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When I first moved to the area a decade ago, I was surprised that a city so steeped in politics seemed to 
have such a dearth of political art. How was it that artists avoided expressing opinions in their work on 
the inevitable topics of conversation at parties, in the papers, on the blogs? Over time, I realized that 
this was not the case: a good number of artists were commenting seriously on the hot-button issues of 
the day. The problem was not a lack of art informed by politics, but rather a lack of venues displaying 
this work in a collective way. The result is a false impression that Washington artists work at a remove 
from the industry that makes this region hum.

Today, we are becoming increasingly comfortable with sound bite summaries of political opinion. It’s 
easy to skim headlines or catch a three-minute TV synopsis and feel we’re informed on the issues. 
We find the outlet that most closely reflects our own views, and often discount alternate opinion as 
irretrievably biased. Our politicians are becoming famous for their personal lives rather than for their 
public service. We risk forgetting that politicians are the people behind public policy, and that public 
policy shapes countless aspects of our everyday lives.    

Picturing Politics 2008: Artists Speak to Power seeks to partially remedy both situations. The artists in 
this exhibition present works which are thoughtful commentaries on the shades of gray surrounding 
issues that are often presented as black and white in the mainstream press. Several works even ques-
tion the roles of the media directly. The exhibition is decidedly not about proselytizing. Our organiza-
tional interest in presenting this work is to encourage a collective slowing down, and to foster careful 
consideration of issues that can wind up being underreported in the interest of brevity and viewer/
readership.  

I would like to thank Rex Weil for his dedication to this project, and to the team of volunteers who 
helped make this exhibition happen. As always, we are thankful for the individuals, businesses, and 
foundations that support the work that we do.  

– Claire Huschle 4



Essay: Jeffry CudlinEssay: Jeffry Cudlin
Director of Exhibitions
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As soon as Claire and I began to talk about putting together a political art show, we both knew that 
there was only one local independent curator we wanted for the job: Rex Weil. For years Rex has long 
been a fixture in the cultural life of the D.C. region—as an artist, a writer and editor for ArtNews, and 
an arts educator, teaching art and art theory at area universities. Not only is Rex exceptionally attuned 
to how our culture reflects exchanges of power and responds to authority, but he also possesses a 
singular, sometimes contrarian point of view concerning what ought to matter in the contemporary 
visual art world.
 
Thanks to his adventurousness, intellectual curiosity, and extensive knowledge of art history in Wash-
ington, Rex was able to tap several generations of area artists, from career rabble-rousers to young 
emerging talents. His favorites range from specialists who have largely flown under the radar, carving 
out distinctive niches for themselves, to new practitioners who have signed on to prestigious local gal-
leries, had museum shows, and—who knows?—may turn out to be game changers. All of his choices 
challenge the enduring perception of D.C as the stodgy town that decades ago birthed the Washing-
ton Color School, a late, modest expansion of the dying modernist/formalist paradigm.

Rex has not only put together a trans-generational show, he has also included cultural producers from 
disciplines outside of fine art—pictures of protests from photojournalist Rick Reinhard; videos from 
internet phenomenon The Pinky Show; and photos from the battlefield courtesy of two veterans’ 
groups: The Independence Fund and the National Vietnam Veterans Art Museum.

The result is a diverse show densely packed with indelible, thought-provoking images. Though Rex 
clearly has strong opinions about the issues explored here, many of the pieces he has selected shy away 
from didacticism, instead asking the viewer simply to examine controversies of the day with the human 
factor in mind: How do race, sexual identity, and immigration affect real individuals in our own com-
munity? Clearly for Rex this is something that only the best contemporary art reveals.

– Jeffry Cudlin 6



Essay: Rex WeilEssay: Rex Weil
Curator
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When Claire Huschle and Jeffry Cudlin asked me about organizing an art and politics show focusing on 
artists in the Washington metropolitan area, I did not hesitate. It’s a project that has been on my mind 
for a long time.

Curiously, though, when I started talking about the show to friends and colleagues, some were skeptical. 
“Great idea, but is there any political art around here?” was a frequent response. While there are plenty 
of artists in New York, Los Angeles, Europe, and around the world who are intensely engaged in politi-
cal issues, they argued, Washington is still the land of safe, non-combative, timid tastes. Among other 
things, I hope this show obliterates that stereotype.

In fact, I had no trouble selecting a show. Every artist I asked was enthusiastically interested. If anything, 
the show filled too quickly. Many excellent artists working with political themes in the Washington area 
are not represented here only because of the ordinary and necessary constraints of space and resources.  
So, while this is a survey show, it in no way attempts to be comprehensive or authoritative.

