




BENTON MUSEUM OF ART AT POMONA COLLEGE + PITZER COLLEGE ART GALLERIES, PITZER COLLEGE

EDITED BY 

Rebecca McGrew 
Ciara Ennis 
 

TEXTS BY 

Sadie Barnette  
Ciara Ennis  
Rujeko Hockley 
Rebecca McGrew 

Sadie Barnette
LEGACY & LEGEND



	 4	 Foreword
Ciara Ennis and Victoria Sancho Lobis

	 6	� Do Not Destroy: Love and  
Labor in Sadie Barnette’s Art
Ciara Ennis and Rebecca McGrew

	 10	� Black Interiors,  
Real and Phantasmagoric
Rujeko Hockley

	 17	 Plates — Benton Museum of Art

	 33	� The FBI Project
Sadie Barnette

	 37	� The New Eagle Creek 
Saloon Forever
Sadie Barnette

	 41	� A Tribute to The New Eagle 
Creek Saloon
Excerpted reprint 

	 65	 Plates — Pitzer College Art Galleries

	 83	 Artist’s Biography

	 84	 Exhibition Checklist

	 86	 Acknowledgments

Contents



5Foreword In drawings, photographs, and large-scale installations, Sadie Barnette 
excavates her personal history as it collides with our collective 
national past. The artist’s father, Rodney Ellis Barnette, occupies  
an important place in mid-twentieth-century American politics. As  
a Vietnam veteran, later anti-war organizer, founder of the Compton 
chapter of the Black Panther Party, and operator of the first Black-
owned gay bar and nightclub in San Francisco, he embodies the lived 
experience of how the civil rights struggle at mid-century intersected 
with constructs of race, gender, and sexual orientation. His daughter 
grapples with these notions in her exhibition Legacy & Legend. In 2015, 
the Barnette family obtained the hundreds-page-long FBI dossier on 
Rodney Barnette, which manifests the decades of oppressive and invasive 
surveillance that he endured. Sadie Barnette engages those archival 
remains and asks us to consider the individual cost of activism and at 
the same time embrace the possibility of generating transformative 
space through such acts of reckoning. 

Barnette’s work resonates strongly as recent social and political 
movements confront the structures of inequality so deeply ingrained in 
our governmental and social institutions. It is especially meaningful 
for us to bring forward this provocative work now. We hope this collabo-
ration between Pomona College and Pitzer College provides our academic 
and resident communities with an opportunity to examine our personal 
and shared histories and to imagine practices of activism that we want 
to uphold. We turn to art such as what is presented in these pages  
and within our gallery walls to rouse our capacity for change and, in so 
doing, reaffirm our hope for a more just and beautiful future. 

A substantial grant from The Andy Warhol Foundation for the Visual 
Arts made this publication and the related exhibition possible.  
We also gratefully acknowledge the Pasadena Art Alliance, which has 
supported our programming for decades. 

	 — �Ciara Ennis
Director and Curator
Pitzer College Art Galleries

	 — �Victoria Sancho Lobis
Sarah Rempel and Herbert S. Rempel ’23 Director
Benton Museum of Art at Pomona College 
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Do Not Destroy

Sadie Barnette: Legacy & Legend accompanies the exhibition of the same 
name at the Benton Museum of Art at Pomona College and Pitzer College 
Art Galleries. Working in drawing, installation, photography, and sculpture, 
Barnette utilizes abstraction, color, density, formalism, and minimalism to 
explore intimate family narratives and global discourses on race, language, 
and power. With these artistic strategies, Barnette emphasizes care as an 
antidote to violence.

This exhibition catalogue brings together several bodies of work that reflect 
Barnette’s efforts to honor and memorialize her family’s legacy while celebrating— 
and reimagining—domestic interiors and the community sphere as otherworldly 
sites of liberation and restoration. The title Legacy & Legend confers both a 
heritage to celebrate and a responsibility to uphold. This duality is at the core of 
Barnette’s work, which commemorates historical struggles for Black liberation 
and human potential while holding space for much needed work in the future. 

