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Conversation with Jefferson Pinder
This conversation between York College Gallery Director Matthew Clay-Robison and
visiting artist Jefferson Pinder was conducted over several days while installing Pinder’s
exhibition, Dark Matter, in the York College Galleries.
MCR: Please tell me what inspired the title for this exhibition, Dark Matter.
JP: Last year I had a great conversation with a student of mine who had noticed how
many of my works take place in the dark. We conversed about it for over an hour
and I spoke about my interest in the mystery and emotion of darkness. So I began
to think of my work from that perspective. I’m always trying to find other ways to
enter conversations about race. The pieces in this exhibition range from video work
from 2004, Invisible Man, to installation work from 2013 and more recent objects.
The thread of the show is based loosely on light, and in particular darkness as a
conceptual thread. The title Dark Matter seemed fitting in the most obvious ways. It
allows for reflection about race directly and formally.
MCR: Speaking metaphorically, the connection between the darkness of night and
skin can imply some uncomfortable associations. Darkness is often defined and
depicted as something to be feared, while lightness is often shown as clarifying,
cleansing and purifying. How are you responding to these common associations in
your work?
JP: What you mention reminds me of the scene from the film Malcolm X in which he
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(Malcolm X) and his mentor look up the definitions of the words black and white in
a Webster’s Dictionary to uncover all of these deeply rooted associations with race.
The definition of “black” is always negative: “destitute of light, devoid of color,
enveloped in darkness, utterly dismal or gloomy, soiled with dirt, foul, sullen, hostile,
forbidding, outrageously wicked, Indicating disgrace…” The scene continues
with definitions of white: “innocent, pure, without evil intent, harmless, honest,
honorable...” It is a powerful scene that marks a transformative moment in the film
and in Malcolm X’s life, but to answer you directly, I am looking at light and dark
(white and black) formally. That’s all I need to do and then allow the rest of the world
to step into my work. I find the darkness in the videos allow for other things to exist.
Just as Renaissance artists knew that chiaroscuro would allow the subjects to emerge
from an abyss with clarity and dignity, I use darkness as a formal and conceptual tool
to speak about our associations with darkness.
MCR: You mentioned Invisible Man earlier and in that piece you emerge from the
dark and are then swallowed by the light. You also use strong light and dark to
eliminate extraneous detail while emphasizing a central action in your work. I am
thinking specifically of Revival and how it responds to your earlier piece, Juke, which
uses a bright white setting while Revival’s is almost entirely black. Several years ago
while teaching chiaroscuro to my drawing students, I showed them Sean Mobley’s
brilliant performance in Juke and discussed how value was used to emphasize
emotion. Dominick Reibrun’s performance in Revival reminds me of Mobley’s. Both
are incredibly moving.
JP: I’m glad that you spent time comparing the two. Yes, those are two truly inspired
performances, I agree. I also think they are similar. For the most part, I use a lot
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of non-performers in my work. Both Sean and Dominick are really mellow people,
borderline shy. Sean worked for a home alarm company and Dominick is an IT guy
in DC. These pieces provided for a different outlet and expression. For Juke, I was
experimenting with the contrast of extreme light and dark figures and physicality. I
zoomed right in on their faces to create personal moments. With Revival, I aim to
convey connectivity between the whole group of performers. The darkness helps to
seam the space between the performers, which creates an immersive experience,
particularly in the octagonal Brossman Gallery at York College because each performer
is centered on their own 12’ wide wall, nearly surrounding the viewer at times.
MCR: The relationship between the content of the lyrics they are performing also
struck me. Both pieces deal with crime and punishment with a pleading quality
to the narrative, though Mobley mostly demonstrates resistance while Reibrun is
more resigned to his fate. Both are heartbreaking and timely. The audience hears
Johnny Cash and Queen, but they see Mobley and Reibrun respectively. When I first
saw Juke, capital punishment was being debated throughout much of the country
due to DNA-related exonerations, wrongful convictions, and charges of racial bias.
Juke gives the audience a lot to think about, but Mobley’s performance makes this
reference hard to miss. What inspired you to make a sequel to Juke and how did you
choose the songs for Revival?
JP: The songs I selected for Revival are primarily classic rock standards. Some flirt
with punk or alternative, but all of them have dark undertones. They all seem to
be revealing something that I can connect to Blackness. For example, I’ve heard
“Bohemian Rhapsody” a hundred times without really listening to the lyrics (in part
because of popular interpretations of the song,) but once I truly listened to the
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words I couldn’t help but to think of it as a perfect song for five intense black men
to sing. That is how I feel about many of the selections in Revival. I wanted to make
people hear these songs again. “Bohemian Rhapsody” is really an amazing piece of
artistry. I mean, it’s exactly what you mention. It’s so damn dark and sad. Regretting
an action after the fact is so human. I was seriously contemplating using the Johnny
Cash song, “Don’t Take Your Guns to Town” for the same reason. I love Johnny
Cash, “The Man in Black.”