In my view, the persistent stereotype of Washington art as conservative and apolitical is based on at least 
three gaps in understanding: (1) a pervasive, if understandable, ignorance of the history of art in Wash-
ington (it is a neglected and largely unwritten history); (2) a lack of familiarity with the range and breadth 
of art being made in the Washington area today; and (3) an extremely narrow view of the meaning of 
politics. For our show, politics means the widest array of common concerns that affect us as a commu-
nity, a metropolitan area, a nation, and beyond.  

My introduction to Washington art was in the Reagan years. There was a lively downtown art scene that 
was actively responding to the politics of the era. Looking back, I’m struck by the fact that the first group 
exhibitions I participated in were manifestly political. In 1983, the Washington Project for the Arts and 
New York Collaborative Projects conspired to take over the derelict Ritz Hotel on F Street, NW, between 
9th and 10th. At the time, there were probably in excess of 100 artists’ studios in the neighborhood, 
along with the original venue of the 9:30 Club. Artists from New York and DC worked side by side to 8



transform the abandoned hotel into a massive, spontaneous, and unruly politically charged installation. 
Even Gene Davis (he would be dead in two years) came down and stenciled his trademark self-portrait 
silhouettes all over the hallways. The Fire Marshall closed the building permanently within the week. 
The following year, an organizing committee sat at the kitchen table of Judy Byron and Rick Reinhard 
(who are represented in this show) to start a Washington chapter of Artists’ Call Against US Interven-
tion in Latin America (later denounced by the vociferous conservative critic Hilton Kramer). The group 
put together a benefit auction (my second foray into exhibiting) to buy art materials for artists in El Sal-
vador and Nicaragua. At the same time, there was growing agitation for representation of Washington 
artists at museums by a group called Washington Coalition of Artists (WCA) led by Sam Gilliam and 
Rockne Krebs. I was on a WCA committee that held monthly meeting with Michael Botwinik, Director 
of the Corcoran Gallery of Art. As a result of those negotiations, the museum turned over virtually its 
entire exhibition space to a committee of artist curators for the 1985 Washington Show.  

The spirit of the times was optimistic enough that I wrote in the Corcoran’s Washington Show cata-
log:

The dialogue among artists initiated in this show will focus on our relationship to power and 
political change. Living and working in Washington should have a sharpening effect on artists. 
Art here should be toughened and purified by daily confrontation with the hardest questions 
about what we are doing and why. We must work out an authentic response. There is no reason 
why Washington should not be the place for the incubation of a powerful avant-garde.

I admit that prognostication was a little grandiose—I was a lot younger. The point is that there is a 
rich history in Washington of significant efforts to produce and exhibit politically engaged visual art.  
Without question, artists and galleries have been building on that tradition during the past 20 + years, 
and in doing so, have become significantly more sophisticated, alert, critical, and conversant in the 
international discourse about art’s role in society.  

9



I would like to thank Claire and Jeffry and all the staff and volunteers at the Arlington Arts Center with 
whom it has been a pleasure to work. My deepest appreciation goes to all the artists and galleries that 
have been involved in this project.  

– Rex Weil

Bejamin Edwards • Left Ether Studies (What), Right Ether Studies (Sera) • Inkjet Print on Paper, 22.5” x 30” each • 2007
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Report Suspicious Activity
by Rex Weil
 
My initial idea for this essay was a heavily footnoted, scholarly exegesis on the history and development 
of the political consequences and potential of art. I was going to start with the full integration of art 
and politics in Aurignacian cave paintings, take it through Ancient Greece, talk about art and ecclesias-
tic power in the middle ages, and follow the trail to the Enlightenment idea of autonomous art. From 
there, I’d summarize the growth of transgressive art—art that goes against prevailing political power—
in the wake of 19th century capitalism and the sweeping critique of society identified with Marxism.  

As I started to write, it became painfully plain that the task I was taking on was simply unnecessary. 
That story has been told many times by academics, critics and artists over the years. I don’t want that 
job. 

We don’t need esoteric chaos theory to prove that everything we do, from paying our taxes, to shop-
ping at Wal-mart, to scarfing down Big Macs, causes political ripples throughout the world. It is impos-
sible to ignore the political impact of the choices we make. To paraphrase the critic, novelist, and poet, 
John Berger: only the ill-informed think that artists want politics to intrude in art; the fact is politics 
does intrude, whether we like it or not. The more interesting issue is how artists, having recognized 
art’s inevitable impact on society, seize the initiative to manage its political potential to advance prog-
ress, peace, and justice.

Walter Benjamin expressed perhaps the most extreme view on the subject when he asserted that the 
enlightened political tendency of a work and its aesthetic quality are the same. It’s a broad and bold 
statement—and the premise for this show.

