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“The Legend Of Ajax Jackson And The Talented Tenth", 2021
Repurposed DOT street signs, Bad Brains t-shirts, stee|, Bu”etproo[ ballistic gra&e Kev|ar, resin, cloth 95 x 100in. (241.3 X 254cm)

| first met Coby Kennedy earlier this year, when we were preparing to include his work in our group exhibition at C24
Ga”ery, Street Lite. In our pre|iminary Zoom ca”, what was supposed to be a short check-in about technical details and
bacl(ground info turned into an hour-|ong conversation about po|itics, cu|ture, and psychic survival during the co”apse of

civilization as we know it — heavy stu”, to be sure, but exhi|arating nonetheless to share confidences with someone who

shies away from no topic whatsoever.
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Kennedy was born and raised in Washington DC by two working artist parents, and his father was Dean of the Art
Department at Howard University. He was brought up in an environment that seam|ess|y integrated honest inquiry and
creative expression into everyday life. It seems that mal(ing art and grapp|ing with the harsh realities of the world come to

him as natura”y as Breathing.

Prior to our first meeting, Kennedy had recent|y suffered a |eg injury that required extensive knee surgery. A|though it
slowed him down, it did not stop him. During a visit to his raw, industrial South Bronx studio space to picl( up the street
sign machetes and mandala components that comprise his C24 Ga”ery insta”ation, Kennedy expert|y managed his way
around on one crutch, despite being in considerable pain. During his subsequent time at the Ga”ery, he did what he had
to do to get the work ready and on the walls in time for the opening. [t seems excuses are not in this man's vocabu|ary.
His work ethic is embodied in the rigorous process of grinding metal street signs into weapons, and particu|ar|y

symbohzed through the use of bullet proof Kevlar as a primary artistic medium.

Perhaps the most compe”ing aspect of Kennedyys work is the centering of mu|tip|e |ayers of Black experience, with an
unHinching honesty that transcends the current wave of mainstream popu|arity of art by B|acl< artists, on the hee|s of the
Black Lives Matter movement. lt vibrates to its own frequency and demands viewers’ comp|ete attention; it will not be

re|egated to a position of otherness.

Kennedy is not concerned with comfort or reassurance for those unfamiliar with his cultural references. His work is
confrontational in the purest sense, inviting inquiry and appreciation while exp|oring the harshest of truths about the
seeming|y time|ess trauma and vio|ence towards B|acl< peop|e embedded in our cu|ture, forces that shape not on|y B|acl<
|ives, but all of our |ives, across lines of race, gender and other identifying factors. The combination of the directness of
his gaze, the rawness of his materials and the c|arity of his voice is refreshing|y |iberating, o”ering at least some measure

of relief from the relentless bullshit permeating so much of contemporary messaging.

Col)y, I've gone l)acl( over a decade to |oo|( at the evo|ution ot your worl( through a numl)er ot a|ternate rea|ities
that you've created — entire worlds that riff off the manifestation of a fictional entity called Kroger, a multinational
power basedona re|igion of violence. In tact, you have a unique al)i|ity to distill the evils of the world into
metaphorica| characters and syml)o|s that illustrate the gut-wrenching truths of history as it has p|ayec] out over the

moc]ern era.

The inhumanity embedded in the historical treatment of Black peop|e, women, under all the power structures based
on the hegemony of Cl\ristianity — all of thisis on disp|ay in the imagined worlds you l)ring to life. You draw from the
aesthetics of surveillance tootage, pop culture’s tetishisizing of guns, and the trickle down of racism into distorted
values that have been internalized into the psyche of Black peop|e. Your work carries a unique aesthetic that invites
viewers to inhabit an entire|y immersive alternate ecosystem. What was your ear|y inspiration for approaching the

process of artmal(ing in this way?
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Wow, thatys a B|||G one. Ol(ay, prepare for the TED Ta”( answer to that question...

