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BODEGA RUN

The New York City bodega is an institution with unique practices and customs. The
culture of the bodega is a reflection of the communities surrounding these stores and
individuals who patronize them. Ostensibly, the bodega is a deli; however, in reality
these stores have many functions. In communities, which have been systematically
depleted and deprived, the bodega is an one-stop shop for all basic necessities. In the
urban food deserts of America’s northeastern cities, bodegas function as stand-ins for
grocery stores, pharmacies, banks and community centers. These institutions, which
can be found throughout Black and Brown communities are a fundamental aspect of
daily life. These businesses much like the often neighboring nail salons, liquor stores,

and check cashing locations comprise the contemporary hood landscape.

There are many inspiring and positive aspects of the bodega. Mainly the fact that the
bodega is and has been a consistent and strong example of POC ownership. Bodegas
are businesses owned by people of color to serve communities of color. The bodega
also functions as a multicultural space within the Black diaspora, a space where
individuals of African descent from the Americas and abroad share both social and
financial interactions. However, as a transactional space, the bodega participates in
some of the more negative business practices of other institutions built to serve the
underprivileged. The bodega often sells products of lesser quality for higher prices than

conventional stores, and over-processed and innutritious foods to families.

The bodega is both positive and problematic and through this complexity the institution’s
significance arises. The culture of the bodega is similar to so many aspects of Black and
Brown city life. For this reason the bodega is the perfect avatar by which to speak on the
community at large. My Bodega Run project hopes to explore, celebrate and examine

the significance for the bodega, a hood institution.

-Tschabalala Self
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Framed and mounted color photographs shot on disposable camera
41x51.5x2cm

2017

EEMMIEEHATS (Y@ ) Bodega Grid Study (Vertical)
FEBRHIE

Framed and mounted color photographs

556.5x69.5x2cm

2017

EEMMIEHASS (X% ) Bodega Grid Study (Irregularity)
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Framed and mounted color photographs

69.5x88.5x3cm

2017
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THE BODEGA

The Spanish word for shop, ‘bodega’, has become a colloquialism for the small,
family run corner stores seen all over the city. Found primarily in Black and Latino
neighborhoods and often occupying the main intersections of these areas. With the
demographic changes that have occurred across the city in recent decades, bodega
ownership has shifted from Puerto Rican to Dominican to predominantly Yemeni, with
these shops continuing to service primarily Black and Latino customers. Bodegas sell a
wide selection and an often-multifarious array of products. As stores that are operated
by people of color to serve people of color, catering to the communities they are located
within, the bodega has become an articulation of the neighborhood’s identity. Bodegas
exist as microcosms of cultural exchange within the contemporary metropolitan
African-diaspora, which includes individuals from the Americas, Caribbean, continental

Africa and the adjacent nations, living and working in New York City.

-Tschabalala Self
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Framed and mounted color photographs
69 x32x2cm
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TEEMNMIEEAZS (#8[) Bodega Grid Study (Horizontal)
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Framed and mounted color photographs

69.5x88.5x2cm

2017
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"Bodega Run," installation view at Yuz Museum, Shanghai, 2018



16

FRAMIE

The social situations we experience as children frame our initial understanding of the
world, which in turn, irrecoverably shapes the rest of our lives. The sociologist Erving
Goffman studied the significance of our day-to-day human interactions and social
experiences in The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life in 1959. To Goffman, these
interactions were a form of theatre, as humans struggle to perform the self they wish
to be by modifying their speech, action, dress and staging, in order to influence the
“audience’s” response. He went on to address the structurally conditioned nature of our
experience in the book Frame Analysis, 1974, exploring how we interpret and perceive
reality via culturally determined conditions—frameworks which are governed by the
micro and macro institutions we use and exist in. Therefore, the architecture and design
of the spaces and places we inhabit, and the objects and things that fill these spaces,
teach us how to understand the world—affecting our behaviors by reflecting who we
are, where we are from, and where we are going, back to us. The childhood realm—our
house or apartment, nursery or school, the neighborhood streets, our friend’s homes—
although tiny in comparison to the world at large, to the developing human mind seems
impossibly large. | vividly recall standing on a stool for the first time as a toddler to reach
the kitchen tap. Once | had achieved my goal of the tap, a joy in itself, | looked up and
out the back window of my house into the neighbors garden for the first time: the view
of a wildly overgrown leafy mess, framed by the kitchen window, is one of my earliest,

most thrilling, and most influential, memories.

In the ongoing series Bodega Run—comprised of joyful, humorous, intimate, highly-
stylized paintings, photographs, and animations of women and men shopping—
Tschabalala Self magnifies aspects of the ecology of the bodega, as both a celebration
of the communities that inhabit these stores; and a sharp social critique of the racial,
gender, and class relations that play out in the theatre of this expansive microcosm. The
bodega is an institution in itself. It is a space that is orientated around and run by, and
for, people of color—for the African diaspora, Black American, and Latino populations.
Self’s project combines positive and negative, beneficial and detrimental aspects of
the bodega, in equal measure, as she considers how they mirror, and influence, the

dynamics of the communities that use them. The first reflection occurs via the goods

that are sold: alongside a variety of household, cleaning, and food products, the bodega
sells single cigarettes, lotto tickets and alcohol. Accompanying the products on sale,
many bodegas have signs in the window stating that they accept EBT food stamps—
thus accepting US government subsidy. Yet many bodegas sell food products of little to
no nutritional value, and display signs stating “NO HOT FOOD” alongside a variety of
other instructions to control the behavior of the customers. The shop fronts sometimes
operate through a spinning tray window, creating a barrier between the server and the

customer, for the implied safety of the shop keeper.