So, I decided my job here was simply to look around and report back. The following summarizes what 
I found. 12



Helga Thomson

Helga Thomson’s concern is the intrusion of government and industry into the private lives of individu-
als, specifically through new technologies for surveillance and identification. She foresees a society 
ruled by virtually omnipresent surveillance in which personal identity is stripped of its existential trap-
pings and reduced to an officially conferred status. Lack of a legal identity (and the papers to prove it) 
will mean social and economic death. That might have sounded like science fiction a couple of decades 
ago, but it is a growing reality for millions, from Moscow to the West Bank to jurisdictions all over the 
US.

Though Thomson’s prints are digitally produced, her roots are in the photomontage techniques as-
sociated with Dada. One installation of prints created specifically for this show consists of variations 
on imaginary identity cards, mostly with her own picture. Given that she uses an old passport photo in 
which she resembles a member of the Baader-Meinhof gang, it’s not likely that she’s vying for official 
favor. 

In other works, Thomson predicts a day when identity cards themselves will be irrelevant nuisances. 
The body will be forced to divulge all—national origins, political beliefs, consumer preferences, family 
ties, phone records, etc. A comprehensive dossier will be accessible from a retinal scan, an analysis of 
the gait of one’s stroll down the street, or a minuscule sample of skin or hair. It’s a grim view.

However, there is something about the faces in Thomson’s prints that suggests a kind of defiant hu-
mor. In the end, these visages stubbornly resist classification. They seem to reserve, at least for now, a 
special sector of impenetrable consciousness that remains private and subversive–a space for revolu-
tionary sentiment.

13



Helga Thomson • Look On from “Here’s Looking At YOU...” 
Digital Inkjet Print, 8” x 6” • 2008



Renee Stout  

Renee Stout often works with a potent brew of Dada-inflected assemblage and rural African American 
folk culture. In essence, Stout liberates folk charms and remedies from their roots in magic and claims 
for them an enduring secular power. With her guidance, we can view these cryptic objects and prac-
tices as assertions of resistance against a dominant culture, which was always ready to rationalize its 
alleged racial superiority with its own brands of medical science and religion.

Stout’s Truth Telling Machine unleashes the transgressive metaphorical power of traditional charms 
and potions that might have been utilized for soothsaying. Even in their original context, though, truth 
was double coded. The taboo subjects of oppression and freedom always lurked under the surface of 
conjuring–just like it did in country preachers’ roundabout sermons on the Jews’ liberation from Egypt. 
In the context of contemporary politics, Stout aims her machine squarely at the blizzard of lies and 
half-truths she sees emanating from the current administration.

Slow Voyage from the Land of Cosmic Slop is a sculpture of a tiny human brain floating in a tub of 
muck. It is an eloquent jibe at the condition of the American psyche. The artist suggests that we are in 
danger of drowning in a cesspool of ersatz culture, political pandering, and media overload. With any 
luck, perhaps Slow Voyage might work as a defensive talisman to ward off the seductive allure of the 
status quo’s most potent, most debilitating charm: the television screen. 

Stout’s mordant, alarming Lunch at the Bush Whitehouse, picturing a towering fork piecing a human 
heart outside the president’s residence, is unusually explicit for the artist. After the controversial 2004 
election, she felt compelled to make a more direct protest of the greed and insensitivity that she felt 
characterized the Bush presidency. They were, in her view, literally eating the heart out of America–and 
that was just lunch.

15



Renee Stout • Lunch at the Bush Whitehouse • Silkscreen Print, 32” x 22” • 2005
Courtesy of Hemphill Fine Art 16



José Ruiz

José Ruiz contributes a new iteration of his Descendents of Ascension installation—an ongoing pan-
oramic view of the lives of Latino day-laborers. Utilizing photography, sculpture, video, sound, digital 
printing, and assemblage, Ruiz’s epic follows the immigrant experience from the perilous trip across 
the border to the travails of seeking a livelihood in a confusing and often hostile environment.

The piece is particularly pertinent for a venue in Northern Virginia, where the complex issues of illegal 
immigration have been wrestled with so painfully and publicly over the past several years. Ruiz does 
not pretend to have any simple answers to offer policy makers. He insists, however, that the realities of 
human experience should remain front and center in debates on the issue, and must not be obscured 
either by demagoguery or purely quantitative cost-benefit analyses.

Ruiz uses common construction materials—drywall and lumber—to build displays for the individual 
elements of the installation. The workers’ materials themselves denote the fact that immigrant labor-
ers help build the communities from which they are ostracized, if not deported. Mounted on these 
displays are photographs of workers at day-labor hiring sites and references to the hysteria that ob-
fuscates genuine dialogue. One digital print by Ruiz morphs Lou Dobbs, Bill O’Reilly, Sean Hannity and 
Don Imus into one face of arch-conservative reaction. A video of a wandering coyote is superimposed 
with the Fox News logo, aligning the profiteers who move immigrants into the US with those who 
profit from the incessant deprecation of immigrants once they arrive.

