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Schlenzka, Jenny, Traverse Nostalgia, Mousse Magazine, February 2018.

2018 is Tiona Nekkia McClodden’s year. After turning heads with her installation and film on the 
poet Bradley Johnson in group presentations all over the country in 2017, she is scheduled to 
open three big shows in New York. The first, A Recollection. Predicated., is a two-part curatorial 
project atThe Kitchen that includes both archival material and artworks of her peers. It explores 
the life, work, and resurgent influence of Julius Eastman, a gay African American composer and 
performer who was a downtown figure in NewYork of the late 1970s and 1980s.The other two 
projects mark a shift from McClodden’s biographical explorations primarily of gay Black artists 
who have fallen into obscurity to a new focus on social spaces and the significant role they can 
play in the lives of young artists like herself. 
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For the first, McClodden will reconstruct a 
Southern juke joint, modeled after the bars she 
frequented during her youth in the U.S. South. The 
other, CLUB, revisits the storied history of New 
York nightlife by creating a performative instal-
lation that references distinct elements of present 
and past clubs. The show is activat- ed by a dense 
schedule of sound installations, performances, talks, 
and dance parties and by McClodden herself, who 
will function as a club owner and be present during 
opening hours, welcoming guests and engaging 
them in conversations. On the eve of this eventful 
year McClodden sat down with Jenny Schlenzka, di-
rec- tor of the recently reopened Performance Space 
New York (which will house CLUB), to speak about 
their mutual fascination with the liminal power of 
nightlife and how clubs might serve as role models 
for art organizations interested in finding alternative 
ways to engage artists and audiences. 

JENNY SCHLENZKA
You’re an artist, you’re a curator, and you’re 

a filmmaker. How and why did you take on these 
three different professions? 

TIONA NEKKIA MCCLODDEN 
I started out in documentary—very formal, 

minimalist documentary film, like cinema verité 
stuff. My first film, black./womyn, came out in 2008 
after seven years traveling the country talking to 
out Black lesbian women. From there I moved into 
short fiction. Both had success, but I realized I really 
don’t like sitting in movie theaters. And I don’t real-
ly enjoy the industry of film, but at my core I iden-
tify as a filmmaker. Growing up in the South, I was 
enamored with films and books. I grew up poor and 
didn’t have my own camera until I was nineteen.  
The decision to move into visual arts came from 
wanting to get away from film festival engagement. 
I was always interested in visual arts in general, 
experimental film installation in particular. I wanted 
to challenge my own interests and the audience ’s 
expectations. My first project after that move, Be 
Alarmed, is me basically trying to take apart film it-
self and also me trying to fall back in love with film 
by making this four-part epic comprised of scenes, 
trailers, objects, audio, installation, film stills. I had 

developed a real urge for labor, or physicality, and 
moved into making sculpture. 

JS 
And how did you become a curator? 

TNMC
The curatorial engagement is about limitation. 

There’s so many artists who do things so well that 
I will never be able to do or will- ing to try, but 
I’m interested in assisting the way that their work 
is accessed and contextualized. I was seeing my 
friends inventing new forms and feeling frustrated 
that people didn’t understand what was happening. I 
decided to take a hand in trying to show it. With the 
Julius Eastman project it was literally about coming 
across someone who was so obscured—suppressed 
in a way—that the only way to deal with it was to 
present who he was, the work he left, and his biog-
raphy curatorially. 

JS 
Tell me more about how you got involved with the 

Julius Eastman project that just opened at The Kitchen.

TNMC 
Eastman is a Black gay experimental composer 

of the minimal- ist tradition who was active in the 
late 1960s, 1970s, and early 1980s. He was a major 
part of the Creative Associates and the SEM ensem-
ble in Buffalo in the late 1960s and 1970s, working 
with Morton Feldman, Petr Kotik. He became part 
of the New York downtown scene in the late 1970s, 
working alongside Arthur Russell, Meredith Monk, 
Philip Glass, John Cage. My focus is Black genealo-
gies—that’s where my heart really is when it comes 
to my work, the idea of legacy or lineage. I was 
invested in giving Eastman a body, if that makes 
sense, because people just play his music without 
any sense of him or his history. 

JS
Tell me how you choose your subjects.