MCR: Is there a particular response you hope your audience will have to this
new experience of a song? When I saw Revival debut at G Fine Art in DC, your
interpretation of “Bohemian Rhapsody” just about brought me to tears and I saw
that it had that effect on others, but I also noticed some in the audience laugh at a
particular moment that I associate with the song’s depiction in the movie Wayne’s
World. Does that bother you?
JP: Yes, I want to hi-jack the music and make people think about a black face when
they hear Ben Folds or Mick Jagger. That’s powerful shit, man. Crawling up into
peoples psyche—if the work is successful they will be thinking of the work long after
they leave the space.
About Wayne’s World, I get what you’re saying, but no- it’s artistic expression. I’m
just happy when there is a response to my work at all. When I see people laughing
at the work (especially at awkward moments,) I appreciate that. The last thing I want
to do is dictate how someone is supposed to react. People spend twenty seconds
on average looking at a painting in a museum. If I’m lucky, I have my audience for a
little longer.
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MCR: I think you definitely do, considering that I have watched the entire 30+
minute Revival cycle uninterrupted several times and have also done the same on
the opposite side of the gallery with the medley of videos you chose for the Dark
Matter theme. It is great that you are so open to different responses to the work.
I hadn’t considered the awkward moment angle regarding the laughter. That is a
very good point because raw emotion is embarrassing, especially in a public space
like a gallery, and laughter is a safe alternative. One reason I was so moved by
your direction and Reibrun’s performance in “Bohemian Rhapsody” is the way it
humanizes the kind of person our culture has little compassion for. I was living in
Baltimore when I first saw the piece and I knew kids like the protagonist, including
one who was killed around the time your show opened. I had also recently finished
watching the entire series of HBO’s The Wire, which also is very effective at
humanizing those who make impulsive decisions with deadly consequences, but
you did in five minutes what that brilliant show accomplished in five seasons. What
kind of critical response has this work received?
JP: Well, Kriston Capp’s wrote about Revival very eloquently for the Washington
City Paper. He actually referred to Trayvon Martin in the “Helter Skelter” piece.
The trial had just ended when this installation first showed in DC. I enjoy how the
work becomes this ‘black-tofu’ and brings in all of these contemporary references.
The truth is, I put the work out there and folks project what they want; sort of a
projection within a projection. And that’s what I love about it. To be honest, my
favorite part about making is when the work is finished and the dialog begins.
Some people like the process more than the piece, but with my videos the process
is often painful as hell. It’s conceptual work, you know. It’s all predicated on the idea
being what you start and end with.
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But getting back to your question, I don’t think there has been much critical
response to the “Bohemian Rhapsody” piece in particular. I’m still working to get
the installation out into the world. After the Dark Matter exhibition at York College,
it will be shown in Miami for the Art Fair and I am anxious to hear the response. The
installation will be different; It will be played on monitors and headphones the way
Juke was presented, so it almost becomes something else. Still potent I hope, just
not as immersive.
MCR: You are also showing several objects in the Dark Matter exhibition, including
Funknik, a replica of Sputnik, the Soviet satellite that essentially kick-started the
space race and led to the creation of NASA. Can you please tell me where the
concept for that piece came from?
JP: In 2009 I created Capsule, which was a replica of the first American space
craft that orbited the earth. Using the wood from President Obama’s inauguration
platform I pieced together a to-scale space craft equipped with a bass speaker. I will
not deny how gratifying it was to make my own space vessel. Funknik is a smaller
companion piece to that one. I’ve always had a love for space exploration. Black
artists have had a wonderful tradition of connecting an interest in space with the
struggle of social activism. Sun Ra, George Clinton, Romare Bearden and many
more have used space exploration as a powerful metaphor to speak about issues
that blacks are confronted with here. In part, that is where the title Dark Matter
comes from. A lot of my work squarely fits into the realm of Afro-Futurism. Funknik
is an example of looking forward and looking back as well. It’s a fun piece. The
material of the surface is repurposed tin from gutted inner city homes in Baltimore.
I sought to create an object that looked as if it were pulled out of the water. About
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five years ago workers pulled a 1960’s Mercury Capsule out of the ocean and it
looked about 300 years old. I loved that idea, and Capsule and Funknik were
inspired by it. My Afro-Futurist works are relics, but the irony is they are not that old.