Across the floor of the installation, the linear shape of the US and Mexican border is drawn diagonally 
with blue masking tape. At the show’s reception, bottles of Corona and Budweiser will be offered to 
visitors, who will be asked to place their empties on the border until it is closed—transformed into a 
glass wall that must be carefully traversed in order to view the show. It’s a humorous and poignant 
gesture, suggesting that our differences may not be as great as we imagine.

17



José Ruiz • Descendents of Ascension - Placemarkers (C) • Digital Pigment Print on Sintra, 20” x 30” • 2007
Courtesy of G Fine Art
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Rick Reinhard

Rick Reinhard has been taking pictures of political demonstrations for more than 35 years. His pho-
tographs have been published in journals, newspapers, and magazines across the country and inter-
nationally. He covers everything from mass marches to intimate vigils, but his eye is always trained on 
specific evocative details.

All of the images selected for this exhibition document demonstrations in Washington, DC. Military 
Families Speak Out at the White House, April 4, 2004 depicts a protest early in the course of the war 
in Iraq. Families, many of whom had lost sons or daughters in the first year of the war, assembled in 
front of the White House with a banner made of photographs of casualties. It was a small gathering 
that received little press at the time. Reinhard’s photograph documents the contours of the event—
the marchers, their banner, the alarmed bystanders, the White House gate and guardhouse, the April 
blossoms. The determined, anguished expression of the lead demonstrator clearly communicates her 
personal experience of loss and her profound commitment to ending an unjust war. That depth of feel-
ing is Reinhard’s real subject; capturing it requires empathy and extreme delicacy. Reinhard sees himself 
as a “witness to those individuals who are themselves bearing witness to truths about justice, violence 
and war, and feel compelled to demonstrate publicly.”

Reinhard has a special interest in modes of protests that deploy the techniques of art and theater to 
dramatize their messages. Bring Them Home Now, April 14, 2004 shows the Ellipse covered with black 
draped faux coffins (the woman in the photo is Cindy Sheehan before her Crawford, Texas vigil). March 
of Death, March 19, 2008 records demonstrators wearing death masks; each marcher is adorned with 
a sign naming an American or Iraqi casualty of the war. For Reinhard, these photographs are not pre-
cious objects to be fetishized and collected—their worth is measured only by their content and use.

19



Rick Reinhard • Military Families Speak Out at the White House, April 4, 2004 • Digital Inkjet Print, 13” x 19” • 2007
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The Pinky Show
 
The Pinky Show is a web-based artists’ collective that defies regional identification, though it has a 
loyal following in the Washington area. It crosses the boundaries of art, political advocacy, education, 
and entertainment, providing well researched programs on issues of urgent importance in its own 
inimitable “super lo-tech, hand drawn” style.

Pinky’s website describes its objectives best:

We focus on information & ideas that have been misrepresented, suppressed, ignored, or other-
wise excluded from mainstream discussion…in an informal, easy-to-understand way…The Pinky 
Show presents marginalized perspectives as a means of challenging individuals to consider reali-
ties that lie beyond their own lived experiences. We believe that positive social change becomes 
real when human beings learn how to critically engage ‘the Other’ with openness, honesty, and 
compassion.

The show is hosted by Pinky and Bunny, two charming and innocent cat characters (though Bunny has 
been known to tote an AK-47). Episodes generally start with a simple, even naïve question represent-
ing the cats’ sincere efforts to make sense of controversies plaguing the human world. Though sweet 
and open minded, Pinky and Bunny are demanding in a relentless childlike way—pushing adults with 
questions to the point of exhaustion.

Despite its cartoon format, the show is clearly aimed at adults and perhaps older adolescents. The sub-
jects addressed in videos presented in this exhibition range from the legality of the Iraq war, to hostility 
towards illegal immigrants, to gay marriage, to defense spending. In essence, Pinky and Bunny ask the 
questions that we all are asking.
 

21



Pinky and Bunny • Bunny with Gun • Digital Illustration • Dimensions Variable • 2007 
22



Jefferson Pinder and Matt Ravenstahl

This exhibition marks the premiere of Jefferson Pinder’s and Matt Ravenstahl’s bleak and wrenching 
new video, Passive/Resistance. Brecht meets Beckett in this unadorned tale of sustained violence, re-
sistance, breakdown, and hope. The sole action consists of a burly white man (Ravenstahl) repeatedly 
slapping a black man (Pinder) across the face. The slaps and the pain inflicted are absolutely real. The 
sound consists only of skin striking skin.  

