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Thank heavens for that sublime mathematical invention known as the diagram. Reducing every kind of
phenomenon to a conjunction of abscissas and ordinates, 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 price of crude oil and household consumption; meteorology and suicide rates; ownership of pets and familiarity 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 impact 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 formidable group of artists whose viewpoint is not really
the one sketched out above. They have decided, rather, to take the bull by the horns. They work anonymously, or at any rate under their collective identity 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

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 confraternity 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 yearold project which, as if to emphasise its pervasive Dadaist spirit, adopted Berlin as its epicentre. But the
Dutch city in which the exhibition took place contributed 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 Chaplin, 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 magazine published in London listed the leisure activities

of the week; another page carried the West End cinema 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 enterprise. Made with whatever resources came to hand,
and in a limited time span, they were heterogeneous,
but also characterised by a common stance. Fragmentary, 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, optical 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 transmission was occasionally blurred, but one thing remained constant – the group’s logo, made up of the capital 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 situation 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 girls strolling around a
rehearsal stage, expressionlessly reciting a text. This
scenario of absurdism evoked the discomfort of a society 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 approach 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 published 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 continuing 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 documentary about it, as it plunges into the anti-globalisation 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 riding roughshod over ideals. And the subtlety of Bernadette Corporation, throughout its work, lies in its ability 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.»

