











Installation view, Arnold J. Kemp, “Talking To The Sun,” 2022/Photo: Courtesy M. LeBlanc



Arnold J. Kemp, "Untitled (Index Series),” 2020, etching ink on handmade antique paper, 21 x 16.5 inches/Photo: Courtesy M. LeBlanc
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Arnold J. Kemp, FUNNY HOUSE
(SPEECH ACTS) (2019). Epson
luster print, 60 x 40 inches.
Image courtesy of the artist and
JOAN.
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An errant internet search led artist, educator, and poet Arnold J. Kemp to
the title of his recent solo exhibition, False Hydras. He came across the
term while searching the web for something else, and was immediately
struck by its “lyrical sound.” Originating in the fifth edition of the role-
playing game Dungeons and Dragons (D&D), a false hydra is a “homebrew
creature,” or a player-created monster.2 The character often has pallid
skin and a bulbous body with a long, serpentine neck. For D&D fans, the
false hydra connotes paranoia, nervous breakdowns, dissociation, and
ghostly appetites. It's known for eating other characters and absorbing
their memories, sprouting humanoid necks as it consumes its victims.
Compared to other D&D characters, the false hydra’s powers are heady
and abstract—not only are its victims disappeared from the life they once
had, but its harrowing “mindsong” splinters the memories of all who hear
it, its victims erased from the minds and hearts of loved ones.

A conceptual monster that ultimately caught on with fans, the false hydra
was created by a D&D player, also named Arnold Kemp, who operates the
popular D&D blog, Goblin Punch. The artist saw the coincidental doubling
as a generative dare: “When | saw that the author was someone with the
same name as me,” Kemp told Artforum, “l thought, I have to take
advantage of this.”3 Although the literal creature didn’'t make an
appearance in his show, its metaphorical presence pulsed throughout
JOAN’s gallery, where False Hydras was installed. Kemp found ways to
absorb the multiplicitous heads and mutating forms of the character into
his language, built around a grammar of referential gestures and
biographic play.

Within Kemp’s language, surrogate selves amble about, cycling through an
infinite number of personas, personalities, and narratives. The exhibition
presented different versions of the artist, a merry-go-round that swirled
fact and fiction together to comic effect. Kemp doesn’t trust the stability
of the “I,” treating subjectivity instead as a readymade material to be
warped, deformed, and rewritten. To accommodate this shapeshifting “I”
in his work, narrative is abandoned and appropriated, perverted and
stretched into bodily experiences that tap into the humorous and
philosophical.
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The exhibition underscored Kemp’s roving approach to genre and practice,
threading together sculpture, photography, and print works, taking
detours into conceptualism, literature, pop culture, disco, ancestral
artifacts, and biomythography. Five large-scale photographs placed in
corners of the industrial gallery, FUNNY HOUSE (SPEECH ACTS) (2019), set
up an initial moment of obfuscation and unreadability, followed by
punchline-like discovery. Each image is a close-up still of Kemp’s hands
wrangling a clay-like material, and | puzzled over the photographs before
realizing he was manipulating a limp Fred Flintstone mask, the iconic
caveman’s visage melting like putty.

The center of the gallery held two sculptures, each stacked on a wooden
platform. Mr. Kemp (Yellowing, Drying, Scorching) (2020) appeared on the
left—a black vinyl chair overstuffed with copies of the novel Eat of Me: /
Am the Savior (1972) by another Arnold Kemp, this time a 1970s-era Black
writer. On the right was Nineteen Eighty-Four (2020), a work that features
a pair of brown shorts tailored by Kemp’s grandfather—yet another Arnold
J. Kemp—placed on a craggy limestone pillar. The work also includes a
Hip phone from a past performance the artist staged with his father. Both
sculptures function as defiant self-portraits that reflect and refract Kemp
through a prism of spoken and unspoken influences.