The sound component to Funknik incorporates 70’s funk samples and audio clips,
layered over actual Sputnik beeps. I’m referencing not-so-distant history to create an
anthropological relic.
MCR: I have to admit that I didn’t know much about the history and concepts of
Afro-Futurism before reading your bio/artist statement. It is a term that is only
about 20 years old but incorporates works by a diverse range of artists, thinkers,
writers and musicians from W.E.B. DuBois to Outkast and Janelle Monáe. I read an
article in Chicago Magazine claiming that Sun Ra, as the father of Afro-Futurism,
is dominating Chicago’s culture scene more than 20 years after his death because
of the resurgence of interest in Afro-Futurism in that city. The article cited your
colleague at SAIC Nick Cave as an example. Looking at your work, it is clear that
your interest in Afro-Futurism was present long before your move to Chicago,
but did it factor into your moving there and has the work of other Chicago artists
exploring Afro-Futurism influenced your new work?
JP: You know, I’m huge fan of sci-fi! My family used to watch Soul Train and Star Trek
back-to-back on Saturday afternoons. The objects in the exhibition reference a certain
escapism and mysticism often explored with Afro-Futurism. Actually, Chicago has an
incredible connection to this genre. Artists migrate their to study the work of Sun Ra,
and no doubt I’ve met artists like Cauleen Smith and Nick Cave that have done very
well in the genre, but no, I found this out after I moved to the city. I had known about
the many hard working black artists that are there though, William Pope L being one
of my favorites There are a lot of incredible black artists working in Chicago right now.
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MCR: Some artists bristle at being identified as black artists, but you seem to
embrace it. It has been more than a decade since Thelma Golden wrote about the
emerging trend of “post-black art” and of course there were proclamations that we
had entered a post-racial era with the election of Barack Obama, yet it is clear that
race still matters in this country. As an artist, do you ever feel handcuffed by race?
JP: I embrace blackness in my work because the conversation always seems to
hover around race regardless. That is factual. I can’t separate my work from who
I am. Perhaps some white artists have that luxury. In some way it’s given me the
chance to really contribute to a variety of conversations about race, but I do not
want to pretend for a moment that I have the same latitude to do work about
anything. I think we are not at a point in which people could walk into an installation
like Revival and not be painfully aware that they are in a dark room with five black
faces. If Revival consisted of a room full of white faces, that would seem “normal” to
many, yes? I do feel handcuffed by race, but I believe that it has little to do with art.
Society dictates that.
MCR: The concept of normal that you mention is interesting, because I have
noticed how the music you chose for Revival tends to attract a white audience
and I wonder if the music immediately communicated blackness how much less
accessible or attractive it would be to a white audience. The music becomes a
bridge and I wonder if you see your sci-fi inspired Afro-Futurist work as a bridge for
white audiences to enter into your larger body of work. Segregating forms of art is a
flawed and problematic exercise, but if various genres of music, literature, and film
were to be categorized as being either black or white, sci-fi would most likely end up
in the white pile with classic rock don’t you think?
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JP: Maybe, but I love the way African Americans have forged a place in the
lexicon of science fiction. Afro-Futurism is a genre that is steeped in a tradition of
understanding politics and culture within the framework of science fiction. Did you
know the first interracial kiss between a white man and a black woman on TV was on
Star Trek?
MCR: No way! I did not know that.
JP: Beyond the gravitational pull of earth, anything is possible. We can freely look
at ourselves from space. We can escape our societal woes in space. I think about
George Clinton and the Funkadelics as well as writing from Octavia Butler. This
inspires me. The large wall piece in the space that consists of repurposed road
lines, Thick-Skin (Shock Layer,) is based on surface and texture. If you look at the
space capsules from the Gemini and Mercury missions, the turbulence of re-entry
has similar texture. I’m using this formal element to explore surfaces both alien and
familiar. In many ways the reference is so abstract, that I feel it might be difficult
to wrap around. But context is there. Same with Funknik to some degree. The
objects and Afro-Futurism have given me the latitude to break free from the literal
interpretations of race and identity.
MCR: Going back to your earlier point about feeling handcuffed, it does seem that
the work of African American artists tend to be viewed through the lens of how it
addresses race. Even African American artists who do not confront issues of race
are seen as actively choosing not to. That is not something that white artists have
to deal with. I wonder how much of that has to do with the fact that there has never
been a white liberation struggle. At the turn of the 20th Century, African American
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intellectuals like W.E.B. DuBois and Alain Locke viewed the arts as an important
vehicle for demonstrating equality. The great artist Romare Bearden got his start
making anti-lynching cartoons for The Crisis, which DuBois founded as the magazine
of the NAACP. Most of the important 20th Century African American artists
confronted the issue of race in their work. How does the escapism of Afro-Futurism
address the goals of DuBois?