The two new bodies of work in the exhibition evolved from Barnette’s Dear 
1968, . . . (2017), which has been characterized as a “love letter to the [Black 
liberation] movement, a letter addressed to a year of profound global revolu­
tionary impact.”1 That project focused on the five-hundred-page surveillance 
dossier compiled by the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) on the artist’s 
father, Rodney Barnette, who founded the Compton chapter of the Black 
Panther Party (BPP) in 1968 and is a lifelong activist. The artist and her family 
received the FBI files in 2015, four years after requesting the records through 
the Freedom of Information Act. The dossier reveals the vicious tactics 
that the FBI used to intimidate the elder Barnette and his community, including 
assigning “a team of special agents who conducted routine surveillance, 
harassed people close to Barnette, and attempted to frame him with charges 
of illegal activities by soliciting informants to infiltrate the BPP.”2 

In Dear 1968, . . . , Sadie Barnette reproduces the FBI files in drawings and 
photographs that she festoons with bright pink spray paint, glitter, and rhine­
stones, in the spirit of youthful graffiti. These radiant additions to the texts aim 
to subvert the FBI’s maneuvers while conveying transcendence and resilience. 
Through her artworks, Barnette reclaims the records of a repressive past and 
situates her father’s activism in the social history of California and the global 
histories of repression and resistance.

Barnette’s installation at the Benton consists of a series called FBI Drawings 
(2020–ongoing)—large-scale works on paper that also utilize the dossier as 
their starting point. For each drawing, she selects and then carefully reproduces 
a page from the FBI files by hand on a large sheet of white paper using stencils 
and brushed graphite. In FBI Drawings: AX To Handle (2020), for example,  
clusters of tender roses embellish a lushly rendered work in graphite on 60-by- 
48-inch paper. The rose motif and painstaking process honor the facts of 
her father’s life as recorded in the FBI document—including his community 

Do Not Destroy:  
Love and Labor in  
Sadie Barnette’s Art
Ciara Ennis and  
Rebecca McGrew

1. Sampada Aranke, “Whose 
1968? Bringing History 
Home in Sadie Barnette’s 
Dear 1968,...,” in Sadie 
Barnette: Dear 1968,..., ed. 
Deborah Roberts and James 
Weissinger (Haverford, PA: 
Haverford College, 2017), 7.

2. Rodney and Sadie Barnette, 
“A Panther’s Story Becomes 
Art: A Conversation between 
Artist Sadie Barnette and 
Her Father and Former Black 
Panther Rodney Barnette,” 
Oakland Museum of Art blog, 
November 4, 2016; cited in 
Aranke, “Whose 1968?” 8.
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Do Not Destroy

organizing, his employment with the United States Postal Service, his connec­
tion with Angela Davis, and his gay identity. With her selection of FBI passages, 
the adornments on each piece, and the intensive hand-drawing process, the 
artist seeks to restore his individuality. As she describes it, her working method 
becomes a way for her to “cast spells”3 for the repair of historical—and also 
very personal—trauma. The artist’s lovingly laborious act of hand-brushing the 
dense graphite onto the sheet—working the care and healing into the very fibers 
of the drawings—embodies her vision of familial love and community care. 

Barnette’s The New Eagle Creek Saloon (2019) is a pivotal work in her 
practice. The work is titled after her father’s bar, which operated in San 
Francisco from 1990 to 1993 and served as a vital space for a Black and 
multiracial queer community and a hub for political and cultural organizing. As 
the first Black-owned gay bar in the city, The New Eagle Creek Saloon offered 
a respite from the local white-centric gay scene. For the 2019 installation, 
Barnette manifested The New Eagle Creek Saloon as a glowing, U-shaped 
sculpture and fully functional bar, with twelve bar stools, a hot pink neon sign, 
purple lighting, and ephemera from the original bar—which she reconstructed 
from her childhood memories, oral histories, and snapshots.4 The artist trans­
formed found elements, such as booth seating, boom boxes, and oversized 
speakers, using her signature glittering magenta-and-hot-pink metal-flake car 
paint and holographic surfaces. She also produced a zine, A Tribute to The 
New Eagle Creek Saloon (2019), which we are pleased to reprint in excerpted 
form in this catalogue. Barnette’s tribute to her father’s legendary bar created  
a welcoming space for people to gather and celebrate.