Elsewhere, nine monotypes comprised the INDEX (2020) series. A set of
crude faces, each print was made from a sheet of creased aluminum foil
pressed onto antique paper from the late 18th century. The spectral
imprints hung on the west wall of the gallery, but seemed to follow my
every move as | navigated about the space, perhaps an invocation of the
many ghostly Kemps. On the floor—lodged in the negative space between
a sculpture and a photo—lay a sheet of cardstock paper with handwritten
lines that offered a moment of pause and meditation. / would survive, |
could survive, | should survive (2021) makes an edit to Gloria Gaynor’s 1978
anthem, elongating the phrase into a mournful, conditional hymn. In this
work and others, Kemp staged uncanny encounters between avatars of
himself and the viewer. Each work slipped in and out of Kemp’s biography
while looping in a myriad of other Kemps, confusing our attempt to locate
asolid “I.”
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Born in Dorchester, Massachusetts, to Bahamian parents, Kemp spent his
teen years visiting the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum and taking
classes at the School of the Museum of Fine Arts through an after-school
program supported by the Boston Public School system.? He studied art
and literature at Tufts University, and his early forays into art-making were
attempts to process and respond to the pain of the AIDS epidemic and the
attendant right-wing misinformation campaign. In 1991, after moving to
San Francisco to participate in ACT UP marches,3 Kemp began working at
an experimental, artist-run nonprofit called New Langton Arts. It was
through his association with New Langton that Kemp met many of the
artists and writers connected to the rambunctious, experimental literary
scene known as New Narrative. Alternatively referred to as a movement or
practice (in line with its ethos, its exact form shifts depending on who is
telling the story), New Narrative slid into consciousness in the late 1970s,
emerging from writing workshops held by Robert Gliick and Bruce Boone,
two Bay Area poets who combined rigorous theorizing with personal
vulnerability in ways that challenged the austerity of the prevailing avant-
garde trends. Informed by the urgency of concurrent movements—gay
rights, second-wave feminism, punk—the “I” of New Narrative writing is
inhabited by wild glee, an authorial subjectivity that is stretched to fit the
messy contradictions of the body, mind, spirit, and more, and buoyed by a
desire to transgress formal and cultural norms.

When thinking about Kemp’s kinship with New Narrative writers like
Gliick, Kathy Acker, Kevin Killian, Dodie Bellamy, and others, some of his
oblique strategies begin to clarify. He absorbed their habit of embracing a
promiscuous collectivity that revels in the possibilities of creative,
intellectual, physical, social, sexual, and political excess. In “Situations,” a
2017 essay, Kemp wrote that New Narrative writers “[suggest] identities
that are as experienced as imagined and as concrete as hallucinatory.”®
Kemp, too, treats subjectivity as a vaporous substance, uninterested in
adhering to labels that trap identity in “a singular programmatic stance.”?
In the same way that New Narrative writers expose language and gender
as constructions, Kemp seeks out the “failures of representation,”® as
Stephanie Snyder writes, where the biographic narrative is abstracted and
fragmented. For example, the FUNNY HOUSE series takes on a new
dimension when considering New Narrative’s appropriation of high and
low culture, its accumulation of personas and hybrids, and the way it
foregrounds the performativity at the heart of living.
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At once silly and sinister, the shots of Kemp’s hands wrestling with Fred
Flintstone’s collapsed face literalize the tensions between body and mask.
In one photo, Kemp’s hands seem to form an L-shape, his index finger
protruding from one of Fred’s eyes, while his thumb pokes out of the
mask’s mouth like a tongue. During a virtual conversation with Hamza
Walker and lan Cooper, Kemp explained that some viewers might fixate on
Fred Flintstone, believing the work to be a dismantling of the “dumb
American” archetype embodied by fictional and real characters like Archie
Bunker or even Donald Trump.2 Although he leaves room for the viewer to
fill in the gaps, Kemp is more interested in a kind of “spiritual devouring”1?
—a phrase he uses to describe a state of transcendence. Teased out of the
dramas and fantasies of selfhood, the frozen scenes attune to the
constant interplay between revealing and concealing. Within this play,
Kemp locates sublime moments in which we realize subjectivity is infinite
and unknowable. Kemp engages with the mask, his hands disrupting
traditional modes of speech and vision and replacing them with gestural
fits that try to capture the incommunicable, warping our sense of who is
consuming whom.

