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BUT CAN WE SAY
THAT THERE IS NO
SUCH THING AS
THE PRESENT,
OR THAT
THE PRESENT CAN BE
SEEN TO BE BUT ONE
ASPECT OF THE PAST?

Cameron Rowland
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“The now is present, is past, is future. The past is now,
as is the future, and all we have is meaning, our
fear of, flight from, or embrace of it, in its fragile
and fractally fragmented multiplicity.”
—M. NourbeSe Philip, email to the curator, June 25, 2019.
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Banal Presents is the third and final chapter in the exhibition series Colored People
Time and stages a conversation between
the artists Carolyn Lazard, Cameron
Rowland, and Sable Elyse Smith. The
artists in this exhibition—and we, as viewers—occupy a current moment haunted
by what the Professor Saidiya Hartman
has termed the “afterlife” of slavery. This
“afterlife” names the enduring presence
of slavery’s racialized violence that permeates every aspect of our society. Banal
Presents locates the present as the space
where we bend the relationship between
the past and the future. The present,
in all of its fleetingness, is where we act.

Friday, September 13, 5PM 			
Members Preview
Public Opening Celebration, 6:30PM

#banalpresents

Saturday, October 12, 12PM			
Transcribez Writing Group
Thursday, October 17–
Saturday, October 19
The Legacy of 1619: The 2019 Annual
Callaloo Conference*
Thursday, October 24th, 7–9PM
Performance by SCRAAATCH
Holy Apostles and the Mediator
Episcopal Church
260 South 51st Street
Philadelphia, PA 19139
Wednesday, November 13, 6PM			
Curator-Led Tour with Meg Onli

*Please visit icaphila.org/calendar for
further details and more upcoming events.

In his 1972 article “Some Notes on the Blues, Style
and Space,” Ronald Walcott wrote “time is the very
condition of Western civilization which oppresses
so brutally.” Published under the Johnson Publishing
Company’s imprint Black World, Walcott’s essay examined the works of three prominent black cultural
producers—author Ralph Ellison, playwright Charles
Gordone, and poet Melvin B. Tolson—through their
shared depictions of “Colored People’s Time” (aka CPT
or CP Time.) As Walcott observes, black people occupy
and deploy CPT as a political performance to “evade,
frustrate, and ridicule” the enforcement of punctuality and productivity, key disciplinary structures
of capitalism.1 For many, CPT is the time-space of
the struggle.2 It emerges from conditions of ongoing
oppression that stretch back to the beginning of
Transatlantic slavery. CPT challenges and disavows
the predominant opinion that being “on time” is the
only way of being “in time.”
I began thinking about CPT while developing an exhibition that examined how a group of artists, activists,
and writers have considered how white supremacy
and the legacy of chattel slavery have existed so
insidiously in our current moment(s). I was drawn
to CPT as both a living and liberatory phrase. It
has provided a linguistic tool for black people to
navigate their own temporality, within and against
the construct of Western time. Not surprisingly,
white supremacist logics have attempted to distort
and co-opt CPT, constructing a dual meaning through
racial stereotype. In spite of this, CPT has remained
part of the vernacular of racially marginalized
groups, to think and act differently in time.
Colored People Time, structured as an experimental
exhibition in three chapters—Mundane Futures,
Quotidian Pasts, and Banal Presents—unfolds over
the course of 2019. Within the exhibition, I want to
explore the plural and malleable nature of the term.
CPT connects to the tradition of black expressions
grounded in counter-language, ones performed as
part of “resistance discourse, created as a communication system unintelligible to speakers of the
dominant master class.” 3 Like the constructs of race
and gender, time is an experience and subject that
escapes the limitations of language.
The artists represented within this exhibition
include: Aria Dean, Kevin Jerome Everson, Matthew
Angelo Harrison, Carolyn Lazard, Dave McKenzie,
Cameron Rowland, Sable Elyse Smith, and Martine Syms;
accompanied by historical objects from the Black
Panther Party, Sutton E. Griggs, the National
Institutes of Health / Getty Images, and the African
Collection at the University of Pennsylvania Museum
of Archaeology and Anthropology. It is through
these works that we are invited to reconsider the
singularity of Western time and bear witness to
the everyday disruptions that restructure and reorganize black being in the past, present, and future.
—Meg Onli, Assistant Curator

Colored People Time: Banal Presents is organized by Meg Onli, Assistant
Curator. A fully illustrated catalog will be published in early 2020.
Major support for Colored People Time: Banal Presents has been
provided by The Pew Center for Arts & Heritage. Additional support has
been provided by Dorothy & Martin Bandier, Arthur Cohen & Daryl Otte,
Cheri & Steven Friedman, and Brett & Daniel Sundheim.
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