Barnette’s installation at Pitzer, Legend (2021), deploys the visual aesthetic, 
intergenerational reach, and sociability of The New Eagle Creek Saloon envi­
ronments. Legend is a part of a continuum of liberatory spaces, which includes 
Room to Live (2019), Phone Home (2019), and Black Sky (2018).5 As in her 
other living room installations, the 2021 configuration features a sizable 
couch reupholstered in holographic vinyl. This kitschy yet glamorous object 
radiates a disco-era vibe and appears as a domestic mirage. For Barnette, 
“Glitter and reflective surfaces serve as a kind of placeholder for imagined 
liberated spaces. . . . I often insert otherworldly sparkle to suggest a dimen­
sion beyond the reach of state surveillance, beyond gentrification and  
police brutality.”6

The 1960s and 1970s feature prominently in this and Barnette’s other 
works as cultural and political markers. In Legend, a large photograph called 
Winfield St (2020) is placed directly opposite the sofa. The picture depicts 
three young boys enjoying a meal together and offers a portal into her father’s 
1970s San Francisco flat, with its bold, wavy wallpaper; blue parlor lamp; and 
Scandinavian-style furniture. Two of the boys turn toward the camera, meet­
ing its gaze. Her father is almost entirely obscured by the other figures, but 

his presence is palpably felt. In keeping with the aesthetics of family photo 
albums, the photograph memorializes a routine yet deeply intimate moment in 
the lives of the artist’s family. 

While Winfield St honors the legacy of beloved relatives, another photo­
graphic work in the installation, Malcolm X Speaks (2018), commemorates  
a legendary public figure. The photograph pictures Barnette’s hand holding up 
her father’s paperback copy of the book of the same name against a clear blue 
sky. Affixed to the outer surface of the photograph and atop Barnette’s glittery, 
pink-painted fingernails are diminutive Swarovski Aurora Borealis crystals, which  
the artist utilizes for their high shine. The artist positions her own bejeweled hand, 
which manifests what she describes as a “non-binary high-femme aesthetic,”7  
in powerful relation to one of her heroes, creating a feminist embrace of and 
dialogue with the historical scholarship on Malcolm X’s life and legacy.8

Barnette’s visual and conceptual strategies, which emphasize empathy and 
care as antidotes to brutality, resonate powerfully with a younger generation  
of artists, activists, and scholars, many of whom are asking, “What does it mean 
to be Black and alive right now?”9 Barnette’s artworks speak to the present-day 
movement that is confronting systemic racism at the same time as reclaiming 
the legacies of generosity and joy within one’s own family and community. This 
commitment is at the heart of the drawings, photographs, and immersive 
installations that comprise Legacy & Legend. Formally minimalist and materially 
maximalist, Barnette’s work merges public and personal histories of resistance, 
advocates for recuperative spaces, and reimagines emancipatory futures. 

3. Sadie Barnette, in conver-
sation with Simone Browne, 
Black Futures Symposium, 
Underground Museum, March 
27, 2021. 

4. The New Eagle Creek Saloon 
was commissioned by The Lab, 
San Francisco, in 2019, with 
support from the California 
Arts Council and the San 
Francisco Arts Commission.

5. These installations 
took place at the Henry Art 
Gallery, Seattle; Museum 
of the African Diaspora, 
San Francisco; and Charlie 
James Gallery, Los Angeles, 
respectively.