Kemp applies this same warping logic to his surrogates. The artist Arnold
J. Kemp has been mistaken for the aforementioned novelist, Arnold Kemp,
on at least two occasions. Their relationship resembles an ouroboros,
Kemp consuming the tail of his doubles, and vice versa. In Mr. Kemp, the
artist transforms mistaken identity into a consideration of the ways we
absorb others; how each of our “I's” contains a multitude of voices. Like
the Flintstone mask, the sculpture conjured a range of reactions, from
bewilderment to laughter, even—as | felt while trying to connect the
Kemps—a desire to unravel my own sense of self. In blurring the lines
between himself and the novelist, Kemp untethered subjectivity from its
singular form, his way of troubling our definitions of the self and other. Any
relationship risks a degree of devourment, a sense that the boundaries
between you and me are vaporous, eager for the opportunity to merge
and touch. Consuming another doesn’t have to be a vampiric act; it can
open pathways to deeper connections unmediated by our mechanistic and
essentialist world.
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Like a false hydra hungry for sustenance, Kemp is not satisfied with one
narrative, one mode, one subjectivity. His work sprouts a constellation of
personas and selves, mixing lived experience, fictive flights, and the
strange vortex of possibility between the two. The abstracted
environments of the works at JOAN mimicked the sensation of living in our
digitally-saturated world, where a simple Google or Facebook search of
your own name can easily reveal the many others who embody a shared
sense of “l.” Instead of feeling possessive over his identity, Kemp stretches
his subjectivity to new, freakier possibilities, allowing himself to be
swallowed by the many versions of his name. Though this loss of ego may
elicit feelings of anxiety or terror, tapping into the mutability of identity
can transport us to expansive new terrains, disrupting and delegitimizing
our rigid social codes.

This essay was originally published in Carla issue 25.

Arnold J. Kemp, Mr. Kemp:
Yellowing, Drying, Scorching
(2020). Vinyl covered chair with
wooden frame and two vinyl
covered seat cushions, 40
hardcover and paperback copies
of Arnold Kemp’s Eat of Me | am
the Savior, and thermometer, 31
x 41 x 32 inches. Image courtesy
of the artist and JOAN.
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Arnold J. Kemp, Mr. Kemp:
Yellowing, Drying, Scorching
(detail) (2020). Vinyl covered
chair with wooden frame and
two vinyl covered seat cushions,
40 hardcover and paperback
copies of Arnold Kemp’s Eat of
Me | am the Savior, and
thermometer, 31 x 41 x 32 inches.
Image courtesy of the artist and
JOAN.
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Arnold J. Kemp, FALSE HYDRAS
(installation view) (2021). Image
courtesy of the artist and JOAN.

Arnold J. Kemp, | would survive, |
could survive, | should survive
(2021). Permanent ink on neutral
pH paper, 7 x 5 inches. Image
courtesy of the artist and JOAN.



10.

MARTOS GALLERY

. Huey Copeland and Arnold J. Kemp, “1000 Words: Arnold J. Kemp,” Artforum, March 2021,

https://www.artforum.com/print/202102/1000-words-arnold-j-kemp-85004. <

. Ibid. £
. Ibid. £
. “Member Spotlight: Arnold J. Kemp,” College Art Association of America, September 18, 2019,

https://www.collegeart.org/news/2019/09/18/member-spotlight-arnold-j-kemp/. £

. Ibid. £
. Arnold J. Kemp, “Situations,” in From Our Hearts To Yours: New Narrative as Contemporary Practice, eds. Rob

Halpern and Robin Tremblay-McGaw. (On Contemporary Practice, 2017), 51. £

. Ibid. £
. Stephanie Snyder, “Arnold Kemp: Foiling,” 2019, http://www.a-j-kemp.com/index.php?/texts/foiling-by-

stephanie-snyder/. £

. “Virtual Conversation: Arnold Kemp, lan Cooper, and Hamza Walker Discuss False Hydras,” JOAN, May 8, 2021,

https://joanlosangeles.org/virtual-conversation-arnold-kemp-ian-cooper-and-hamza-walker-discuss-false-
hydras/. £
Ibid. £

Allison Noelle Conner’s writing has appeared in
Artsy, Art in America, Hyperallergic, East of Borneo,
and elsewhere. Born in South Florida, she is based
in Los Angeles.




MARTOS GALLERY IEE YHMDER com

The Emancipatory Formalism of Arnold
J. Kemp

JULY 4, 2021

by David M. Roth

OUT OF ORDER, "%
OUT OF SIGHD

HILTON ALS

Selections from Possible Bibliography, 2015-20, black and white archival inkjet prints, 6.83 x 10 inches.
each. Collection of Jan Shrem and Maria Manetti Shrem Museum of Art. Photos courtesy of the artist
and and Fourteen3o Contemporary, Portland.