So, this goes straight back to birth. | tell peop|e that pretty much everything | learned about “|ife, the universe, and
everything" came from two p|aces: my mom and the first three seasons of Miami Vice. I'm a definite product of 1980s
media, tempered and focused by my mom's...progressive (?) perspective on life. She had me thinl(ing alternative to

mainstream thought since | was six years old.

We were outside of our house in DC and | asked her if monsters were rea|, and she said, Oh yes." | freaked out |il<e,
how could my mom |ay some heavy shit on me like that, but then she said, “You l(now, if you were from a p|ace without

horses, then you came here and saw a horse, then you'd thinl( that this horse was a monster."

Mind...blown. In one fell swoop my mom showed me that: 1- everything is re|ative, 2 - there are no definitives, and 3 - any
semblance of “common sense” that | would EVER have was destroyed. “Common sense’ is just all of us agreeing on a
sing|e approved way that the wor|d worl(s. But from that point on, the wor|ds of accepted rea|ity and the rea|m of

imagination were one and the same for me because, according to my mom, “It all depends..."

Since then I've a|ways seen the world through the lens of the fantastical. Having that existential foundation and then
being raised from a young age on movies like Blade /?unner, THX 1138, Ferris Bueller's Da)/ O// and Close
Encounters, | immediate|y saw the possibihties in our |iving world that so many others look past. |t let me uncover an

OCEAN of realities in our every day, that so many others never stopped to question or even consider.

| was eight years old when | realized that capita|ism, and all the other “isms” for that matter, were comp|ete bu”shit, the
world was constant|y |ying to us, and we were a”, (even the millions of Normies out there), |iving in these actual and
OBVIOUS constructed realities. Being an artist since birth (Both of my parents being professiona| visual artists), my
work’s a|ways natura”y dealt with and swam in this world of fantasy reﬂecting rea|ity back to us and mal(ing clear the

unseen structures of our own everyday existence.

| was 31 years old before | realized that the rest of society didn't think in this way, and that | had grownupina Big ass
bubble of progressive thought. After getting doub|e-dog-dared to be a 24/7 professiona| artist, | decided that my
practice is going to revolve around broadening perspectives of our lived realities through creating these hybrid worlds. |
want to get at the truths behind the curtains of popu|ar perception by reﬂecting our wor|d, p|aying with genres and

aesthetic themes from pop culture in an anachronistic way.

You spent near|y adecade worl(ing as an automotive product designer in Japan. It seems this experience has
continued to p|ay out in both your Supp/y and Demandand American Virtue series. Did you know when you first
started doing this work that you would be incorporating these skills and aesthetic into your future work as an artist? |

guess this is kind of a chicken and egg kind of question...
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Actua”y it was Schrodinger's Chicken...the chicken AND the egg were created and existed simu|taneous|y. Evenin my
first career as a car designer, | was VERY much on the “Artist/Designer" side of the sca|e, not the “Gear-
Head/Designer" end of the spectrum. I'd get most of my inspiration for concept cars from Brancusi scu|ptures and mid-
century-modern abstract art. Rewind to the October 1986 issue of Automobile Magaz/ne, with the ye”ow Ferrari
Testarossa on the cover. That gift from my grandmother Began my obsession with car design and happened to coincide
with my parents tal(ing me to New York to witness first hand the exp|osion of the mid-80's east coast art scene. So it all
meshed together in my rea|ity and there never was any l(ind of separation at a||. Fast forward to my actua| art career, post
2010, and you have me smashing my industrial design career with c|assica||y recognized fine art themes/aesthetics and

seeing what comes out the other end.

Te" me al)out the c]eve|opment ot your l)oc]y ot worl(, In t/ne Service o[a Vi//ain, especia"y The Tl\uggernaught anc]
Jimmy Crow characters. This whole constellation of Afrofuturist identities lands somewhere between dystopian

cautionary tale and cultural critique. Where are you going with all this??

I've gotta go back to ‘08 for this one. | was in Japan, Asia and Europe for about a decade (| left America when Clinton
was in office and came back during Obama's e|ection), so | missed EVERYTHING. | came Bacl(, raw, to a
comPLETELY di”erent country than | had |eft. Subt|ety was out the window, racism was b|atant and matter-o”act,

mainstream sexism was cool.

