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Given the archival dimensions of Kaucyila Brooke’s project, her

challenge has been to document a public life that seems at odds

with posterity and the permanence of an archive.

GABRIEL CIFARELLI

Kaucyila Brooke’s artistic practice
has long dealt with gender political
issues and the relationship of
sexuality to public space. In her work,
the distinction between the natural
and the man-made is called into
question, particularly the degree to
which the built environment—or the
natural environment, for that
matter—is accepted as natural when
in fact it reinforces a political order.
In her piece Madam and Eve, the
founding myth of the Garden of
Eden, which legitimates as “natural”
the union between a man and a
woman, is deconstructed to reveal its
gender bias. Even the original space
of the garden itself is shown, in fact,
to be always already man-made.

The work Brooke will be doing for
C.0.L.A. continues to explore the
implications of lesbian space, but in a
much more current time period. Her
series, The Boy Mechanic, documents
the waning of lesbian bars in the San
Diego area. Begun in 1996 during the
Republican National Convention, the
piece was part of an exhibition of

artists whose work brought to light
groups that were not included in the
Republican agenda.

The subject has been presented in
multiple forms, from installations

to large scale photographs of the
facades of the area’s lesbian bars,
and most recently as a split screen
video documentary accompanied by
10 postcards, each one depicting a
lesbian bar. In the photographs of the
bars’ fagades, very little architectural
detail reflects the use or meaning of
the site. Only their cheeky or exotic
names, including “The Box Office”
and “Lilly’s,” give an indication of
what they have in store. The reason
for this is alluded to in the series’
title, The Boy Mechanic, which refers to
an old how-to book. The denizens of
these bars have to create a suitable
space for their social group out of
pre-existing sites.

The documentary meanwhile
interviews the women who frequent
these establishments. Split into two
screens, the right half focuses on the

exteriors of the bars where the viewer
is led by a guide to the sites of both
current and defunct lesbian meeting
places. Playing concurrently, the left
screen tours the interior of the two
remaining lesbian bars in the area.
Once inside, we see the active
negotiation between the bar owners,
the customers, and the space itself,
creating a freeform flexible
environment that, in turn, reflects
the exterior space of these bars and
their relationship to the geography of
the city.

In addition, Brooke presents these
sites in the form of postcards, a
decision that comments ironically on
their unstable condition. The “wish
you were here” cliché, that a postcard
assumes, underscores the fact that
most of the bars are no longer “here”
and, in this lesbian bar scene, “here”
is a constantly shifting entity.

Spaces such as these, occupied by
resistance groups, do not particularly
lend themselves to architectural
memorializing or find themselves



considered by city planners for
preservation. Given the archival
dimensions of Kaucyila Brooke’s
project, her challenge has been to
document a public life that seems at
odds with posterity and the
permanence of an archive. The artist
has responded to this contradiction
by creating a work that takes
different forms in response to the

environment in which it is exhibited.

As the series moves on to the
Los Angeles phase of the project, her
work will continue to transform and

evolve in response.
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