6. “Simone Browne and Sadie 
Barnette,” in Black Futures, 
ed. Kimberly Drew and Jenna 
Wortham (New York: One World, 
2020), 465. In a wide-ranging 
conversation with Barnette, 
scholar Simone Browne  
discusses the artist’s work 
in relation to the concept 
of Black brilliance, noting 
how writer Ralph Ellison  
talks about “the hyper- 
visibility of Black people 
creating something around 
the White gaze that leaves 
Black people and their 
bodies unseen.” Browne, who 
has researched the effects 
of surveillance on the Black 
diaspora, observes that “the 
B-side of that is that Black 
brilliance becomes unseen 
by the White gaze.” In this 
“unseen” space, Barnette 
uses “bling and shining” as 
artistic tools to transcend 
the dehumanizing FBI files 
on her father.

7. Sadie Barnette, email 
correspondence with the 
authors, April 24, 2021.

8. The book Malcolm X Speaks 
comprises some of his most 
important speeches deliv-
ered during the year before 
his assassination in 1965, 
including the historic  
“The Ballot or the Bullet” 
lecture, which the civil 
rights activist delivered  
at the Cory Methodist Church, 
in Cleveland, Ohio, during 
the crucial election year 
of 1964.

9. Drew and Wortham, Intro
duction, Black Futures, xiii.
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Black Interiors, Real and Phantasmagoric

In August 1970, Angela Davis was placed on J. Edgar Hoover’s (then 
Director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation) Ten Most Wanted Fugitives 
list, with a warrant issued for her arrest in connection to “kidnaping [sic]  
and murder charges growing out of an abduction and shooting in Marin County, 
California.”1 A 28-year-old philosopher, professor, and political activist,  
she was deemed “possibly armed and dangerous,” and she became one of the 
most well-known and galvanizing figures in the Black Power movement, both 
nationally and internationally. Following her capture by the Federal Bureau of 
Investigation (FBI), she was incarcerated until her eventual release in February 
1972; on June 4, 1972, Davis was acquitted of all charges. A few weeks later, 
15,000 people gathered at New York’s Madison Square Garden to hear her 
speak. The gathering was both a celebration of her acquittal and one of several 
benefits sponsored by the Angela Davis Legal Defense Fund to raise money  
for fees incurred during her fight against the state of California. In a brief article, 
the New York Times reported that “Miss Davis was heavily guarded. . . . She 
spoke from behind a four-sided shield of bullet-proof glass—necessary, she said, 
‘because of police agents and informers.’”2 

This event has been immortalized through a black-and-white photograph 
that still circulates, almost fifty years later, on social media, Reddit threads, 
and in various documentaries on Davis, the Black Power movement, and the 
1970s generally. In it, Davis can be seen at the center of the shield. She stands 
tall with her hands placed firmly on a lectern, her head tilted to the side, 
and her Afro aglow from the powerful lights of Madison Square Garden. She 
is flanked on all sides by the aforementioned guards—young Black men and 
women who go unnamed in both contemporaneous and current accounts of 
the event. In video footage of the evening, excerpts of which are available on 
YouTube, we see the scene, and these guards, more clearly.3 The camera also 
reveals the Black man guarding her left shoulder, who, in contrast to her relaxed 
and jubilant affect, is alert and watchful, his eyes constantly scanning the 
crowd, his body tense.

This man, one of Davis’s regular bodyguards during this period, is Rodney 
Ellis Barnette. His daughter, Sadie Barnette, unexpectedly spotted him  
decades later in this video footage, which exists in the public sphere and in his 
memory but not in the Barnette family archive per se. It is not the sort of image 
that appears in a family album, not exactly the sort of moment that gets  
purposefully captured for oneself and for future generations, though, of course, 
it is both memorable and historic. Scores of photographers were likely there 
that day, all capturing the same scene, the same watchful eyes, but the image 
failed to circulate beyond the media channels and other silent watchers for 
whom it was intended.

Two weeks prior to the rally in New York, the elder Barnette had been 
observed boarding an American Airlines flight from San Francisco to Chicago 

Black Interiors,  
Real and  
Phantasmagoric 

Rujeko Hockley

Facing page: Bettye Lane, 
“Bullet proof cage sur-
rounds Angela Davis as she 
performs in ‘Night with 
Angela Davis’ at Madison 
Square Garden,” June 29, 
1972, Catching the Wave: 
Photographs of the Women’s 
Movement by Bettye Lane  
and Freda Leinwand, http://
catchingthewave.library.
harvard.edu/items/show/491.

