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Brown People are the Wrens
in the Parking Lot

WHO ARE 
“THE BROWN PEOPLE”?

WHAT DOES A 
“WREN” CONNOTE? 

WHERE IS THE 
“PARKING LOT”?

WHY WOULD SOMEONE 
ASK THESE QUESTIONS?
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Pope.L (1955, Newark, NJ) is a visual artist and 
educator whose multidisciplinary practice uses 
binaries, contraries and preconceived notions 
embedded within contemporary culture to 
create art works in various formats, for example, 
writing, painting, performance, installation, video 
and sculpture. Building upon his long history 
of enacting arduous, provocative, absurdist 
performances and interventions in public spaces, 
Pope.L applies some of the same social, formal and 
performative strategies to his interests in language, 
system, gender, race and community. Pope.L 
received his BA from Montclair State College in 
1978 and his MFA from Rutgers University in 
1981. Major performances include Baile (2016); 
The Problem (2016); Pull (2013); The Black Factory 
national tour (2002–2009); The Great White Way 
(2001–2002); Community Crawls (2000–2005); 
Eating the Wall Street Journal (2000); Black 
Domestic aka Roach Motel Black (1994); How Much 
is that Nigger in the Window (1990-1992); Times 
Square Crawl (1978); and Thunderbird Immolation 
(1978). Recent exhibitions, performances, and 
projects include documenta 14 in Athens, Greece 
and Kassel Germany (2017); the Whitney Biennial 
(2017); “PLAMA” (“The Spot”), a commercial 
commissioned for On the Tip of the Tongue at 
Museum of Modern Art Warsaw (2016); the 
32nd Biennial de São Paulo (2016); The Freedom 
Principle at ICA Philadelphia (2016) and MCA 
Chicago (2015); and Trinket at The Geffen 
Contemporary, Museum of Contemporary Art, 
Los Angeles (2015); Pope.L is the recipient of 
numerous awards and fellowships, including the 
Joyce Foundation Award, the United States Artists 
Rockefeller Fellowship, Solomon R. Guggenheim 
Fellowship, Andy Warhol Foundation grant, 
Creative Capital Foundation grant, National 
Endowment for the Arts fellowship, and Artists 
Space grant. He lives and works in Chicago, IL.
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The secret nature of the campaign, its use of 
familiar media tropes, and its unassuming DIY 
aesthetic were intentional tactics on the part of 
the project’s initiator, artist and Department of 
Visual Arts faculty member William Pope.L. The 
campaign simulated the experience of not-know-
ing in order to draw attention to the blind 
spots in knowledge that often influence our 
understanding of where we work, live or learn 
in relation to themes of immigration. Moreover, 
the campaign’s slow reveal and its reliance on 
information being spread through the phenom-
enon of whispers and rumors mimics the ways 
in which information and opinion—partisan or 
not—permeate our daily lives. Whether through 
various media outlets or through innocent con-
versations, views are espoused, positions are 
taken and cultures of ignorance and indifference 
are built over time, often with an obfuscation of 
source and motivation. This is the nature of the 
public realm today. In different ways, we have all 
witnessed how commentary on immigration and 
difference spreads like wildfire through our social 
media feeds, quickly and simultaneously divid-
ing and coalescing communities. Not-knowing 
in this case articulates the vast terrain between 
lack of information, misinformation and will-
ful ignorance. So what of the community that  
gathers at the Logan Center, what do you/they 
know and not know? What is your/their take on 
these issues? 

Pope.L and his team of interventionists call on 
the Logan Center’s community to respond to a 
set of questions about home, connectedness and 
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immigration. These questions ask us to con-
sider how individuals and groups are named. 
Reflecting on the title of the campaign, we are 
called to ask: “What are Wrens?” “Who are the 
Brown People” and “Why are they the Wrens?” 
Furthermore, we are asked to think about how 
we define who is included and excluded from 
certain spaces: “Where is the Parking Lot?” 
and “Why are the Brown People in the Parking 
Lot?” These questions, and many more, can 
transpose onto the context of the Logan Cen-
ter and prompt us to consider the relationships 
between its different constituents, the roles they 
play and the spaces they occupy. The questions 
can extend beyond these walls to address the 
social dynamics of the South Side of Chicago, 
and reach further out into the city and the state. 
Then, when they come to the territorial bound-
aries of the United States, whether reaching the 
Atlantic or the Pacific, touching the edges of 
the contested border with Mexico and arriving 
on the shores of the Commonwealth of Puerto 
Rico, these questions can resonate with our con-
flicted understanding of the nation-state and its/
our definitions of citizenry. 

The extent to which the Wrens campaign’s brief 
utterances catch the attention and stir the nerves 
of the Center’s community is unknown. The 
degree to which said community makes con-
nections with broader public discourse around 
issues of immigration is similarly difficult to 
ascertain. Yet, the campaign calls on us all to 
share our responses and reactions in order to 
foster a public dialogue. During the exhibition’s 
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Between September 25 and October, 29, 2017 a 
series of discrete interventions filled the halls of 
the Reva and David Logan Center for the Arts. 
For those familiar with the building, the cacoph-
ony of daily activities could easily have masked 
the presence of posters, sound pieces, videos and 
a temporary library on the subject of immigra-
tion. Yet, there might have been a pause in front 
of a slightly disheveled poster bearing the now 
familiar image of a migrant boat crossing the 
Mediterranean, or indeed, an intake of breath 
as a faint whisper entered a studio or music 
rehearsal room. For those unfamiliar with the 
Logan Center, the sight of stark white posters 
on the Center’s walls bearing the words “Brown 
People Are the Wrens in the Parking Lot” surely 
would have raised an eyebrow during a meeting 
in the café. Or, the obscured face of an individual 
recalling their own migration story on a video 
screen might have stirred some interest, enough 
perhaps to stall a fleeting jaunt through the  
Center’s corridors.  

run, from November 10, 2017 through January 
7, 2018, the gallery functions as a social space, 
gathering different publics across a selection of 
planned and impromptu events. Here, we are 
called to enter into collective reflection and con-
versation, and one might suggest solidarity, as we 
dare to confront one of the most pressing issues 
of our time. 

Over the course of his career, Pope.L has con-
tended with questions of representation in 
the public arena with a light touch and a wry 
wit—from transgressing the subtle boundaries 
of urban spaces to unraveling the casual violence 
of language. For the artist, Brown People Are the 
Wrens in the Parking Lots is much more than a 
single artist’s statement and rather a manifesta-
tion of the collective capacities and imaginations 
of those at the Logan Center, including faculty, 
students, staff, community members and vis-
itors. This campaign came into being with the 
ideas, labor and will of others, and most impor-
tantly, it is this ever-expanding group of collabo-
rators that stands to shape its ongoing activation. 
In this approach, which foregrounds collective 
authorship and ownership of shared concerns, 
one might suggest that the campaign models 
the possibility for knowledge production and 
open exchange in our society, at a time when this 
seems to be the most urgent of tasks. 

— Yesomi Umolu, 
 Logan Center Exhibitions Curator


