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Introduction
Take a Number: Artists and Bureaucracy features seven artists who explore, co-opt, and 
challenge bureaucratic systems and structures through art. They highlight the human impact 
of bureaucracy, from the professional relationships between artists and arts organizations, to 
the obscure workings of financial systems, to the violent and deadly consequences created by 
global empires. 

To most, art and bureaucracy couldn’t be more distant. The traditional perception of Western 
art imagines it as a transcendent escape offering beauty, inspiration, and a departure from 
the mundane. Bureaucracy conjures the opposite reaction, mired by stagnation, inflexibility, 
and the complexity of large, hierarchical institutions. Take a Number challenges these rigid 
preconceptions, presenting artists who use the tools of bureaucracy––including archival 
research, photography, digital technology, and paperwork––and projects that explore 
bureaucracy’s methodologies and its failures, both banal and catastrophic.  

The exhibition draws on the legacy of Conceptual Art, a movement in the 1960s and 1970s that 
prioritized art as a vehicle for the communication of ideas. In Six Years: The dematerialization 
of the art object from 1966 to 1972, her canonical history of the movement, art historian Lucy R. 
Lippard describes conceptual art as artwork “in which the idea is paramount and the material 
form is secondary, lightweight, ephemeral, cheap, unpretentious, and/or ‘dematerialized’”. 
Rather than working with paint, pencil, marble, or wood, these artists often used mundane 
materials like photocopies, snapshots, pencil notations on paper, and typewritten instructions. 
They took advantage of technology that had become more readily available to consumers, 
including inexpensive cameras like the Kodak Instamatic (introduced in 1963) and the Super8 
film camera (introduced in 1965) and new technologies like the Xerox machine (invented in 
1959). Conceptual Art expanded the types of media considered fair game for artists, opening 
the door for the display of these ephemeral, inexpensive, and unpretentious materials as works 
of art, and for the use of video, sound, and installation by artists. 

The artists in Take a Number use this expanded vision of artmaking in projects that tackle 
dense and complex topics. They create compelling images and objects, while drawing on 
personal narrative and dry humor, to make these complicated subjects more engaging and 
accessible. In wherever you are is called Here, Sobia Ahmad draws on her own family history 
and her grandmother’s stories to conceptualize ancestral memory outside the constraints of 

nationalism and empire. In PSA, a video series exploring the relationship between government 
and those it is meant to serve, Pau S. Pescador presents the stories of civil servants and 
citizens, as well as discussing their own perspective as both a member of the public and a 
government worker.

Both Evan Hume and R.L. Martens examine and manipulate the remnants of bureaucratic 
systems, asking what these images and objects can tell us about lost and complex histories. In 
the series Viewing Distance, Hume manipulates images recently declassified from government 
archives. The images are visual remnants of Cold War surveillance, but the knowledge gleaned 
from them will always be indeterminate, and the work Hume creates encourages viewers to 
explore alternate associations and implications. In R.L. Martens’ Material Witness, the artist’s 
idiosyncratic research focuses on the physical materials that both shape and are left behind 
by history, including the red clay used to construct the prison buildings on the site the project 
explores. 

Despite the serious topics under discussion, several artists in the exhibition rely on humor to 
make these topics more engaging. The artist-built machines in Chris Combs’ DataWorld 2021 
booth #313, Maelstrom Networks, Inc. collect users’ data and presents it back to them, in 
surprising and funny outbursts. In Private Client Services, Maura Brewer documents her own 
efforts to master the art of money laundering, leading the viewer into a simultaneously serious 
and entertaining explanation of the loopholes of the financial system. Stephanie Mercedes’ 
custom artist contracts incorporate both legalistic and poetic language, combining the earnest 
with the intentionally absurd. 

Whether looking at the arcane structures of financial systems, the inner workings of local 
government, or the inescapable yet invisible digital surveillance performed by corporations, the 
artists in Take a Number highlight the human impact of these complex institutions and power 
structures. Ultimately, their efforts call attention to the individual human stories and nuances 
that are obscured by massive bureaucratic systems, overwhelming historical events, and the 
complexity of financial transactions and contracts.  

Evan Hume, Dig (detail), 2019

—Blair Murphy



SOBIA AHMAD
Sobia Ahmad’s installation, wherever you are is called Here, looks at notions of 
nationhood, home, and heritage and was created by the artist in collaboration with 
her grandmother. The installation’s audio includes both of their voices, as Ahmad’s 
grandmother tells the artist stories from her life, including her experience of forced 
migration from India to Pakistan during the 1947 Partition of the two countries, and 
her eventual migration to the United States. 