Ask Arnold Joseph Kemp to define Blackness, and he might respond, as it he did
in an interview conducted earlier this year, by reciting a poem he wrote called
Fire and Ice. It contains what 'm guessing are more than one hundred stanzas.
Each begins with the words “It is black," and proceeds with an A-through-Z litany
of rejoinders that includes references to books, films, corporate brands, nature,
food, sex, clothing, mundane objects, overworked cliches and much else. This
free-associative marathon lasts about eight minutes, and by the end of it, you
feel as if the artist has compiled a comprehensive guide to all things Black: one
that affirms race but also refuses to be constrained by it. (Examples from the
letter ‘D' include: “It is black death. It is black denim. It is black desire. It is black
devil. It is black dice. Itis black dick. Itis black door)
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The reading is not part of the exhibition titled / would survive. | could survive. |
should survive. Still, its appearance on the Manetti Shrem Museum of Art's
website, as part of a Zoom conversation hosted by Sampada Aranke, the show's
curator, serves as a perfect introduction to Kemp and the state of mind known as
post-Blackness. It's a subject both Kemp and Aranke know well: He is dean of
graduate studies at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, a former YBCA
curator, and an artist known to Bay Area audiences from exhibitions at several
local galleries, including Stephen Wirtz and Patricia Sweetow, she is an assistant
professor at the Institute's art department and a visiting scholar at the museum,

located on the UC Davis campus.

The
term
post-
Black
was
coined
by the
artist

Glenn
Ligon
and

Installation view: Possible Bibliography

Thelma Golden, director and chief curator of The Studio Museum in Harlem.
There, it became the basis for the groundbreaking 2001 exhibition (organized by
Golden) called Freestyle In addition to Kemp, it included Mark Bradford, Julie
Mehretru, Layla Ali, Trenton Doyle Hancock, Sanford Biggers and 21 other artists.
Kemp's appearance marked his national debut and established the conceptual
framework through which his work, and that of his peers, came to be seen. It
doesn't deny Blackness or seek an alignment with the “post-racial’ fiction
imagined by former President Barak Obama. Instead, it represents a
determination to push beyond the binaries that defined the Black Arts Movement
and the identity politics that dominated multiculturalism in the 1980s and 1990s.
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Black artists of Kemp's generation - he was born in 1968 — found both to be
overly restrictive in that they demanded political work that was pointedly didactic
and, most often, figurative. Kemp's output is, for the most part, abstract; it
encompasses painting, sculpture, photography, installation, performance and
writing — but not of a sort his elders would have endorsed. And while he pays
homage to them, he does so without allegiance to anything save the notion that
contemporary Black visual art - like jazz - is a collective enterprise with no hard-
and-fast rules. For Kemp, it is mutable and multi-layered. It may valorize the
efforts of individual virtuosos, but its value is measured by what it contributes to
the collective dialog, be it among musicians on stage or with the community at
large.

Thus, the title |

would survive. | :
“Se

ANOTHER
COUNTRY ‘

>
<=

could survive. |

=

should survive. is

particularly apt. Itis J A M‘_ E!'“;
a compact, elegantly n l y DIU: H
staged show that 1 5 ““-l
packs a wallop far ol

out of proportion to
its modest size. It
occupies half of a :
medium-sized Detail: Possible Bibliography

gallery and contains

just two paintings, a sculpture, and a black-and-white photo montage comprised
of 52 images that stretch across a long wall. The latter, titled Possible
Bibliography (2015-20), shows the artist's hands in a variety of positions, lovingly
embracing books by a group of authors (e.g., Frantz Fanon, James Baldwin,
Angela Davis, Fred Moten, Tricia Rose, Hilton Als) whose names, collectively,
form a who's who list of Black American intellectuals. An exquisite display of
serialism, the piece points not only to the artist's engagement with their ideas but
to his physical relationship with books as objects, evidenced by what we see of
his hands.
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Heavily creased, they more closely resemble those of an elderly
laborer than those of the young-ish artist/academician seen in the Zoom
interview mentioned above. The implicit message, if there is one, is that
intellectual labor is hard work. Beyond that, Possible Bibliography challenges
viewers to become conversant in Black thinking, which is a worthy goalin a
university setting such as this. The danger, of course, is that it might be
construed by some to mean that understanding Kemp is contingent upon
absorbing the content of the books pictured. It's not. But it helps. So, too, does
an understanding of mid-20th century Modernism and its strained relationship
with blackness and Black artists, which is the show's real subject. The question it
asks is: can the exclusionary (whites-only) legacy of Abstract Expressionism be
re-routed to reflect a post-Black sensibility?