JP: Well, I don’t see these things as mutually exclusive. In a DuBoisian sense, AfroFuturism is a genre. I think in some context, Afro-Futurism can overtly wrestle with
social themes as well. Themes such as isolation, escapism and alienation are a
through line in both radical Black Nationalism doctrine as well as in Afro-Futurism. In
the context of my work, I do see it as a way to open up a dialog to think of different
metaphors about history, perseverance and turbulence. DuBois is only one influence
in my thinking, there are thousands of others, you know? His work is extremely
relevant today.
MCR: Speaking of DuBois, your video piece Overture that debuted last year at
UMass Amherst’s Museum of Contemporary Art exhibit DuBois in Our Time is
included in the Dark Matter exhibition. It is full of symbolism and narrative, yet tends
to be one of the most challenging pieces in the exhibit for viewers to understand
and interpret. Can you please share some background about that piece?
JP: Overture was commissioned by the University of Massachusetts at Amherst. It
commemorated the centennial anniversary of a pageant DuBois wrote in 1911 and
performed in 1913 titled The Star of Ethiopia. It was about the history of the black
race. Essentially it was the first documented black history pageant. It took place in
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New York, then later in Washington, D.C., Philadelphia and Los Angeles. It required
thousands of people. DuBois was the producer and pageant director. He broke the
performance into six parts and it was truly one of his most inspired creative works.
Most people have no idea that DuBois loved theatre and opera in particular. He
studied opera when he lived in Germany. He wanted to create a historic pageant
that could educate the masses about the struggle and triumph of the black race in
the midst of Jim Crow and some of the most overt racism our country has seen. He
succeeded and created a didactic piece that thousands of people witnessed and
often played in ballparks. In Overture I re-enact the very first part of the pageant.
This was the moment in which the Veiled Woman, a symbol of black female strength,
presents to the “savages of the world” both fire and iron (a sword,) to build a new
civilization and to lift themselves out of despair and oppression. I made the choice to
shoot the video in the West Side of Chicago. It reminded me of classical theatre, in
particular the trope of Deus et Machina, a tradition of bringing a God-like performer
on stage that solves enormous problems. I could go on about the Star of Ethiopia,
it’s an amazing story. Duke Ellington saw it in DC in 1912 when he was a kid. He
actually worked the concessions during the performance and he claimed it changed
his life …
MCR: Speaking of tropes, how does the sculptural piece Magical Negro fit into this
exhibition? The title is provocative and indicates a satirical response to a popular
film trope yet the piece has a shaman-like relic quality that was crafted with care.
What are you saying about the Magical Negro trope with this piece?
JP: The term “Magical Negro” was coined by Spike Lee to explain a variety of
movies in which a black character often has incredible mystic powers or knowledge
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but while their abilities could never lift them out of their own condition, they are
used to help the white audience understand themselves better. Examples of this
include The Green Mile, Driving Miss Daisy, and The Legend of Bagger Vance.
I created a performance last year that explored this new stereotype and the Magical
Negro piece in the Dark Matter exhibit is a relic from that performance. It’s actually
a straitjacket, which I break out of during the performance. It’s also based on the
design of west African Egungun’s which I learned about working for Dr. David
Driskell. He actually has one in his living room. Do you remember it?
MCR: He has so many amazing works of art and relics in his living room. I’m sure I
have seen it.
JP: It is a mystical garment used to communicate with the dead, in particular your
ancestors, so it being a straitjacket added another layer to the potency of the object.
It represents both a powerful symbol of the past and a physical restriction. It’s quite
possibly the most loaded object in the exhibition.
MCR: You also used a straitjacket in your performance Escape Artist. The video from
that performance is included in the Dark Matter exhibit and is also very loaded,
powerful, and painful. I am interested in the performative quality of your video work.
Your performances and the video pieces that follow have a rich theatrical quality. You
have a background in theater, right?
JP: Yes, I was classically trained at the University of Maryland and I went on to grad
school at Florida State University and dropped out of my MFA program after the first
semester. I performed in a lot of plays I didn’t like and never had the opportunity
to do the pieces that really inspired me. I wanted to do stuff that was a little bit
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more on the fringe. My performance practice emerged out of this and now I make
what I want to make. Currently I’m working on a performance for Sydney, Australia
with my mentor Zjelko Durjic. I’m so excited to have an opportunity to collaborate
with someone that I see as a true master. His workshops when I was in college truly
helped me to understand how the body can be used as a tool and a weapon. We
explored biomechanics as well as theory such as Augusto Boal and Jerzy Grotowski.