The conversation takes place in Punjabi, the language Ahmad’s grandmother 
grew up speaking, and Urdu, the national language of Pakistan and Ahmad’s first 
language as a child.  For viewers who don’t understand these languages, hearing 
the audio is akin to overhearing a conversation in public space in a language they 
don’t understand. They can experience and appreciate the cadence and rhythm but 
aren’t privy to the details being discussed. The lack of translation reflects and con-
serves the intimacy of their interaction, rejecting the impulse to transform family 
history and trauma into spectacle.  

The installation also includes nine works the artist refers to as counter-flags/ 
non-flags/ anti-flags. These non-flags are created from rice bags and woven with 
images, maps, and photos related to places both specific and imaginary, including 
state lines and zip codes from the United States and the India/ Pakistan border. The 
images are faded, pixelated, and collaged, expressing not a concrete geography but 
a loose collection of memories and family histories that evade the harsh and violent, 
boundary-creating impulse of modern empires and nation states. Focusing on her 
own specific family history, which defies expectations of nationalism and national 
boundaries, the artist asks: “what happens to political boundaries when our alle-
giances lie with ancestral imagination that knows no bounds?”

Born and raised in Pakistan, Sobia Ahmad moved to the U.S. at the age of fourteen. 
Her work has been exhibited internationally, including at the Herbert F. Johnson 
Museum of Art in New York, Queen Mary University in London, and the Women 
Filmmakers Festival at the Smithsonian American Art Museum in Washington, 
DC. Her recent achievements include the Wherewithal Research Grant by 
Washington Project for the Arts (2020), a socially-engaged fellowship at Halcyon Arts 
Lab (2019), and a solo exhibition at the Corcoran School of the Arts and Design in 
Washington, DC (2019).

wherever you are is called Here, 2020
Screenprint and weaving on rice bags
14 x 25 in. each



MAURA BREWER

In the video Private Client Services, artist Maura Brewer learns how to launder 
money, delving into the intricacies and loopholes of the financial system and 
highlighting the use of art objects as vehicles to obscure the source of dubiously 
acquired funds. 

In the beginning of the 20-minute video, Brewer explains that she has $4,000  
and isn’t going to tell the audience how she acquired it. Through narration and 
recorded conversations, Brewer walks the audience through the process of 
laundering money, with short digressions into the nature of money itself and the 
history of Conceptual Art. 

As Brewer argues, money and art are linked through their shared status as “social 
agreements”. Anything can be considered one or the other, if enough people–or 
a small group of the right people–agree that they are. A bicycle wheel can be an 
artwork. A new form of cryptocurrency can be money. The art market, where art and 
money collide, brings together these two concepts and, perhaps unsurprisingly, the 
result is a market that is uniquely suited to concealment and obscurity. 

Maura Brewer makes essay videos about representation, money, and the production 
of identity in popular culture. Her work has been exhibited at MoMA, Art in 
General in New York, the MCA in Chicago, and the Centre d’Art Contemporain 
Genève in Geneva among other places. Her work has received press coverage in The 
Paris Review, Art Agenda, and the Guardian. She is a recipient of the LENS Award 
at LACMA, the Fellowship for Visual Arts at CCF and the City of Los Angeles 
Individual Artist Fellowship. She lives in Los Angeles, where she works as a private 
investigator.  

Private Client Services (still), 2021
Single-channel video

20 min. 



Maelstrom, 2021
Computers, plastic and metal cases, 3D-printed PLA, DIN rail, lights,  
custom circuit boards, radios, found objects, displays, speakers, and code
Dimensions variable

CHRIS COMBS

In the installation DataWorld 2021, booth #313: Maelstrom Networks, Inc., an array of 
Chris Combs’ interactive sculptures mimics the increasingly ubiquitous technological 
surveillance that surrounds us. The installation takes the form of a trade show booth, 
presenting new products on offer from Maelstrom, a fictional data management 
corporation. The individual artist-built machines were created from a mix of found 
objects, bespoke 3D printed designs, commercial modules, and circuit boards created 
by the artist. They use wireless monitoring methods that are currently employed by 
governments and corporations.

Maelstrom’s machines take up user information and begin sharing it with one 
another, much like the ad retargeting companies that gather and sell personal data 
collected as users browse the Internet. The information collected and shared by the 
machines is piecemeal, glitchy, and not always accurate, more akin to rumors and 
conspiracy theories than fully formed facts. In the real-world systems critiqued by the 
artist, similarly murky data is collected and used by corporations and governments, 
with dangerous consequences for privacy rights and civil rights more broadly. While 
approaching the topic with humor, Combs asks visitors to consider the implications 
of living with what he calls a “brokerage-fueled information economy”– a market that 
monetizes users’ data, trading and selling it without their knowledge. 