1. “FBI Wanted Poster for 
Angela Davis,” August 18, 
1970, Collection of  
the Smithsonian National 
Museum of African American 
History and Culture, 
https://nmaahc.si.edu/
object/nmaahc_2012.60.8. 

2. Les Ledbetter, “15,000 
Exhorted by Angela Davis,” 
New York Times, June 30, 
1972, 31.

3. See “Excerpts of 
Angela Davis speaking at 
Madison Square Garden, New 
York - June 29th, 1972,” 
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=MVh5dgckOL8.
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still incarcerated. . . . The image or popular opinion about the 
Black Panthers has shifted a lot, but there hasn’t been any 
type of actual reconciliation for lives that were lost, families 
that were torn apart. . . . I’m always thinking about those folks 
when I’m [placing] these roses, which are celebratory—how 
you express your love—but they’re also [funereal].5 

This duality between celebration and mourning, between what is known and 
what can never be fully known, is highlighted in the work FBI Drawings: Racial 
Matters (2020). Here, the paper is inundated with repeating clusters of roses 
set against a black background with white-outlined boxes—FBI redactions. 
The sparse text that remains states cryptically: “Black Panther Party Racial 
Matters.” The word “CONFIDENTIAL” has been stamped four times on  
the document, then subsequently crossed out, presumably when the file was 
released. One wonders what kind of “information” was initially gathered here 
and now remains forever concealed. What are these “racial matters,” specif­
ically? The “logic” of redaction—the agents’ choices to reveal or conceal—is 
beyond the control and comprehension of the artist or her father. This makes the  
younger Barnette’s decision to transmute these documents, to use the power 
of aesthetics and decoration to transform them into art and an homage to  
the vitality and resistance of her father—and herself—that much more impactful.

In a 2004 book of essays, Elizabeth Alexander describes what she calls 
“the black interior” as “black life and creativity behind the public face of  
stereotype and limited imagination.” She continues, “The black interior is  
a metaphysical space beyond the black public everyday toward power and wild 
imagination. . . . Tapping into this black imaginary helps us envision what we are 
not meant to envision: complex black selves, real and enactable black power,  
rampant and unfetishized black beauty.”6 Barnette’s FBI Drawings make manifest  
Alexander’s metaphorical Black interior, turning the FBI’s fumbling, though  
no less dangerous, attempts to “know” her father into artworks that exceed 
the bounds of the agents’ deeply limited imaginings. This act returns to the 
elder Barnette agency—the right to be unknown or, in Édouard Glissant’s par­
lance, opaque,7 by which we also mean complex, nuanced, and autonomous. 
The phantasmagoric renderings generated by the original FBI documents take 
“facts”—the where and when and with whom of his days, in combination with 
the hearsay of paid or otherwise compromised informants—and spin fantasy and  
projection into a supposed reality. However, far from capturing any objective  
or verifiable truth about him or his (Black) interior thoughts, motivations,  
or feelings, the documents instead betray the biases of their makers. In FBI 
Drawings: No Violence (2020), we see this clearly. A source first advises 
the FBI that 150 underground members of the Los Angeles chapter of the 
Black Panther Party will be “ready for action” against the Los Angeles Police 

in the company of Davis, probably en route to a similar fundraising event. We 
know this because a memo, signed “Observation by [Special Agents] of the 
FBI,” was filed on June 16, 1972, and entered into Barnette’s FBI file, alongside 
hundreds of other similarly clandestine observations relating to his daily comings 
and goings, general whereabouts, company kept, affiliations assumed, and 
personal life.4 Here are Davis’s “police agents and informers,” the shadowy 
civil servants and civilians that she, and her guards, truly did need protection 
from. They knew that they were being watched by both internal and external 
parties. The prickling haptic sensation of surveillance cannot be ignored.