The characters’ relationship, the occasion for the violence, and the objectives of the perpetrator are 
undisclosed. This certainly could be straight up racial violence–assertion of power over a black man by 
a white man with authority. If so, what’s the object–humiliation, punishment, interrogation? At first, 
we, the audience, may feel compelled to intervene somehow, to require an explanation, to make it 
stop. There’s a point, though, when that dynamic seems to shift. We become angry, frustrated with 
the victim’s passivity. If Pinder’s character does not resist, we may begin to think he deserves this treat-
ment. And, as the action relentlessly continues, we may even begin to experience a latent, gut level 
sense of forbidden pleasure watching the beating. Or, perhaps, we are looking for a Hollywood end-
ing: Pinder breaks free, thrashes the perpetrator, who is forced to account for his crimes by a crusading 
prosecutor. Not happening.

Nonviolent, passive resistance has been the key strategy for effective political change at least since 
Gandhi. Essentially, the artists here are inquiring into its limits. We may be accustomed to preaching 
passive resistance to the oppressed, but, the artists ask, can we really stand the sight of it? Pinder and 
Ravenstahl suggest that there is point at which passivity becomes futile, unbearable and pointless.
  
 

Opposite Page: Jefferson Pinder and Matt Ravenstahl • Video Still from Passive Resistance • Performance on Digital Video, 5:4 minutes • 200823
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Randall Packer and John Anderson

Randall Packer’s and John Anderson’s total immersion multimedia environment, The Chronicles of the 
Secretary-at-Large, purports to be nothing less than a guided journey to a mythic underworld where 
the grim realities of the last eight years are eternally inventoried and assessed. Unlike Jean Baudrillard’s 
valetudinarian claims about the Disneylandification of America, Packer and Anderson, while cognizant 
of the brittleness of social reality, still believe in the potential for progressive political action. Their aim 
is for viewers to emerge from this world of the dead energized and grateful for a second chance.

In the dark, catacomb-like installation, visitors are immediately engaged by the score for Packer’s video 
opera work-in-progress, A Season in Hell. Its rumblings, cacophonies, and media sound bites set the 
tone for the images along the walls, including pictures from Crawford, Texas; the White House; the US 
pavilion at the Venice Biennale; and New Orleans.

Packer himself is the titular Secretary–at-Large. The artist invented the US Department of Art and Tech-
nology (and named himself Secretary) after 9/11, with the promise of an artist-influenced government 
that would avoid policies of war and repression. In 2005, with the inauguration of President Bush’s 
second term, he declared himself a renegade Secretary-at-Large of a subversive shadow government. 
In that role, he officiates over the crossing to the underworld.

In the center of the installation is America’s Grave. It is a massive mound of earth with a tombstone 
and several partially buried television monitors. For Packer and Anderson, the gravesite symbolizes the 
death and interment of traditional American values. In the artists’ view, the assassin is the current ad-
ministration, aided and abetted by the compliant commercial mass media.
 

25



Randall Packer and John Anderson • Poster for A Season In Hell
Digital Print, 45” x 26” • 2008



The Independence Fund and the National Vietnam Veterans Art Museum

The Independence Fund is a not-for-profit 501(c)(3) organization dedicated to facilitating the rehabili-
tation of returning disabled veterans. Its new Veterans Art Project constitutes a central part of its mis-
sion and emphasizes the potential of art in the rehabilitation process. The National Vietnam Veterans 
Art Museum is a brick and mortar museum in Chicago, Illinois. It is home to a permanent collection of 
art by veterans and it organizes temporary and traveling exhibitions to achieve its overarching mission 
of fostering greater understanding of the real impact of war.

We were fortunate to partner with these organizations to assemble a collection of photographs by Iraq 
and Afghanistan veterans depicting the daily lives and experiences of military personnel and civilians 
in conflict zones. Independence Fund Executive Director Steve Danyluk (whose photographs and video 
are also included in the show) and NVVAM General Manager and Curator of Traveling Exhibits Jerry 
Kykisz were indispensable in organizing this part of the exhibition.

The pictures underscore the significance of the digital revolution in democratizing the documenta-
tion of the central geo-political events of our time. Against the backdrop of government secrecy and 
media restraint, these men and women have returned with countless images that challenge traditional 
boundaries between artist, journalist, and amateur. The initiative for picturing war has been seized by 
the warriors themselves.

Opposite Page: Timothy R. Strickland • All Thumbs, Afghanistan, (November, 2007) • Digital Photo, 12” x 16” • 200727



28



Alberto Gaitán and Victoria F. Gaitán

Alberto Gaitán and Victoria F. Gaitán locate the political potential of art in the representation of inti-
macy, the beauty of the human body, and the inviolability of shared sensual experience.