DataWorld 2021, booth #313: Maelstrom Networks, Inc. was supported by the DC 
Commission on the Arts and Humanities, grant number FY21 AHFP-07741, and the 
Derek Lieu Residency Program at HOLE IN THE SKY DC.

Chris Combs is an artist based in Washington, DC and Mount Rainier, Maryland 
who creates provocative technology. His first solo exhibition, Judging Me Judging You, 
at DC Arts Center explored themes of surveillance and control, and his installation 
Maelstrom at Rhizome DC featured 35 machines spreading rumors about its 
visitors. Madness Method, a large-scale collaboration with David Greenfieldboyce, 
was part of the Georgetown GLOW public art festival in 2021. He was selected as the 
Derek Lieu Spring 2020 Artist-in-Residence at HOLE IN THE SKY, is a recipient 
of the DC CAH Arts and Humanities Fellowship, and was shortlisted for the 2021 
Aesthetica Art Prize. Chris is a graduate of the Corcoran College of Art + Design and 
a member of the Otis Street Arts Project. 



EVAN HUME

Project Oxcart (Pilot), 2019
Archival inkjet print

22 x 28 in. 

Evan Humes’ series Viewing Distance utilizes declassified material from United States 
government archives, highlighting photography’s use as a tool for reconnaissance 
and surveillance and the way these military and intelligence uses shaped the 
development of photographic technology in the 20th century. Many of the images used 
in the series date to the mid-20th century but were only recently declassified, pointing, 
Hume explains to “the decades-long time delay from when knowledge comes into 
being and when it becomes publicly accessible.” Hume is specifically interested in 
the photographic innovations that took place during this period, which paved the 
way for satellite and drone imaging, and were driven in large part by the demand for 
clandestine photoreconnaissance of the Soviet Union. 

In Hume’s work, these older images are combined with more recent documents and 
images, connecting the past and the present. The work’s flattening of time extends to 
the techniques Hume used to create the works, which include analog printing, digital 
collage, scanner manipulation, and data bending, the practice of manipulating a 
media file with software designed to edit files of a different format. These processes 
bring together visual fragments, inviting the viewer to develop their own associations 
and theories. As the artist states “What we are allowed to know and see is often 
incomplete and indeterminate, encouraging speculation and critical vision.”

Evan Hume lives and works in South Bend, Indiana, where he is the Visiting Lecturer 
of Photography at the University of Notre Dame. He received his BFA from Virginia 
Commonwealth University and MFA from George Washington University. Raised 
in the Washington, DC area, Hume’s approach to photography is informed by the 
experience of living in the nation’s political center for much of his life and focuses on 
the medium’s use as an instrument of the national security state. He has exhibited 
widely, and his work has been featured by publications such as Aperture and Der 
Greif. Hume’s first monograph, Viewing Distance, will be published by Daylight 
Books in fall 2021.



Material Witness (detail), 2018
Mixed media
Dimensions variable

R.L. MARTENS

R.L. Martens’ Material Witness follows the history of a specific stretch of land in 
Lorton, VA by focusing on the material remnants of the site. The location in question 
has housed landfills and a trash incinerator, a brick works, Washington DC’s prison, an 
art center, and, most recently, a mixed-use development project. 

A range of objects and texts that point to the hidden history of the site are on view 
in Take a Number. As part of their research, the artist acquired a sample of trash 
incinerator ash from the site, a process that involved navigating county-level and 
corporate bureaucracy and signing a non-disclosure agreement. From the ash, 
Martens recovered objects they call ‘trashglomerates’ – solid masses of incinerated 
material that appear almost geologic but are definitively man-made. 

Martens also created a series of ceramic crocks using local red clay, which has played 
a significant role in Lorton’s history. The Lorton Correctional Complex, which operated 
from 1910 to 2001, was made of red bricks created and fired on site by people 
incarcerated at the institution. The 360-foot tall landfill is lined with compacted clay. 
In the zine A Geology of Hauntings, Martens recounts the history of fires on the site, 
including a series of fires caused by methane gas leaking from the landfill into the 
prison, fires caused by inmate insurrections, and a 2017 fire at the incinerator site. 
Through this idiosyncratic research and collection of objects, Martens connects the 
events in the site’s long history, presenting what the artist describes as a “deep saga 
of history, clay, incineration and incarceration, revolt, corporations, disposability, and 
the sticky hauntings of this mile-wide stretch of land.” 