The lies we were |iving under were more obvious than ever, but for some reason the popu|ace was so conditioned by
monopo|ized media, and two solid decades of genera| 90's nihi|ism, that nobody gave a fuck. On top of it a||, | saw all the
races in America seeming to be trying to live up to their imposed racial stereotypes. This is how my first Big undertal(ing
happened with mal(ing the “Assault Weapon Vending Machines” for my series Supp/)/Ano/Demano{ | tried to find the
most Germano/Ang|o colonial-ish name | could find and made a fake international monster-cong|omerate and came up

with Kroger (had no idea it was a|ready a grocery store, but that works in the narrative too).

|n the narrative, they produce these machines that se|| weapons, drugs, a|co|‘|o| and everything you'd need for a weekend
of genocide and good old violent American debauchery. Using this fictional company as an archetype for the pungent
rotten foundational soul of the American Empire started me down the road of using very literal archetypes to represent
realities that the masses re|igious|y overlook. The Thuggernaught and Jimmy Crow came direct|y out of this kind of
archetypica| approach, and the |arger series, In The Service Of A Villain came from my shock at what | recognized as
racia|/cu|tura| se”-genocide, but stepping one |ayer back and |ool<ing at the Ang|o/Co|onia| strings that were actua”y
fue|ing it.

This particu|ar borough of New York is so dynamica”y diverse, that we've all called it Planet Brool(|yn for decades. /n
The Service Of A Villain uses the microcosm of Brool(|yn as the entirety of the known world and p|ays with aspects of
Colorism. Now, being a society where white peop|e have successfu”y killed themselves o”, this narrative looks at the
|ingering effects of co|onia|ism, ang|o-centric mass media, and embedded self-hate in a future culture that's forced to

bui|d a new society with on|y the remnants of our own contemporary ear|y 21st century mass media to draw from.
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So this world mirrors aspects of our own super-prob|ematic popu|ar media. Stereotypes and cultural touchstones
coagu|ate into singu|ar |iving archetypes that roam the urban spraw| like woo”y mammoths, or Kwai Chang Caine from
Kung Fu, dishing out violent se”-deteating behavior (the Thuggernaughts), or converse|y championing the underdog as
a anti-hero guardian devil (Jimmy Crow). | wanted to dive into cultural critique that considers a whole picture, mu|tip|e
perspectives and the di”ering viewpoints in order to illuminate the througHines of ACTUAL truth that all of these

individual societal opinions seem to orbit around but never rea”y touch.

4 S 1

“Assault Weapon \—/endiné Machines” from the series SZJPPA./Ano/Demana/

You've talked about the role of gentritication in your wor|<, as a force that impacts entire communities. [t shows up in your

series ot street sign machetes and manda|as, and it has even a”ected you persona”y. Can you speal( to this?

You l(now, since gentritication is a hot topic right now, a lot of peop|e assign that theme to much of my work. But in rea|ity
the theme of gentritication isn'ta jump off point for anything in my studio practice but instead it becomes a side element
of the whole further down the line in the narrative. An “effect” more than a “cause.” I'm a big history tiend; | love tal(ing
the past and juxtaposing it with the present to predict the future. Most of the things | work on are |oo|<ing at the dynamics
of human existence that go back mi”ennia, o) gentritication in the contemporary sense has its p|ace in the narrative but it's
not the impetus ot the themes behind the wor|<. |n tact, a |ot ot the wor|< doesn't want to center on direct e|ements ot
whiteness at all. So much of it does look at the internal effects of colonialization and the dynamism of the contemporary
state ot our wor|d dominated by ang|o-European ideo|ogy, but | try to avoid something as straightforward as the e”ect ot
white affluents moving into Black neighborhoods.
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That being said, | HATE GENTRIFICATION WITH A BIBLICAL PASSION!! But it IS inevitable. |tjust sucks

that in this day and age, information and finance move faster than culture can deve|op. The outcome is that societal

demographic migration changes that took 20 years before, now just take two years, and whole neighborhoods are

b|itzl<rieged.