For this exhibition, the artists are premiering a new video/sound installation titled INDIFFERENT SPACE. 
The video closely scans the faces of two men, cheek-to-cheek, who seem to be involved in an intimate 
relationship. The photographer (Victoria F. Gaitán) scans in close enough to reveal each individual whis-
ker and pore, first concentrating on one man, then the other, and finally the couple.  Though viewers 
are reminded of the photographer’s presence with abrupt zooms and intentionally shaky camera work, 
it is not clear that the subjects are aware of the camera at all. For most of the film, the two men are 
poised and utterly nonchalant, almost affectless. Toward the conclusion of the video, though, their 
expressions begin to change and they even nuzzle a bit and smile. Overall, it’s a portrait of a couple, 
but at the same time, for the viewer, there is a sense of intimacy violated. It is as if the film was made 
surreptitiously and our enjoyment is voyeuristic, intrusive.

Alberto Gaitán’s sound score for the video further exploits the dialectic tension between intimacy and 
intrusion. Twelve speakers play a continuous mix of shifting and dissonant melodic phrases that are 
metaphors for the incessant babble of television political coverage. The artists seem to ask whether 
such extraneous diversions can ever penetrate the profound sensual connection of the couple.

Put another way: What is the source of legitimate political feeling? Does it come from a steady diet of 
barking talking heads on Sunday talk shows, or does it ultimately come from a genuine appreciation of 
the pleasures of human intimacy, which creates its own imperatives for peace and justice? The artists’ 
position here is clear: As the viewer situates him or herself in the center of the installation, gray noise 
slowly obliterates all the trivial chatter of disconnected musical phrases.

29



Victoria F. Gaitán • Video Still from INDIFFERENT SPACE by Alberto Gaitán & Victoria F. Gaitán 
Sound and Video Installation, 8 minutes • 2008 

Alberto Gaitán Courtesy of Curator’s Office 30



Benjamin Edwards

Benjamin Edwards paints what Jean Baudrillard and Guy Debord predicted: An insidious, superficial, 
commerce and media-driven reality that is completely divorced from the experience of nature, and 
absolutely resistant to progressive political change. However, Edwards’s work is not dystopian fantasy. 
His pictures are based on thousands of photographs of actual landscapes, digitally analyzed, dissected, 
and reconstituted.

That said, Edward’s Ether Studies, two of which are included here, depict urban landscapes not as 
they really are, but as we are instructed to want them by capitalists and their planners and architects. 
Edwards extracts and distills the bright, clean architecture, the colorful signage, and the breathtakingly 
effective branding to produce urban visions devoid of racial tension, economic inequality, and labor 
unrest. The city is reduced to a business Mecca for the worship of connectivity and commerce.

This exhibition also premieres two new prints based on photographs and satellite imagery collected 
by Edwards to illustrate author Thomas Frank’s new book, called The Wrecking Crew, on Northern 
Virginia’s defense industry. (Frank is author of the highly acclaimed 2004 book, What’s the Matter with 
Kansas?). The prints, entitled 1975 and 2007, depict two very different versions of the same Northern 
Virginia landscape. 1975 shows a mostly low profile suburban community with modest backyards and 
above-ground swimming pools; the Pentagon and federal Washington are in the background, but by 
no means dominate the scene. 2007 shows a much different picture. The bungalows of 1975 have all 
turned into McMansions. The exponential growth in military spending is dramatized by a gargantuan 
Pentagon. The defense contractors’ massive headquarters that punctuate the real Virginia landscape 
are aggregated here into one nightmarish cluster.

31



Bejamin Edwards • 1975 and 2007 • Inkjet on Paper, 30” x 20” each • 2008
Originally Created for Thomas Frank’s Book “The Wrecking Crew”
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Mary Coble 

For Mary Coble, the human body is a site for urgent political struggle. Intolerance, repression, and 
violence are inscribed on human bodies in unspeakable ways. As Coble has noted, perpetrators of hate 
crimes against gays and lesbians often carve vile epithets into their victims’ skin. More often, though, 
violence against gays and lesbians is institutionalized, performed in the name of medical science, social 
control, and religious values.

Coble is represented here by two photographs and video footage from her 2007 Aversion perfor-
mance. The title refers to electroshock aversion therapy administered to ‘cure’ same-sex attractions. 
These cruel, inhuman therapies, while mostly considered obsolete today, still have their proponents, 
especially with respect to transgender youth. Coble’s work eloquently and forcefully confronts the 
damage, suffering, and humiliation inflicted on individuals when prejudiced views of sexuality are vali-
dated by supposedly neutral and rational medical practice.

It is important to know that Coble does not act or pose for these works. For Aversion, she was actually 
connected to an electroshock machine and withstood the current as images of men and women were 
projected in front of her. The work functions as an act of profound solidarity with those who have 
suffered these treatments in the past. Her photos are straightforward, unembellished depictions of 
the artist undergoing the process. Viewers gaze as if through a surgery window, implicated like family 
members or medical personnel who coolly and optimistically await the forcible realignment of basic 
sexuality.