R.L. Martens is a transdisciplinary artist and scholar. Using trash, industrial 
waste, and soil as source material, their work slips between geologic and human 
timescales, telling stories grounded in the earth but entangled with the social. 
Martens’ work has been supported by Washington Project for the Arts, the NYC 
Urban Soils Institute’s Art Extension Service, and the Maryland Heritage Area 
Authority, among others. They are currently a graduate student in the Department 
of Geography at the University of Kentucky.



STEPHANIE MERCEDES

Release Contract (III), 2021
Melted bullets

3 x 6 in. 

Through work exhibited in Take a Number, Stephanie Mercedes explores the 
relationship between artists, viewers, and institutions through the lens of the artist 
contract. For the exhibition, Mercedes developed a new contract text that greets 
visitors as they enter the gallery. The Meeting of the Minds ~ Ad Item (Unilateral 
Contract), combines legal and poetic language in a text that imagines the exhibition as 
a socially constructed space, where viewers are being asked to adopt the framing and 
assumptions presented by the institution. The second portion of the contract, which 
viewers encounter as they leave the exhibition, suggests that the artist is skeptical 
of these assumptions, stating that the next time the viewer reads a wall text, she has 
released them from allowing it to control their perspective.

As an emerging artist, Mercedes began writing her own contracts for exhibitions, 
rather than simply signing the one provided by the institution. These unique contracts 
became a way of exploring what institutions and the artists they exhibit owe to one 
another. As an artist whose work addresses queer identity, Mercedes is especially 
interested in how the values demonstrated in her work are reflected, or not, by the 
institutions that exhibit it. While the artist contract typically lays out, in practical terms, 
the working agreement between artists and institutions, Mercedes reimagines it 
as a vehicle for investigating and reimagining the relationship between artists and 
institutions. 

Stephanie Mercedes, who prefers to go by Mercedes, is a DC-based Argentinian/
American artist who melts down confiscated weapons and turns them into musical 
instruments, installations, and public art. She has been funded by the Open Society 
Foundations and Light Work and has exhibited, performed, and lectured at the 
Bronx Museum, the Kennedy Center, the Queens Museum, and the Smithsonian. 
Mercedes regularly hosts public gun destruction and melting ceremonies throughout 
Washington, DC and is in the process of turning Bullets to Bells into a DC violence 
de-escalation program. She has been an artist in residence at: VisArts, Halcyon 
Art Labs, the Bronx Museum, Montgomery College, and Christopher Newport 
University. 



PSA (still), 2021
Single-channel video

65 min. 

Pau S. Pescador is a trans-nonbinary artist who works in film, photography, and 
performance and lives and works in Los Angeles, California. They graduated 
with an MFA from University of California, Irvine and a BA from University of 
Southern California. Select exhibitions, screenings, and performances include: UV 
Estudios (Buenos Aires, AR); Biquini Wax and LADRÓNgalería (Mexico City, 
MX); Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Main Museum, Getty Pacific Standard 
Time: LA/LA at Angels Gate Cultural Center, Marathon Screenings, Machine 
Projects, Los Angeles Contemporary Archives, Hammer Museum, with KCHUNG 
TV, and REDCAT (Los Angeles, CA); Performa 2015 and Colony (New York, NY); 
and 18th Street Art Center and 5 Car Garage (Santa Monica, CA). Their first 
collection of writing, CRUSHES: A NOVELLA, was published by Econo Textual 
Objects in Spring 2017.

PSA Research Participants: Robert Banks, Maura Brewer, Asha Bukojemsky, Helen Campbell, York 
Chang, Nateene Diu, Vyki Englert, Benjamin Farnsworth, Elaine Kahn, Rochele Gomez, Asuka Hisa, Umi 
Hsu, Christopher Mangum-James, Hunter Owens, Linda Theung, Tatiana Vahan, Anuradha Vikram, and 
three anonymous participants.

PAU S. PESCADOR

An artist and government worker, Pau S. Pescador created the video series PSA 
through extensive conversations with educators, government representatives, and 
members of the public, to explore how citizens are served by government. Their  
responses are complex and conflicted, reflecting both the idealistic beliefs that inspire 
citizens to get involved in government and the frustrations that can stymie the good 
intentions of government workers and activist-citizens alike. Featuring the voices of 
stakeholders with varied perspectives, the series connects the nuts and bolts of local 
government to broader philosophical concerns about government’s role in our lives — 
who it is meant to serve, what the public should ask of it, and how to change the way it 
functions.  