These seemingly small gestures are indicative of the psychologically destructive micro-
aggressions of control and surveillance placed upon people of color living in America.
These decisions—the architecture, the things, the products, the buying experience,
the spatial relations, signifies to customers that they are tolerated, that they are not
important, that they are to be managed, to be feared and not to be served—embody
a form of deeply entrenched structural racism. These frames implore the communities
that use these stores to move in a certain way, act in a certain way, behave in a certain
way, and ultimately, consciously and unconsciously, absorb the implications of these
decisions, because, as Self stated to me: “Stores are so important, because they are
the first time you assign value, stores are where you learn to interact and function within

a Capitalist system like America.”

Yet, Bodega Run is not a critique on times past, nor a study of the changing population
of the city of New York’s Black and Latino neighborhoods. Bodega Run, and Self’s
larger project as an artist, offers an exploration of society via the lens of her own
experiences growing up as a black woman in America. Black identity is too often
discussed in contrast to white identity: Self's work is not an opposition to anything, it
exists in the same realm, on the spectrum of artistic and cultural history, and as a form
of social commentary, of her predecessors—Mike Kelley, Alice Neel, or Betye Saar
each dissected aspects of American culture, and its behaviors, through the psychology
of their own vernacular. Therefore, Self’s work is, in this tradition, an exploration of
universal experience, as she holds a quasi-anthropological lens over the social systems,

structures, architectures, and environments that shape lives.

- Kathy Noble
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Acrylic, watercolor, flashe, crayon, colored pencil, hand-colored photocopy,
colored photocopy, hand-colored canvas on canvas

243.8x 213.4cm

2017
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SFHBE Wild Cherry Berry

GIF mhiE#%52 GIF animation, digital projection
RFEJEE Dimensions variable

2017
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A HOOD MENAGERIE

My bodega project is deeply personal because it is the first time | am exploring the
possibilities and limitations of a real-life environment. As a painter, | have often been
concerned with fantasy and the reimagining of my own memories, feelings and
sentiments. This time | have taken a more didactic approach. My figures are no longer
floating within liminal purgatory between subjectivity and subjection. In my bodega, in
their store, they are grounded in a familiar location of my youth. A nostalgic environment
from my past; the bodega, the corner stores which existed on every corner of almost
every block of my neighborhood in Harlem growing up. The stores are still there, but
many of the people are not. The community has shifted, changed and part of it has been
erased. | still remember the bodega, unlike so many other businesses and individuals,
because the bodega remains as a neighborhood institution. You can still find these
stores in Harlem, Wash Heights, Inwood, LES, the Bronx, Brooklyn and Queens. A
lighthouse in a ocean of gentrification, a relic from times past. The bodega is and was a
space created for people of color by people of color, to serve the needs of communities

of color. A hood menagerie, the bodega is emblematic of Black metropolitan life.

-Tschabalala Self
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Colored pencil, gouche, acrylic, and silkscreen on paper
89 x 66 cm

2018
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XTFZARK ABOUT THE ARTIST
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Tschabalala Self builds a singular style from the syncretic use of both painting and
printmaking to explore ideas about the Black female body. The artist constructs
exaggerated depictions of female bodies using a combination of sewn, printed, and
painted materials, traversing different artistic and craft traditions. The exaggerated
biological characteristics of her figures reflect Self’s own experiences and cultural
attitudes toward race and gender. “The fantasies and attitudes surrounding the Black
female body are both accepted and rejected within my practice, and through this
disorientation, new possibilities arise,” Self has said. “I am attempting to provide
alternative, and perhaps fictional, explanations for the voyeuristic tendencies towards

the gendered and racialized body; a body which is both exalted and abject.”

Tschabalala Self (b.1990 Harlem, USA) lives and works in New York and New Haven.
Self has exhibited widely in museums and art institutions internationally. Her solo
exhibitions include: “Tschabalala Self,” Tramway, Glasgow, 2017; “Tschabalala Self,”
Parasol Unit Foundation for Contemporary Art, London, 2017; “The Function,” T293,
Naples, 2016; “Tropicana,” The Cabin, Los Angesles, 2015 and etc. Group shows
include: “Trigger: Gender as a Tool and a Weapon,” New Museum, New York, 2017;
“Face to Face, Los Angeles Collects Portraiture,” The California African American
Museum, Los Angeles, 2017; “Desire,” Moore Building, Miami, 2016; “A Constellation,”

Studio Museum Harlem, Harlem, 2015 and etc.
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Tschabalala Self, the artist

Courtesy of the Artist and Pilar Corrias, London. Photo by Katie McCurdy.
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Yuz Project Space of Art is a new independent program of Yuz Museum’s exhibitions,
which opened to the public in September 2015. Yuz Project Space of Art invites artists to
make site-specific works or projects, engaging boldly with the museum, its surroundings
and its audience. Combining a “project + an exhibition,” the artist interacts actively with
the space and aims to present the moment when contemporary art is happening.

Yuz Project Space of Art is the place where innovation, invention, and a new movement
happen in the pathway of an artist. It aims to provide another platform for Chinese
and international artists to exhibit their artworks as well as more opportunities to
communicate with each other. Yuz Project Space of Art invites the artist to get inspired
with new ideas by engaging the artist with the museum space and try to make some
break-through artworks that are different from its own line.
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