Night Watch, 2017-20, graphite, ink wash, and flashe on canvas, 69 x 69 inches
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Two large paintings, stationed at opposite ends of the room, answer with an
emphatic yes. Both are, essentially, heavily embellished quotes from Ad
Reinhardt's series of black paintings, made in the early 1960s as part of an effort
to “purify” painting by purging it of references to everything but paint itself. But it
was more than just Greenbergian formalism taken to extremes. The effort,
heavily influenced by Asian philosophies, was an attempt to visualize
nothingness and induce a transcendent state in viewers. The odd thing is,
Reinhardt's own writings describe these works in terms that were almost entirely
negative, and those associations, coupled with the common understanding of
the word black to mean dark forces, throw Reinhardt's works into a different light
than the one in which they appeared when he first showed them at the Museum
of Modern Art in 1963. To be clear, Reinhardt wasn't using black to either
promote or conceal a racist agenda, but his narrow (read: race-blind) view of it
did rub some Black artists the wrong way. One of them was jazz pianist Cecil
Taylor, who, in a 1967 roundtable discussion hosted by artscanada in which he
and Reinhardt participated, criticized the painter for failing to recognize the more
profound social and political implications of the color black.

For Taylor, wrote Nicholas Croggon in Canadian Art, artscanada’s successor, black
meant '‘Black power". not only the recently emerged liberation movement, but
also the longer history of the '‘Black way of life' that sustained it. As such, directly
countering Reinhardt's evocation of black as an idealized and universalist
aesthetic experience, Taylor's black was contingent and concrete, tied to both
the life of his local community and the political struggles of a global African
liberation movement”
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Our Friends Teach Us Some Things and Our Enemies Teach Us the Rest, 2017, 69 x 69 inches.

The encounter, Croggon continued, “underlined the structural whiteness that
defined the art industry of 1960s North America, in both its modernist and
postmodernist guises. As the Black Power movement was at that moment very
clearly laying out, such whiteness worked more covertly than other forms of
racism, often involving a seeming embrace of both civil rights and Black voices.
Yet, as was the case with Taylor, such voices were usually pressured to perform
their specific ‘blackness, leaving unremarked the condition of whiteness that was
assumed to underpin all representation and existence. This, for Frantz Fanon, was
the hellish ontological circle that plagued the existence of the colonized: to be
forever the ‘other’ to a universal white subject.”
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Kemp's evocation of Reinhardt undermines that position in several ways. By
hanging both paintings — Night Watch (2017-20) and Our Friends Teach Us Some
Things and Our Enemies Teach Us the Rest (2017) - close to the floor, Kemp
affords viewers a physical relationship to the works that a typical museum display
would otherwise foreclose. And his sizing of them at a height and width equal to
his own reach - 69 inches square - amplifies the impact. Kemp's real innovation,
though, rests with his handling of the canvases' right and left edges. On them, he
paints a spidery “scaffolding” interrupted by stains. So, instead of arresting our
gaze at the surfaces as Reinhardt's paintings do, these works offer expansive
perimeters that encourage navigation. Thus, formerly impenetrable surfaces
become in Kemp's handling, portals to someplace else. They invite viewers to
partake of what Derek Conrad Murray, writing in these pages about Oliver
Jackson, called “the emancipatory pleasures of formalism.”