2|
o
Z

o]

“Three Machetes," 2021 Repurposed DOT street signs, Bad Brains t-shirts, steel

Y our recent installation at Pioneer Worl(s, “Kalief Browder: The Box” has a decidec"y different feel to it than your
previous worl(, in that it sits square|y in the rea|ity ofa specific incident that recent|y took p|ace, name|y the unjust
incarceration and torture of Kalief Browder for almost three years, that u|timate|y led to his death l)y suicide. What

was it like doing an installation like this? How was it received l)y peop|e, and how did their response impact you?

Yeah, this was a rea”y difficult piece for me to do. The piece itself came to me smootHy. | remember doing three
sketches and the third sketch immediate|y embodied so much of what | persona”y felt about Kalief's story, so | ran with it.
The difficult part was that Kalief's experience hit home for me so hard, that at times it was emotiona”y hard to l(eep
going, impossib|e at times. Kalief was a kid just like | was, optimistic, kindhearted and cared about his friends and fami|y.
Then, |itera||y out of nowhere, he's abducted by the state, tortured for years and then, even when he wins his freedom,

he's still persecuted. This had been my greatest fear ever since | was a child.
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[t wasn't until | was in undergrad, and had white friends that | rea”y talked to, that | realized that growing up Black in

America can be a comPLETE|y different world than growing up white, in that from a young age you are |iving ina 24/7
horror movie. There's a|ways this fee|ing of being seen by white peop|e as a different form of human, this constant threat
of being persecuted by the po|ice/state, and the specter of this unseen Kaﬂ(aesque possibihty of |osing your whole life as

you know it for doing abso|ute|y nothing, a|ways right around the corner.

Worl(ing on this piece that is so embedded in the experiences of areal and contemporary person, | knew that | couldn't
go the |ong way around and express it through archetypes and thematic avatars; it had to be direct and literal. In going
that direction | knew that there would be some peop|e out there that may not take l(ind|y to seeinga recreated so|itary

confinement cell in front of them as pub|ic art.

| l(new that | needed to mal(e sure that my intended themes for this piece were c|ear, and that's where | decided to
sandblast quotes and facts of Kalief direct|y into the p|exig|ass sides of the piece. There have been peop|e I've met and
know of who were adamant|y against this piece ever existing, but all of those peop|e have changed their perspective of
the work once they had a chance to see it in person and understand that there are whole sections of society that need to
understand the tal(eaways not on|y of this piece, But of Ka|ief's broader story. So many peop|e out there on|y l(now his
story from headlines or newsbites: a boy is arrested, sent to Riker's and commits suicide. They don't know the real story
of how Ka|ief, in the face of unending, overpowering persecution and torture, stood up for himself and his ideals every
time that this animal-like oppression was thrown at him. Whether it was corrections officers beating him down, hordes of
inmates trying to stomp him out, prosecutors trying to twist his facts and lie on him, or all the threats and violence he
STILL had to encounter after his re|ease, Kalief a|ways pushed back when peop|e tried to use their authority or brute
strength to define who he was or put him “in his p|ace." This is the core of the scu|pture and the source of one of his
strongest quotes, the quote | sandblasted into the p|exig|ass, “The way | looked at it, if | gotta stay here... just to prove

that I'm innocent, then so be it.”

It kind of feels like the rapic"y c]evo|ving power of mythic Whiteness in society is giving rise to a surge in mythic
Blackness. Or mayl)e I'm just sensing a greater passion in peop|e as the truth about our shared history is l)ecoming
harder to deny, and peop|e in genera|, but particu|ar|y artists and creators of all kinds are rising! Where do you see

yourse" in all tl\is, as the very way we talk and think about race is evo|ving l)y the second?