These references can be seen in my work on display for this exhibition. I feel really
fortunate to have had such a formal theater training. It has allowed me great insight
into the human condition.
MCR: The evolution of your work makes a lot of sense considering your training
and influences. When I first saw your work it was primarily collage based and the
influence of Romare Bearden and Dr. David C. Driskell could be seen in the work.
When you pivoted to video and performance you maintained the collage aesthetic
in some of the objects that appeared in the videos, but the tools and methods in
video are so different. Who did you look to for inspiration when you made that shift?
JP: I know this is going to sound a little strange, but I think I was looking within. I’ve
always had an interest in performance and visual arts. I really couldn’t make up my
mind or decide which direction I wanted to go so it seemed to be a really smart
thing for me to start thinking about ways that I can combine my interests and make a
new body of work that reflected not only a singular idea but rather a new approach
to making artwork. Once I got over the fear of trying something new I learned
that there are a lot of artists who were actually doing what I wanted to do, such as
William Pope L, Robert Rauschenberg, and David Hammons to name a few.
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MCR: I want to wrap up this conversation by talking about your role as director and
choreographer in some of your performance pieces. You are currently developing
a piece in conjunction with the Dark Matter exhibition that will be performed in
downtown York during November’s First Friday Art Walk. It can be tricky to talk
about something before it is made, but can you compare this piece with your BenHur performance at the Corcoran in Washington, DC?
JP: Yeah I don’t want to go into too much detail about the Dark Matter performance
piece, but I can share a few details. First, I am working with the breakdancers Lionz
of Zion. I’m very excited because this is the first time I’ve worked with a professional
group of performers in this way. They are amazing. All of them are internationally
traveling and doing a variety of performances. This is new for me! I haven’t worked
with trained physical performers such as B-boys. These guys are tough. Few people
really get to understand how truly physical breakdancing is. At the end of the night
these guys are bleeding. They are contemporary dancers of the highest degree in
my estimation. I had a chance to work with a very physical group when directing the
Ben-Hur performance, but working with Lionz of Zion is different because they are
professional performers. Ben-Hur at the Corcoran was an incredible experience. I
worked with a group of six men that were from different backgrounds. We trained
together to passionately row until gradually each performer broke down, for the
pleasure of the audience. Comparatively they are different pieces, but there are
conceptual threads. I like working with performers now. At some point a few years
back I began to think of my practice as directing other performers. This has been a
great choice. I enjoy watching the performance unfold--which is impossible to do
while I’m performing. Stepping outside of the action gives me better perspective.
Ben-Hur is similar in that way. Both pieces have a competitive element that
develops. Ben-Hur had a short rehearsal schedule that focused on physicality and
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endurance and so will Dark Matter, but in the case of Dark Matter I am starting the
rehearsal process with a much clearer narrative, though I expect the narrative will
be abstracted as we move into the work. Currently we are working from a script
that I devised and the dancers are creatively re-interpreting. No one has an idea
of exactly how this performance will play out. We are going to be using intense
bright lights that police often use to illuminate “hot” areas that are often locations
for drug dealing, among other illegal activities. The police call it Crime Prevention
through Environmental Design or CPED. The police believe that by using light they
can move the problems to other locations. It seems like strange policing to me as
then the activity isn’t reduced rather it’s being forced to move elsewhere. Our piece
begins with these lights. When you drive upon these actual locations, one of the first
things you notice is that there is all of this intense light and nothing is happening
in that space. It’s illuminated like a stage in which nothing is happening. So I kept
thinking about what could happen under those lights. I wanted to design and direct
a subversive physical performance that represents the spirit of rebellion. Loosely
based on the events from August in Ferguson, Missouri, this will be the first time
that I’ve created a piece that is closely related to current events. We are bringing
new focus to the b-boy phrase, “battling.” Breakdancing has always been political
and this performance allows us to focus on how aggressive and powerful movement
can be relevant to struggles that are happening throughout the country. Many see
Ferguson as a racial struggle, but indeed it’s much more complex. I feel it’s about
power. I envision that this piece will put that out there.

MCR: Well thank you very much Jefferson for an enlightening conversation about
your work. This is an exciting exhibit and the performance piece sounds amazing.
I am proud to be hosting your work at York College of Pennsylvania.
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