Dark Glass, 2015, stained glass, welded steel, 7 1/2 x 20 x 20 inches. Photo: Cleber Bonato
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Those same pleasures extend to the sole sculpture on view, Dark Glass (2015).
It's @ 20 x 20-inch stainless-steel box set about six inches off the floor. Inside the
shallow container rest three pieces of stained glass whose colors (red, green and
black) correspond to those of the Pan-African flag, adopted by The Universal
Negro Improvement Association and African Communities League in 1920, in
reaction to a racist song from 1869 called Every Race Has a Flag but the Coon.
The structure whose edges show visible discoloration from welding, recalls a
crude cooking element, while the glass slabs, stacked one atop-the-other, call to
mind Duchamp’s iconic sculpture, The Large Glass (1915-23) and the old melting-
pot cliche of disparate peoples united by shared values and beliefs. It is, in other
words, a political treatise disguised as minimalist sculpture: the very definition of

‘emancipatory formalism.
###

Arnold Joseph Kemp: ‘| would survive. | could survive. | should survive." At the
Manetti Shrem Museum of Art through November 12, 2021.



The best direction one could give to someone interested in expanding their
knowledge of contemporary art is to pay attention to what artists are paying
attention to; artists always know before everyone else does. With this in mind,
we asked 16 established artists from all over the world about a young or under-
appreciated artist whose work resonates with them. Tey spoke about why these
talents deserve more attention than they’re getting, and why readers should
take time to explore their oeuvres, which inspect, among other things,issues of
identity, race, material culture, social justice, climate change and how we live.

For her part, the renowned 96-year-old Syrian-American poet and painter Etel
Adnan, whom we interviewed for this story but who wasn’t able to select just
one artist, chose instead to share a bit of advice for all the artists mentioned
— each of whom, she says, is rising in their own way. “Te thing I want them
to remember;” she says, “is that being an artist means you’ll always be a little
insecure and a little unsure because you don't know where you're going a lot
of the time — every act of creation is new. You may have feedback, and there
are moments when people will give you reassurance, but you won’t have that
always. But that’s true of life in general, and people make too big a fuss over
the struggles of being an artist, as though an artist’s humanity is diferent from
anyone else’s,as though we are a diferent kind of creature. It's not. We are not.
Keep going.”



Arnold J. Kemp is an incredible artist whose own work has been overlooked be-
cause of his incredible career as an educator. Te last mention of him in the pa-
per of record was from 2001 by Holland Cotter ... so I see this as pure evidence
that what I'm saying is the case, because it’s taken two decades for it to happen
again. Kemp makes photography, sculpture and painting, and is also a poet and
a performance artist. Tis particular sculpture, which is brand-new — the frst
thing I thought about when I saw it was [Jorge Luis] Borges, who is one of my
favorite writers. Reading Borges is such a pleasure because I understand that
there’s fction masquerading as truth, and truth masquerading as fction. And
this particular sculpture comes closer to the mastery of Borges than any art-
work I've ever encountered because of this novel that is stufed in the pillows,
which is indeed by an author named Arnold Joseph Kemp. And Arnold has
been mistaken for the author Arnold Kemp. When looking at this chair, I'm
wondering, because I know it’s an artwork: “Is this a real novel? Is Arnold pre-
tending that this novel exists? !”#$ this novel exist?” Arnold J. Kemp is also a
creator of fctions, and his work is so meta and brilliant. Tere’s a kind of cool
delight I experience in walking around this sculpture in particular.
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Collaboration and creativity under a
looming sky

DECEMBER 7, 2018 | OREGON ARTSWATCH

VISUAL ART

By LUSI LUKOVA

“The Big Dark is a cloud ... you appreciate it for reminding you that there is an above and a
below. You could think of it like you think of a condition — something ominous or

something pestering but also something you get used to, that you can’t do without.” In The
Big Dark at FourteenThirty Contemporary, Arnold Kemp and Kristan Kennedy form their

own collaborative cloud of artistic expression.

The excerpt above comes from a text written by the artists and released as part of the
exhibition that opened on Saturday, November 17 and continues through December 29th.
The text is the story of Kennedy’s first experience of the phenomenon of “The Big Dark”:
she first encountered it while driving on a day in which the sky was unnaturally gray and
the air felt leaden. She describes it as an overwhelming cultural weight, a looming and
protective blanket.

Kennedy’s first encounter with the expansive cloud wasn’t entirely metaphorical. In 2017,
the National Weather Service identified an extreme weather pattern, a five-thousand mile
cloud formation, a long river of rain. At five thousand miles, the meteorological
phenomenon was bigger than the distance that physically separates Kennedy and Kemp'’s
home studios (Kennedy calls Portland home while Kemp lives in Chicago). The
multimedia artists and educators have known one another since 2006 and have been in
sporadic conversation ever since.