 PSA was completed in January of 2021 and the artist acknowledges that the 
circumstances of its production–the pandemic, the election, the insurrection on 
January 6–inevitably influenced its making, despite their intention to create something 
timeless: “After the past year at home–elections, protests, upheaval — it feels different 
in some way, how I relate to government or see it.” That theme is reiterated by 
interviewees, who sense both possibilities and dangers in the current moment, as a 
broad sense of uncertainty opens up the possibility for drastic change, for better or 
worse, in how we as citizens engage with and are served by government.  



TAKE A NUMBER: ARTISTS AND BUREAUCRACY |  Pau S. Pescador, PSA (still)
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OLIVIA TRIPP MORROW
Wyatt Resident Artists Gallery
BODY, JOY, CAGE, SCAR

Olivia Tripp Morrow received her BFA in Sculpture at Syracuse University in 2012. 
She has exhibited her work in group exhibitions nationally and internationally, and 
in solo exhibitions in Washington, DC and Syracuse, NY. Morrow has installations 
on permanent loan at the National Institute of Health in North Bethesda, MD, 
and at Arlington Arts Center, where she is a resident artist.

In Body, Joy, Cage, Scar, Olivia Tripp Morrow’s drawings, embroidery, and video 
explore the human body as a tool, a worksite, and a raw material. In January of 2020, 
the artist underwent surgical augmentation to halt a progressive spine disorder. 
Morrow's recent work explores her experience of surgery and recovery, as well as 
the abilities and limitations of her “new” body, while also speaking to broader human 
experiences of pain, resilience, strength, and vulnerability. 

Working across media, Morrow approaches the materiality of the body from multiple 
perspectives. In detailed and labor-intensive embroideries, the stitches and fibers 
of her pieces contribute a visceral material experience to both representational and 
abstract depictions of the body. Elements of embroidery also appear in Morrow’s 
drawings, which combine tracings of the shadows cast by soft body tissue with 
drawings of the artist’s pre-surgery X-rays. Their scale is larger than life, rejecting 
the impulse to hide the body’s form, and instead, consider simultaneously its 
vulnerabilities and capacity for resilience. 

The presence of skeletal forms reappears in a looped video piece documenting 
a durational performance. In the performance, Morrow is surrounded by small 
porcelain sculptures, which she attempts to stack into a single tower. Invariably, 
the towers eventually collapse with a startling sound that breaks the silence of her 
concentration. After each collapse Morrow begins the process again, exercising 
persistence in the face of repeated failure and, perhaps, futility. 

Porcelain Towers (still), 2021
Single-channel video

28 min.
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Sponsors & Partners
Our programs are made possible through the generous support of the The Morris and 
Gwendolyn Cafritz Foundation; Arlington County through the Arlington Cultural Affairs division 
of Arlington Economic Development and the Arlington Commission for the Arts; the Virginia 
Commission for the Arts/National Endowment for the Arts; the Community Foundation for 
Northern Virginia; the Washington Forrest Foundation; and generous individual donors.

About
Arlington Arts Center (AAC) is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit contemporary visual arts center 
dedicated to enriching community life by connecting the public with contemporary art and 
artists through exhibitions, educational programs, and artist residencies.

AAC was established in 1974 and has been housed since 1976 in an historic building in 
Virginia Square. Our facility includes nine exhibition galleries, a large lawn suitable for 
public art, working studios for twelve artists, and two classrooms. At 17,000 square feet, 
AAC is one of the largest non-federal venues for contemporary art in the Washington, DC 
metropolitan area.

Exhibitions
Through quarterly exhibitions, AAC serves as a launching pad for emerging artists, provides 
established artists with the opportunity to experiment, and offers the public a snapshot of the 
region’s most compelling contemporary art.

AAC’s exhibitions, lectures, workshops, and panel discussions offer opportunities for dialogue, 
and ultimately serve to illustrate the value of contemporary art—specifically, what it is and why 
it matters in our daily lives.

Education
AAC offers a stimulating schedule of art classes year-round for novice and seasoned artists 
of all ages, from toddlers to adults. Taught by experienced professional artists, AAC’s classes 
are small and scheduled around the school and work day. Tuition is affordable and AAC’s art 
students have access to the excellent contemporary art in our galleries to help stimulate and 
inspire their own efforts. 

Resident Artists Program
AAC’s resident artist program provides subsidized studio space in a supportive environment 
that encourages interaction, dialogue, and exploration. Residents become part of a creative 
community that enables them to exchange ideas, engage in meaningful conversation, and 
expand their practice. 
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