This memo occupies one page in the five-hundred-page FBI dossier amassed 
on the elder Barnette over the course of several years, starting in the late 
1960s, due to his involvement with the Black Panther Party in Los Angeles 
and his role in Davis’s defense. Acquired through the Freedom of Information 
Act and the indefatigable efforts of his family, the file exists as a sort of ghoulish 
counterpoint, an eerie alternate reality, to Barnette’s real person and lived expe­
rience. This and other pages from the file—a document violently forged and 
extracted with ill intent, without consent—form the basis of Sadie Barnette’s FBI 
Drawings series (2020–ongoing). This project wrests control of the narrative 
of her father’s life from those who saw him as a threat to be analyzed and van­
quished, as someone to be harassed, dehumanized, and terrorized, and whose 
personal, professional, and familial ties were to be catalogued and studied for 
potential exploitation rather than honored or respected. 

In the newest works in this series, the scale of the paper expands to a majes­
tic 60 by 48 inches, vastly exceeding the original documents. Approaching 
the proportions of a human body, the drawings take on a corporeal presence of 
their own, which is further highlighted by the nearly imperceptible—but evi­
dent—work of the artist’s hand to create them. Barnette first creates an intricate 
stencil of the text, redactions, stamps, and other marks that appear on the FBI 
documents, then layers the stencil atop a white sheet of paper. She shakes pow­
dered graphite onto the page and physically works it into the paper in an almost 
painterly fashion. The graphite creates a dark and tactile surface with a metallic 
sheen and an almost physical depth that belies the two dimensions of the 
drawings’ reality. Finally, the stencil is carefully peeled off, leaving the text and 
other markings to remain starkly visible on the formerly white substrate as neg­
ative space—the colors of paper and text inverted from the original typed and 
photocopied documents. Often, the artist adds adornments in the form of roses, 
hearts, or Hello Kitty graphics, conspicuous signs of her potent and purposeful 
presence. In thinking about the role and function of these flourishes, particularly 
the roses, Barnette says: 

They memorialize the people whose names appear in these 
files who didn’t live to tell the story. Roses for people who are 

4. The quoted text appears 
in Sadie Barnette’s FBI 
Drawings: Observed (2020).

5. Sadie Barnette in con-
versation with the author, 
December 8, 2020. 

6. Elizabeth Alexander, 
“Preface,” The Black 
Interior (Saint Paul, MN: 
Graywolf Press, 2004), x.

7. Édouard Glissant, 
“For Opacity,” Poetics 
of Relation (Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan 
Press, 1990), 189–94.
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Department within a few hours; in the next sentence, the same source then 
states that this was an alleged “test” and “no violence occurred.” A test for 
whom? What can we conclude but that their fear of Black people—of Black 
liberation—overwhelmed logic and the most basic common sense?

Room to Live (2019), a mixed-media installation, situates an earlier itera­
tion of the artist’s works based on the FBI files within a domestic tableau. 
Scaled similarly to the FBI Drawings, Untitled (Agitator Index) (2018) presents 
a pair of white prints adorned with bright pink spray paint and strips of holo­
graphic paper precisely placed over the numerous redactions. The documents 
pertain to individuals, presumably including the elder Barnette, who have been 
“investigated” and recommended for inclusion in the so-called Agitator Index. 
Within the installation, this work appears perpendicular to a cluster of Barnette 
family photos and across from a couch upholstered in silvery holographic vinyl. 
Above the sofa hangs a Barnette family photo that has been enlarged to a scale 
far surpassing the traditional family album or bedside frame. In it, we see a 
stylish Black woman lying casually on her sofa, a smile playing across her face. 
This is Auntie Viv, seen in her living room amidst chic furniture, knickknacks, 
and hand-sewn cushion covers. 