When Jeanine Jablonski, owner and director of Fourteen3o, approached Kemp about
showing new work, he suggested a collaboration with Kennedy. The Big Dark, the
foundational concept, as conceived of by both artists exists in the past, present, and future.
Like their friendship, it manifests in bursts but always shapes and defines immediate
experience. Kemp explains that the exhibition afforded them “a chance to come together
to draw again...to be in this very political moment and to present a model of collaboration
across difference and to show how various interests could be combined to be a powerful
force for good.” The works at Fourteen3o are all new though they were born of old ideas
and conversations. The natural order of Kennedy and Kemp’s artistic practices coalesce
here as if by no other choice, called on by this unrelenting condition of The Big Dark, this
force that wills the creation of highly charged works. The artists grapple with finding clear
skies and camaraderie on otherwise overcast days.
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“The Big Dark” (installation view), 2018; Fourteen30
Contemporary, Portland, Oregon. Image courtesy of Lust
Lukova.

The exhibition coalesces around a raised wooden platform at the center of the gallery with
a variety of 3-dimensional works made by both Kennedy and Kemp. Their artistic
impulses can be seen in the indentations and tangible finger marks left in the paper clay
and terracotta used to shape them. Magquette for ashtray: white burial cloud and
Drawing of the Outline of a Chain (Aretha) both done in paper clay and ink, were made
by Kennedy and Kemp together. Kemp contributed ash face and Kennedy fashioned
Drawing Tool. The three large “ashtrays,” wells to catch ash but also light and emotion
under The Big Dark, create the springboard for the rest of the pieces to intuitively come
together. If one were to have no indication of a figure’s creator, the works easily appear as
a cohesive installation. Kennedy describes this as a purposeful moving “into a space where
we are even more vulnerable and collaborating directly, with the clay but also by trusting
each other with shared authorship.” Many of these smaller works are inspired by their
friendship; thoughts around chains, be they physical chains or chains of ideas.

Particularly in Drawing of the Outline of a Chain (Aretha), Kemp and Kennedy couple
their distinctive styles for this piece in which an unfired small, white ceramic bone made
by Kemp sits on top of a linen rectangle painted by Kennedy. Atop the linen rectangle,
painted in the same abstract manner as one of Kennedy’s larger paintings, is a chain
crafted equally by both. Knowing that two persons had a hand in their making, with
differing stylistic approaches, makes these pieces an even more powerful example of unity
and wholeness. Even the title itself connotes various degrees of interception: a chain that
is outlined and then drawn, and so unites cohesively in the final arrangement of the piece.
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Arnold J. Kemp / Kristan Kennedy. Drawing of the Outline of
a Chain (Aretha), 2018; paper clay, linen, dye, ink. Image
courtesy of Lusi Lukova.

All of these small works are impactful. Kennedy wants to move away from nominating
these figures as purely “sculptures;” she sees the craft and skill employed here as more
fluid and the function of the end products as more involved than that of a traditional
sculpture. For example, Kennedy’s Drawing Tools, because it is covered in graphite could
also be used as a surface to create a new drawing. The potential for multiplication is
important and even when the works aren’t strictly collaborations, they are intrinsically
interrelated. In wanting both makers to play a role in the cultivation of the objects,
Kennedy and Kemp can make the work, in their words, about “negotiating their purpose
and meaning together.”

On the left side of the gallery is Kemp’s Untitled, an archival pigment print of a contorted
mask. The artist’s hand can be seen poking through the eyes and the mouth further
twisting the image while offering his hand as the only obviously recognizable part of this
work. As a result, the duality of expressing the self while simultaneously masking it speaks
volumes in hushed reverence in this image. The mask by nature is meant to conceal and
obfuscate, yet the very visible hand in the photo adds some potential for identification. In
extending beyond the overt expression of our own experience as persons who are seen
and, as a result, identified in some capacity, Kemp seems to question how this all occurs,
and what efforts, be they internal or external, can muddy that experience. Kemp explained
that he started on this line of inquiry in the late gos with drawings of African masks, and
the use of African culture and motifs in the Modernist and Postmodernist movements.
More recent explorations of the same themes have embraced more personal references.
This piece is one of a series of three prints created using a Flintstones cartoon mask to
mimic the movement of satellite images of The Big Dark.