TNMC
For the last three years, I’ve been creating a tril-

ogy. Julius is the first, Essex Hemphill is the second, 
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Brad Johnson the third. All Black gay men producing 
work at the height of the AIDS epidemic. Many of 
their peers, publishers, and others who created along-
side them died. Essex and Brad died of AIDS-relat-
ed complications, and Julius’s death remains quite 
vague. This year is a big jump for me because I’m 
moving away from thinking about just the biography 
of a person and starting to think about the biography 
of a space, a container. So I have two projects deal-
ing with social spaces, on an examination of the juke 
joint and what that meant to Black culture.

JS
What’s a juke joint?

TNMC
Juke joints are spaces from the early 1900s where 

Black folks could congregate, play music, drink, 
play cards, without having to deal with being shut 
out. As a person from the South, I’ve always gone to 
them. The juke joint that I’m making for Recess is 
based on the character of Shug Avery from the film 
The Color Purple (1985). I’m looking at space as 
a place to trace a certain kind of genealogy, and to 
examine a certain kind of iconography that’s tied to 
Black femininity. 
My next project is CLUB, which is looking at the 
history of clubs in the Lower East Side of New York 
in the late 1970s and 1980s by looking at multiple 
trailways of information: actual floor plans, actual 
pictures, actual documentation. But also talking to 
people of the era and seeing what they remember of 
those spaces and then developing a certain kind of 
architecture at Performance Space New York that 
references them subtly. The idea is to look at the club 
space almost as a kind of sculpture itself, physically 
but also socially. And trying to examine how those 
spaces birthed strong artists by supporting their early 
artistic practices, early curatorial programs. 

JS
What clubs have you come across in your re-

search, and what interests you about them? 

TNMC 
The Mudd Club stands out for me, and Paradise 

Garage. I want to look at the Loft, how those DJs 

functioned. I’m thinking about the World, just be-
cause I think that as a club name it’s insane [laughs] 
and the pictures are amazing. I’m trying to talk to 
people about the ones that aren’t even referenced, 
like, what were the jazz clubs, what clubs catered 
to older people? I’m trying to think about “club” in 
general as a verb and a noun. 

JS
Why is “club” as a verb interesting? 

TNMC
In the 1970s and 1980s people clubbed, and had 

an intention- ality behind it. It was a space where 
people felt they could have a community. Think 
of gallery hopping as in the same lineage as club-
bing. I’m also invested in thinking about the club 
as a mod- el for how galleries and museums could 
function to better support and encourage a certain 
kind of perception. I’m also trying to deal with it in 
terms of what is happening right now. There’s not 
even clubs now; there are parties, and those parties 
are being displaced. I’m trying to see what it means 
to take one of those parties to this space and say: 
you have a space to do something here. What does 
it look like to have this significant real estate in this 
city? Performance Space New York is fantastic in 
the sense that it actually mimics a real club space. 

JS
What do clubs mean for you as an artist? 

TNMC
In the South, clubs were the first places that I 

could show my work. When I was doing my little 
experimental films, when I was in the punk scene 
doing music videos, I first would show those in dive 
bars and club spaces. That was how I developed a 
commu- nity that then supported me once I got to 
the film festival stage. I would go to a city, screen 
my work, and then have an after-party where I 
would screen it again, and that’s how I would lock 
in my community. My own experience as an artist 
was nurtured within those spaces. The clubs of the 
Lower East Side were also this gran- diose, mythical 
land to me. Coming to New York and seeing that 
that lifestyle maybe was not able to exist—espe-
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cially once CBGB closed, right?—really fucked me 
up, because my early idea of an audience was the 
club. Everywhere I went, to every city, I was like, 
“Where’s your gay bar, where’s the dyke bar?” And 
that was how I could promote and get fifty people, a 
hundred people, to a theater. 

JS
You mentioned the club as a model for an art 

space. What inter- ests you about that idea?

TNMC
I think that museums’ rigidity stops people from 

exploring and expanding their own ideas around 
art, which I think also affects artists in regard to the 
kind of work they make. They feel like they have to 
make a certain kind of work over and over because 
it has to fit this rigid container that’s museum-ready, 
gallery-ready. I’m interested in the malleability and 
flexibility of clubs—how they can be transformed 
every night and how they cater to several communi-
ties. Museums have gotten to a place where trustees 
drive the idea of what’s going to happen to benefit 
these spaces finan- cially. So they operate for sus-
tainability rather than experimenta- tion and explo-
ration. Take Keith Haring: His curatorial practice 
and his art practice thrived in the club spaces of the 
Lower East Side. His installations, the shows that he 
curated, were pivotal to a lot of artists. But also be-
cause his ambition was never limited by accessibil-
ity, funding, and so on. So I think there’s something 
on multiple levels to be learned about the ecosys-
tem of clubs and how they are alive environments 
that turn over a little bit faster than average spaces. 
Spaces need to be informed by the audience, and not 
the other way around. 