In her discussion of the Black interior, Alexander shifts from the metaphor­
ical to the literal—the inside of homes where Black people, like Auntie Viv, 
live. Reflecting on her own mother’s conscientiously arranged and presented 
space, the author observes, “The living room is where she reveals who we 
are.”8 Alexander describes the living room specifically as a site of Black revel­
ation and imagining, “a private space that inevitably reverberates against the 
garish public images usually out of our control.”9 In Room to Live, the setting 
captured in the photograph vibrates against and with the living room created 
by Barnette; both reverberate against, and in resistance to, the system of 
violence and state surveillance that Black families and communities are forced to 
endure. With these works and others, Barnette untethers the Black interior from 
the constraints of stereotype and projection and taps into the vitality of Black 
life and imagination. In her indirect acts of portraiture, Barnette restores her 
father to himself, contrasting the futility of the state’s desire for knowledge with 
the deep intimacy of a daughter’s care for her father’s life and legacy.

8. Alexander, The Black 
Interior, 4. 

9. Alexander, The Black 
Interior, 9.

Rujeko Hockley is an assistant curator at the Whitney Museum 
of American Art, where she recently curated the mid-career 
survey Julie Mehretu (2021) and served as co-curator of the 
2019 Whitney Biennial. Previously, Hockley was Assistant 
Curator of Contemporary Art at the Brooklyn Museum, where she 
co-curated Crossing Brooklyn: Art from Bushwick, Bed-Stuy, 
and Beyond (2014) and We Wanted a Revolution: Black Radical 
Women, 1965–85 (2017). Hockley serves on the Board of Art 
Matters as well as the Advisory Board of Recess.

Room to Live, 2019. Installation views, Henry Art Gallery, Seattle
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When I first studied the five-hundred-page 
FBI surveillance file amassed on my father, 
Rodney Barnette, I thought, “Damn, I’m lucky 
he is alive. That he lived to tell. That I was 
born.” My second thought was, “Make this art, 
make this do something.” I needed to turn this 
dossier of repression into a testimonial for 
my father, for the story, for the struggle. 
Trusting in my rigorous yet playful aesthetic 
of minimalism, restraint, and color, I started 
making collages and drawings that appro-
priated the official documents. I wanted to 
reclaim them and make them live in my world. 
I did not do this to put a pretty bow on the 
history of the 1960s but to rage pink light 
over the entire ever-expanding fuckery of how 
humans keep behaving.

The FBI Project
Sadie Barnette

Family photograph of baby Sadie and Rodney Barnette
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I make this work even when I don’t think I  
can. I make this work by leaning back on  
those that came before me and drawing their 
breath through my lungs, puffing my chest  
out, pretending I can. I make this work even 
though it feels like the end of the world. 
Because I think this might also be what the 
beginning feels like. A glittering rage,  
a head full of history but still laughing  
and working and bothering to paint my nails,  
to show up, to show out, to embody.

I kept listening to the source material and 
started steering the work toward a shift in 
scale and materiality that holds weight and 
claims more space, underscoring that this 
project is one of redress. In newer drawings, 
the file pages are tonally inverted, suggest-
ing further transmutations from the original 
authority and intent, and rendered in a heavy 
application of powdered graphite on stark 
white paper. I added flowers (roses specifi
cally) to the bureaucratic documents to 
honor, to mourn and memorialize, to add life, 
and to suggest evidence of the domestic  
and rituals of care. The slowed-down, labor- 
intensive act of making these pages into 
drawings affords me time to meditate on the 
bravery, the politic, the real-life people, 
sisters, fathers.... My interest in activism 
of the 1960s and 1970s is not hypothetical or 
aesthetic; there is so much at stake. Though 
public opinion about the Black Power Movement 
has changed favorably in the last decade or 
so, no real repair has come to the individuals 
and families harmed by the state-sanctioned 
violence. Why is Mumia Abu-Jamal still incar-
cerated? Where are reparations for my friend 
Ericka Huggins? Perhaps these drawings are 
my spells——drawing as incantation, cast for 
healing and real justice. They are evidence 
of a fierce love.