The Aversion video zooms in on Coble’s hands as they react to the shocks administered to her body. 
The clenching and manipulations of her hands become powerful emblems of the intense pain and 
anxiety induced by the treatment.

33



Mary Coble • Untitled 1 (from Aversion) • Chromira Print, 24” x 16” • 2007
Courtesy of Conner Contemporary



Judy Byron

Judy Byron’s installation What Matters combines conversation and portraiture to underscore how basic 
human interactions can heighten self-awareness—a prerequisite for any mature political position.  

First, Byron arranged and recorded conversations between pairs of women friends, colleagues, and 
family members, in which they discussed personal and political priorities. Afterwards, she asked each 
participant to return to her studio wearing the same clothing worn during the dialogue. Byron then 
made linen paper casts of the participants dressed in those clothes. She drew on these casts to make 
them resemble the original fabrics, and attached them, like clothes for paper dolls, to black silhouettes 
of her subjects’ full bodies. The resulting sculptural drawings are displayed along with the recorded 
dialogues, which play on speakers or headphones. As such, the works permit the integration of the 
subject’s physical gesture, costume, and voice. Byron, trained in the Stanislavski acting method, sees a 
parallel with the actor’s goal in improvisational theater of achieving an authentic moment of selfhood. 
Byron’s subjects, as they participate in her process of portraiture, actually grow and change as individu-
als through spontaneous dialogue with others. The finished works, then, simultaneously emphasize 
and transcend the social aspects of personal identity. Byron explores the tension between what makes 
us different and what we have in common.
  
In order to broaden the scope of her project, Byron also solicited from her wide circle of friends and 
colleagues (and anyone else wishing to participate) personal statements of “what matters.” For this ex-
hibition, she has further expanded it to include the neighborhood immediately surrounding Arlington 
Arts Center, hoping to engage the community in a discussion not only about priorities and politics, but 
also the meaning and function of a contemporary visual arts center in their midst.
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Judy Byron • What Matters: Jane and Jennifer, Ayanna and Willa, Marianne and Joan • Three 3D Drawings with Audio, 72” x 52” each • 2007
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Lisa Blas

Lisa Blas challenges the old adage that history is written by the victors. For Blas, the concepts of both 
victory and history are ripe with ambiguity and open to interpretation. Her current projects involve the 
study of war memorials and military uniforms. From this evidence, Blas weaves more complex, nu-
anced, and open-ended narratives that account for winners and losers, generals and ground troops, 
and perpetrators and victims—the remembered and the forgotten alike.  

At the core of Blas’s installation for this exhibition is work from her series, My Crush on Generals, or, a 
general crush.... Blas traveled to historical sites and battlefields to photograph the ubiquitous monu-
ments of generals on horses. Her pictures are taken from eccentric perspectives, emphasizing the he-
roic scale of the sculptures, but simultaneously rendering them generic: The horse and the sculpture’s 
base become the salient subject matter; the official figure of victory is consigned to anonymity. In this 
way, Blas questions our reflexive, uncritical acceptance of political iconography that is patriarchal, vio-
lent, and representative of victories that may be obscure at best—and shameful at worst.

Also on view are a new series of paper pulp sculptures called Engagements, monumental or otherwise. 
The shapes of these works echo the memorial bases in Blas’s photographs, but the monumentality is 
rendered puny and the bases are deracinated from any historical context. The paper pulp introduces 
a new motif: It is composed of shredded military records, suggesting more ominous contemporary 
modes of commemorating deeds (and the difficulties of obliterating the evidence). Blas may be sug-
gesting that the next war memorial should be a solid block of shredded, discredited intelligence re-
ports.

Photographs of contemporary military uniforms from the series Uniform Typologies offer a compelling 
contrast to the monuments. These pictures of clothing serve as placeholders for the rank and file men 
and women in military service who experience war on a day-to-day basis, but are too often erased from 
institutional and historical memory.37



Lisa Blas • W.S.H., From the Series My Crush On Generals, or, a general crush, 

2004-2008, 14.5” x 11.5” • Chromogenic Print • 2006



Wendy Babcox and Meg Mitchell

Wendy Babcox and Meg Mitchell question of the underpinnings of American attitudes—and, more 
to the point, American passivity—about the intractable and complex peace and reconciliation process 
between Israel and the Palestinians. Even in an age of instantaneous and overwhelming news cover-
age, access to reliable information about the situation on the ground is slight and, often, twisted by 
prejudice and self-interest. (Debate on these issues in the Presidential campaign has all but vanished, 
even though by any measure, a resolution in the Middle East ranks among the most important peace 
and justice issues in contemporary politics.) Moreover, information sources by their nature tend to be 
top-down, offering little opportunity for discussion and exchange.

