating objects remains firmly rooted in the
haptic character of garments. Art objects conven-
tionally withdraw from touch (that’s why they are
displayed in vitrines, and surrounded by barriers
and invisible alarms when they enter museums).
But, like the stuff we wear, BC’s artworks not
only solicit physical intimacy, but are designed to
accommodate it, to conform to the body, while
addressing its needs for sustenance and main-
tenance. The vitrines in “2000 Wasted Years”
contain “Mug Stanzas” (2012), plain white mugs
(the kind you might get as promotional swag, or
buy as a souvenir) imprinted with passages from
BC’s trenchant poem “A Billion and Change”; they
house a series of 2010 works in which luxurious
Dornbracht plumbing fixtures are etched with
nasty little texts drawn from the Internet about
the leaking of nude photos of pop star Rihanna
(e.g., “omg!!! thatz all! Rihanna u knw ur
famous don't take dirty pics of course it’s gonna
get leaked!™). And they include "Retrospective

Scarves” (2012), silk scarves inkjet printed with
pages from the novel “Reena Spaulings” (2004)
and documentation or publicity for some of the
Bernadette Corporation’s recent projects. These
things are designed to be picked up and drunk
from, turned on and washed with, or tied non-
chalantly around your neck. But text and image
make them into time bombs when seductive
surfaces reveal offensive content. They are “"Happy
Slaps”, as BC titles a 2011 piece consisting of two
appropriated cell phone videos showing minor
acts of violence that may or may not be jokes.
These objects whisper in your ear, but before you
know it they've delivered a happy slap. More often
than not it’s text that packs the punch and in this
sense the Corporation, which has functioned as a
kind of publishing enterprise since its revival in
1999 with the magazine “Made in USA”, delivers
on its promise to merge seduction with violence.
As in “The Complete Poem”, exhibited at Greene
Naftali Gallery in 2009 and published as a book
in 2010, big ideas meet the excruciating sweetness
of photographer David Vasiljevic's professional
fashion shoots. One is left wondering if such
combinations are a genuine expression of political
praxis, or just a naughty thrill. This unsettling
question hangs over “2000 Wasted Years” like a
cloud of poison perfume.

DAVID JOSELIT
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