JS
You have an interesting relationship to history. 

Most of your projects are based in the past. You 
use the term “biomythogra- phy” to describe your 
practice of engaging with historical material. What 
does it mean?

TNMC
I have a few terms I use to ensure that my work 

has a cohe- sive narrative: biomythography, re-mem-

ory, and mentifact, Black mentifact. Biomythogra-
phy is a place for me to examine what you know to 
be true and then what you imagine for yourself in 
regard to your own narrative. This can be applied to 
a person or a space. So even with “club” it’s exciting 
for me to play with the idea of myth and memory, 
based on people’s ideas of what they want- ed to 
happen versus what actually happened. Biomythog-
raphy is something that comes from Audre Lorde. 
The concept deals with her reconciling what she 
knows, what people told her to be true, and what she 
wanted. I applied that to myself in order to give my- 
self freedom around my own narrative. Re-memory 
comes from Toni Morrison, dealing with the idea of 
remembering a memory. Toni and Audrey, they’re 
my philosophers. I want Black women to inform my 
practice. And then mentifact is what puts me always 
at the foot of a person, and the fragility of their mind 
and memory as a core idea that can be referenced 
into film, into object. The way they work together 
allows me to traverse nostalgia. 

JS
Why is it so important to traverse nostalgia? 

TNMC 
Because I see some things that are too nostalgic 

and didactic in this way, very heavy-handed, almost 
like propaganda. People are married to the past. But 
the reality is, it’s fucking 2018. Can we tend to the 
needs of now, can we tend to the artists of now, can 
we tend to the socioeconomic political issues of 
now? I think I do that with my own embodiment and 
how I place myself within those works.  
You know, with CLUB, I’m going to be there, I’m 
the club owner. This is my shit, I’m not putting it 
on the organization. If you have a problem with 
that, you have a problem with me. I want to be ac- 
countable. What does it look like for a non-native 
New Yorker to do something that is so much about 
the backbone of every artist in this fucking city? 
But again, it goes into biomythography. This is my 
fever dream of sorts, of what I feel I want to happen 
or what I want to see in the space of my peers. It’s 
something that I think about because I deal with 
history and I deal with people who want things that 
happened then to be the same now, and it’s just not 
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realistic. It’s not sustainable, and it will run me into 
some very strict conser- vative shit that I don’t want 
to be a part of. 

JS
Another big through-line in your work is Black-

ness. Can Black- ness be nostalgic?

TNMC
Absolutely. Up until the age of twenty-seven, 

when I moved to Philadelphia, everything was 
about when I was a “slave,” when my family was 
enslaved. Everything artistically traced back to this 
idea of being enslaved as a Southerner. I moved to 
Philadelphia because I wanted to be around Black 
people who knew nothing but free- dom as their 
American lineage. Slavery for a lot of the descen-
dants of these people was never a part of their 
immediate history. I can track myself down to a 
plantation in terms of my own lineage, and I’m not 
interested in staying in that very conservative, very 
colo- nialist, Black American South engagement. I 
am Black, I am queer, I’m also deeply spiritual. All 
these facets of my identity complicate even my own 
relationship to Blackness. I tell people oftentimes: 
all the identities I carry, if you were to separate them 
and put them in a room, it would be a fucking riot. 
They would not get along, there would not be no 
kumbaya shit. What I carry in me, it’s almost like a 
formula for a bomb. The work that I’m doing is to 
explore and give attention to and tend to each part of 
myself. I’m trying to disrupt this idea of monolithic 
Blackness, what black can be. I think there’s some 
strength in identity politics, but there’s also some- 
thing really fucked up with it and I’m interested 
in creating that combustible thing that can become 
toxic in a good way. Whatever my formal toxicity is, 
it’s a good thing, because it disrupts ideas of some-
one like me, what kind of art you can make.