The artists’ aim here is to hijack the incessant in flow of information in order to make it not only acces-
sible in concentrated doses in the gallery (and on the web), but also responsive to viewers’ questions 
and comments. The work consists of a website the artists created especially for this exhibition. The site 
collects news about developments in and around Israel and the occupied Palestinian territories from 
professional web-based information sources. Headlines are projected in real-time—updated approxi-
mately every fifteen minutes—directly onto the gallery walls. Viewers have the option of posing ques-
tions to the  website via a computer station in the gallery. Viewers’ questions are then integrated into 
the projection from the server and displayed in the gallery along with the news feeds.

The project encourages viewers to inquire, learn and share opinions on these difficult issues and, ulti-
mately, gain the confidence for informed political action.

Opposite Page: Wendy Babcox and Meg Mitchell • Crossfeeds •Interactive Database Visualization, Website • 200839





One final reflection: It is easy to take for granted the freedom of artists to explicitly address controver-
sial issues. In my view, that freedom is increasingly under attack. By no means is there a world-wide 
consensus that political intervention and commentary are proper, even legal, roles for art and artists. 
Flare-ups, from Brooklyn, to Afghanistan, to Denmark attest to the firm conviction of huge sectors of 
the world’s population that works of art should be regulated to avoid trampling on sacred ground. Art-
ists have fought long and hard for liberty from the shackles of religious and political repression. There 
should be no going back.

– Rex Weil

Opposite Page: José Ruiz • Descendents of Ascension—Blood, Sweat and Tears • Installation, Mixed Media • 2007
Courtesy of G Fine Art

Rex Weil is an artist, writer and educator living and working in Washington, DC. He teaches art theory at the University 
of Maryland, College Park, where he also has directed the MFA colloquium. He has taught in American University’s MFA 
in Italy program, the MFA program at George Mason University and at the Corcoran College of Art and Design. Mr. Weil 
has been a visiting artist/critic at the MFA programs of Tyler School for the Arts and Virginia Commonwealth University; 
in Spring, 2004, he led a Corcoran College seminar on contemporary art theory in Las Vegas, Nevada. Mr. Weil is also a 
contributing editor for ARTnews; he has published over 200 essays and reviews about contemporary art for ARTnews, 
the Wall Street Journal, the New Art Examiner, and Washington City Paper, among other publications. He has received 
several DC Commission on the Arts and Humanities fellowships for his painting and sculpture and DC Commission grants 
for his art workshops for adults with developmental disabilities. He was a founding member of the White House award-
winning Corcoran Artists Mentorship Program and later developed an innovative art and writing curriculum for at-risk 
high school students. Mr. Weil has a BA from Northwestern University, a JD from the University of Cincinnati and has 
completed additional studies at Georgetown University, the Corcoran College of Art and Design and the Escuela Libre De 
Derecho, Mexico, D.F. He is author of the blog, Central Intelligence Art  (http://centralintelligenceart.blogspot.com).
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The Arlington Arts Center (AAC) was founded in 1974 and is housed in the historic Maury School. We are a private, non-
profit contemporary visual arts center dedicated to presenting and supporting new work of regional artists. Through exhibi-
tions, educational programs, and subsidized studios, the AAC serves as a bridge between artists and the public.

We are one of the largest venues for emerging and contemporary artists in the greater Washington DC area and have taken 
a leadership role in supporting visual arts thoroughout the region. The AAC has become a launching pad for many emerg-
ing artistic careers and is a significant contributor to the area’s cultural life.

The exhibition program at the AAC consists of group shows and solo exhibitions. The year is divided into six slots, each 
six to eight weeks long. The AAC issues an annual call for solo exhibition proposals for the subsequent season. Proposals 
are reviewed by a rotating Exhibitions Committee, which includes members of staff and Board, as well as outside curators, 
artists, and other arts professionals. Calls for entry for group shows are issued intermittently and are juried by an AAC desig-
nated curator. Occasional invitational exhibitions take place, with the AAC Director of Exhibitions or a guest curator making 
the selections. The AAC continues to pursue artistic excellence and to facilitate bringing emerging and under-represented 
artists into contact with the public as well as with museum and gallery professionals. The AAC serves as a focal point for 
the ongoing exchange of ideas and images between artists and the public and as a doorway to the arts for the local and 
Mid-Atlantic community.

Our programs and workshops are made possible through the generous support of the Virginia Commission for the Arts/
NEA, the Arlington Commission for the Arts, MARPAT Foundation, Washington Forrest Foundation, Strategic Analysis, BB&T, 
The Venable Foundation, the Arlington Community Foundation, and our members. Generous in-kind support is provided 
by Arlington Catering.

The center is free and open to the public Tuesday through Saturday from 11 am to 5 pm.
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