There's that reservoir of human self-realization that gets a drop of actual truth added to it every year. We're at a time in
history where the genocida| dominant Eurocentric g|oba| structure of the past ~1,300 years is fina”y being open|y
questioned in some mainstream circles. The reservoir fills s|ow|y though; in the ear|y 20th century it was Black folks being
recognized as more-or-less human, later it became a kind of good idea to stop treating women like catt|e, way after that it
was gay peeps fina”y not being seen as demonic sexual he”spawn. These are little concessions that are given to p|acate

the masses, But it's much harder for an entire cu|ture to then |ool< at how they themse|ves have Been Based on evi|,

genocide and hubris, foundationa”y from the BEGINNING.

| think the wave that you talk about witnessing this is a brief moment in time where this g|oba| reservoir of human self-
image is filled with enough truth that it's becoming hard to ignore that difficult |ool<, especia”y for the new generation
brought upin this little post-‘?Os sliver of en|ig|1tenment. Hopefu”y, Generation Z gains enough power and influence that

this small moment can become a tidal shift and not recede back out to sea.
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You l(now, change and evolution happens so s|ow|y that for the ingrained ills of society to change, it's rea”yjust that older
generations have to die off. Either that or a catastrophic incident like giobai thermonuclear war. Humans are dumb,
dumb, dumb animals. We think that we're the pinnacie of evo|utionary deveiopment on this p|anet but we so often iorget
that moving forward in evo|utionary time doesn't necessari|y equate to moving forward in evo|utionary quaiity. Our
eyesight SUCKS, our i‘.earing is less than average, our reflexes are garbage, and we have all kinds of organs and Body
parts that are just useless leftovers from previous iterations of mammal that simp|y haven't been evolved out of the recipe

yet.

Societa”y, we humans i‘nave ti‘nis unending penci‘nant ior destroying ourse|ves on so many |eve|s. |t's hubris that l(eeps
peopie irom tal(ing a hard, truti‘niui |oo|< at themseives. | see myseii in a” oi ti‘nis as a person who needs to provide
perspectives that are a|ternate to ti‘ne agreed upon, prescribed standard oi thought. | donyt want to compiicate ti‘ne
narrative of rea|ityjust for shits and giggies or some kind of shock va|ue; | need to do it because that compiicated dynamic
is the way that the universe ACTUALLY WORKS. In the attempt to simpiiiy |iie, create a strong argument, or just to
stay sane, humans spend so much time putting things into nice|y organized Binary boxes that make them feel good about
the world.

As the underpinnings of institutionalized racism continue to crumHe, all the extremes are coming out! | sense a
consciousness in your work that is aware of a lot of these con”icting iorces, yet somehow this awareness seems to
have focused you. I'm still tl\inl(ing about the intensity of the Browder worl(, how poweriui itis! Like a sharp diamond
that got po|is|1eci out of your channeiing of collective rage and ciespair at the scale of historical injustice! It mirrors
l)acl( to us some uncomiortal)ie truths al)out the state oi tl\ings, mal(es transparent (|itera||y) the ciepths oi crue|ty

anci maciness that stretch the |imits oi human enciurance. How ciici you manage to channei that?
Wi‘new, iina”y one that | think | can answer in less than a paragrapi‘n, heheheh...

I've had the |ucl</misiortune of experiencing mu|tip|e sides of society. Rich-poor, Black culture-white cu|ture, American-
giobai. Sol've deveioped a dual mindset that exists within my own experiences of being brol(e, abused by poiice, chased
by DC street gangs, having AK-47s pointed at me, racing Lamborgi‘ninis, sipping White Russians on sandy beaches,
being able to jetto Paris on a whim, etc...| both live in these experiences but also observe them all from a third
perspective, and it's that abiiity to detach that l(eeps me sane while | channel my rage at the shortcomings of human

society in the third millennium.

| see the act of mal(ing art as essentia"y hopeiui, especia"y when it embodies cha"enging narratives. Just the sheer
energy the creation of it demands!! It almost preciudes the possil)iiity of staying ciepresseci, with those kinds of
energy requirements... And your scu|ptura| work is particuiariy rigorous. Do you find it soothing anci/or empowering

to create work like tl\is, even if others find it controversial?