If we are to consider the gallery as meteorological narrative that tells of The Big Dark and
its trajectory, Kemp sees Kennedy’s three canvases (B.G.D.R.K., CA.P.D.S.P.N.T.M.T. and
D.N.E.S.) as seasons, summer, spring, and fall. Kemp’s print completes the cycle as winter.
Kennedy’s paintings and Kemp’s print are identical in size to confirm this connection.



MARTOS GALLERY

Three large paintings by Kennedy occupy the gallery wall opposite Kemp’s print. In
D.N.E.S., I immediately understand the Spring designation.The moody purples and ink
splatters appear to me as the rain and dampness of April showers, that give way into the
floral buds of orange tones on the canvas. Done in swift and large strokes, the motion of
the work is reminiscent of the rapidity of Spring, how it comes to wash the earth and give
way to Summer. To the right of D.N.E.S. hangs B.G.D.R.K., the namesake painting of this
exhibition. Perhaps the rendition of Summer, the canvas is overwhelmingly light, in direct
opposition to its title. Yellows, light blues, greens, and pink tones form the calm
background for a cloud-like shape done in grays and dark blues also pushing into the left-
center of the linen canvas. Yet, as easily as one could see a cloud, it is a suggestion rather
than a confirmed subject.

Kennedy, Kristan. B.G.D.R.K., 2018; ink, dye, bleach on
linen. Image courtesy of Lusi Lukova.

For C.A.P.D.S.P.N.T.M.T., the piece nominated as Fall, Kennedy combines ink, dye,
bleach, aluminum and clay on linen and once again purposefully departs from figural
representation. The canvas breaks the chronology of the seasons but serves as a balancing
point on the wall — heavily awash with bright hues of reds and pinks, it truly is the
counterpart to the two more gentler canvases on either side. In foregoing overt subject
matter, vulnerable expression and exploration are at the forefront of these canvases. They
appeal not to logic but rather sensational emotion. A small clay face embedded into the
piece towards the bottom left is the only indication of a link between the tangible world
and the more abstract one in which Kennedy creates. This small clay sculpture is also a
direct link to Kemp’s work an confirms the collaborative impulse that guides the show.
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Kennedy’s titles muddy more than they clarify. The works, similarly, don’t offer clear
formal guidelines but instead allow for flexibility in interpretation. This is by design and a
mirror of the formulation of the guiding concept, The Big Dark. There is light and clarity
to be uncovered in the embrace of openness

Both artists seem to gravitate toward forms that have the potential to evolve. Raw, yet
utilitarian, each piece in this show has the potential to serve multiple functions. Kennedy’s
canvases are multi-use — they can be framed, pinned up, draped, or laid on the ground;
they have no one specific employment or way of viewing. Just like the vague shapes and
outlines she paints, they are constantly shifting and in motion, changing before an
audience’s eyes. For The Big Dark, while three are framed, and only one is laid on the
ground, we as gallery-goers can imagine them outside the familiar confines of the frame
and existing unfettered, totally free. As for Kemp’s prints and sculptures, his approach to
questioning individual experience, to gauging one’s personal stake at what is done to us
and what we do to ourselves, similarly allows for a flexibility in execution and
contemplation.

According to the text “The Big Dark,” “You can’t hurry a cloud.” In contemplating clouds,
I'm struck by the word becloud and its synonym blur. This exhibition blurs the lines
between individual artists and practices. The works becloud and defy neat or easy
interpretations. The Big Dark can waft over you dramatically and instantaneously, with no
warning as to its coming. It may come quickly or “[w]e might be waiting forever for that!”
Waiting forever in anticipation for clarity, for answers, for reprieve. Yet, as all-engulfing as
it may seem, there is also comfort in the Big Dark, a kind of light found in reaching out
and grasping a familiar hand to hold in the dark. For Kennedy and Kemp, that hand is one
forged of friendship and a shared creative experience.

The Big Dark is on view at Fourteen3o Contemporary. through December 29, 2018.
Gallery hours are Fridays and Saturdays, 12-5, and by appointment.
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