Ol‘l, |'m super iucl(ing depressed.
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Reai |iie is scaaaaary...iii(e ior REAL. Wi‘nen you've Been ci‘nased, threatened, assauited and persecuted in aimost every
continent on the pianet like | i1ave, the outlook on i‘numanity isn't exactiy above the Bar, and that's just with MY personai
experience; billions of others have it waaaaaay worse, so you can just imagine...i had a lot of hope when Trump got
elected that iina”y we were reaci‘ning a critical mass of absolute insane ridiculousness that there would be no choice but to
compieteiy re-model the structure of western (now giobai) |ate-stage capitaiist society. But then he lost the second term
and everybody rode this ebbing wave of baci(-patting self accompiisi‘nment rigi‘nt back out to sea, and as you see with the
ex-racist septuagenarian and the poiice proxy token now in control of the si‘nip, we're back to a manageabie ass-iuci(ing

that most of the world can live witi1, rather than the brutal reaming that leaves no choice but revolution.

Ti‘ne hopeiuiness ti‘nat you taii( about, | don't ti1ini< ti‘nat | i1ave, Because |'ve Been out ti1ere and seen a good amount oi
human realities. And not just self witnessed empiricai evidence, but |itera||y, |ooi<ing at the entire span of known human
i‘nistory makes it obvious ti‘nat, (barring a MASSIVE giobai disaster, asudden ireai(jump in evoiution, or full scale alien

invasion), the ci‘nange we truiy want to see will absoiuteiy NOT happen within our lifetime.

My mantra/credo/iiie purpose since | was seven has been “Make Cool Shit.” The act of creation is, in the end, just to
make me feel good. [ feel good when | escape into these other worlds where the possibiiity of non-giaciai dynamic ci‘nange
is possibie; or even where to wallow in the cyberpuni( iutiiity of it all can be romantic. | feel even better when | can give
these experiences to other peopie ti‘nrougi‘n my wori<, the way that peopie like Brancu§i, Syd Mead, Marcello Gandini,
Rembrandt and Jadakiss did for me. It's when deaiing in the real world that hope starts to fade.

It's oniy partiaiiy hyperboiic when | say that this last pubiic art project almost killed me. | understand now wi1y peopie like
Michael K. Williams had to get proiessionai i1e|p after piaying roles that wove so close to stark reaiity. The horrors of the
real world will aiways out-do anyti‘ning we can create in our i‘neads, and | have a DEEP admiration for anyone existing in

the unpoiisi‘ned corners of i‘numanity who can make it to the next day.

Cobyys work in the C24 Gaiiery exhibition Street Lite will be on view in the Ga”eryys Atrium from October 7 ti‘nrougi‘n
December 24, 2021.

“Kalief Browder: The Box” will be on dispiay in Phiiadeipi‘nia as part of the Monumental Tourti‘nrougi‘n January 22,2022.

Deborah Oster Pannell is a writer, editor, musician, and arts producer. She has curated and periormed at KGB Bar,
Animamus Art Saion, Si‘nag, Green Qasis Community Garden, Chinatown Soup, The Red Room at KG B, UNDER
St. Marks Theater, JCC Hariem, and The Yard: Wi”iamsburg Bridge, where she was the inaugurai resident art curator
from 2018-2019. She has written numerous online articles and interviews, edited museum cataiogs, edited and written
introductions for several Booi(s, and her essay was featured in the award-winning anthoiogy, We Got This — Solo Mom
Sz‘or/es o/Gr/'t, Heart, ano//‘/umor. Si‘ne is currentiy ti1e Gaiiery Manager at C24 Ga”ery in Cheisea, wi1ere si1e heips
produce and promote a diverse, international curatorial program that champions emerging, underrepresented and

marginaiized artists.

iittps://interiocutorinterviews.com/new-biog/202]/9/28/coby-i(enneciy-interview-c24-ga||ery-i<aiiei—browder-the-bex-pioneer-wori(s-monumentai-tour-
piiiiacieiphia
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