*****

I started at document scale. I took the 8.5- 
by-11-inch FBI pages, which were heavily 
redacted and punctuated with officious 
markings and handwritten margin notes, and 
splashed them with bright pink spray paint 
and pastel rhinestones. The spray paint  
points to graffiti and “tagging” (an act of 
reclamation), to my own lexicon of redactions 
and the unknowable. The crystal adornment  
is an impossible and tiny act of healing. I  
also figured pink glitter would be a kind of 
kryptonite to J. Edgar Hoover’s tortured 
ghost. In other works, I collaged holographic 
vinyl into the rectangular voids of redac-
tions to propose a counter-surveillance,  
a resistance, and a restorative technology. 

Untitled (Dad 1966 and 1968), 2016. Diptych, digital C-prints, 46 × 40 in. each
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The New Eagle Creek Saloon (2019) is an 
installation, and a vibe, that reimagines my 
father’s bar——the first Black-owned gay bar 
in San Francisco. I built the glittering bar 
structure——glowing somewhere between a monu-
ment and an altar——as an invitation, a place to 
be, and an invocation. I did not want to make 
a project about the bar; I needed to make a 
project that was the bar, that bent space and  
time and reanimated the bones of the Eagle Creek  
in an intergenerational revival. So, my bar is  
not quiet as it honors; it is a party. It is all  
my friends and my dad’s people. It is permis-
sion to dance and dream, to call the names of  
those lost, and to see one another as we are in  
the glow of our own small moments of freedom.

In 1990, Rodney Barnette (aka my dad) opened 
The New Eagle Creek Saloon to serve a multira-
cial gay community marginalized by the racist 
profiling practices of San Francisco’s queer 
bar scene at the time. My dad’s brothers 
helped remodel the interior and added a large 
picture window, and talented patrons added 
flair to the decor. Located at 1884 Market 
Street, the bar was a space of celebration 
and resistance——hosting fundraisers for 
activist groups, honoring Black holidays and 
heroes, and participating in the historic 
Market Street vigils for those lost to AIDS. 
Though the bar closed in 1993, its slogan 
embodies its legacy: “A friendly place, with  
a funky bass, for every race.”

On the Friday before the installation 
opened, it was a sculpture. By Saturday, it 
was a temple. Throughout the scene, light 
radiated, refracted from holographic lounge 
seating, sparkling stereo equipment, and 
the incandescence of the Eagle Creek neon 
sign——all suggesting a shimmer between disco 

The New Eagle  
Creek Saloon Forever
Sadie Barnette

The New Eagle Creek Saloon, early 1990s
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and mirage. This light shines for my queer 
“elders,” especially the ones who roll their  
eyes at that title, who waged love and fought 
fiercely to create the world I now walk in.  
I am introducing The New Eagle Creek Saloon 
into the channels of existing queer histories,  
but I am also manifesting its own archive, 
which recognizes the limits of “official 
histories” and celebrates the unknown and 
unknowable. This archive is alive.

****

I raise my champagne glass to December, 
Kelvin Fincher, Stephen Dorsey, Billy  
Morgan, Rashad Pridgen aka Soul Nubian, 
Redwood Hill, Jamal Batts, Ra Malika  
Imhotep, Marvin K. White, Brontez Purnell, 
André D. Singleton, and in forever memory of 
Sammy aka “Ms Le Creek,” Frank aka “Lady F,” 
the Barnette brothers, and many more.

*Cheers*

The New Eagle Creek Saloon, early 1990s. From left to right:  
Alvin Barnette, Carl Barnette, Sammy, Frank, and Rodney Barnette

The New Eagle Creek Saloon T-shirt, designed by unknown
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Sadie Barnette’s multimedia practice illumi-
nates her own family history as it mirrors a 
collective history of repression and resis-
tance in the United States. The last born of 
the last born, and hence the youngest of her 
generation, Barnette holds a long and deep 
fascination with the personal and political 
value of kin. Barnette’s adept material-
ization of the archive rises above a static 
reverence for the past; by inserting herself 
into the retelling, she offers a history 
that is alive. Her drawings, photographs, and 
installations collapse time and expand pos-
sibilities. Political and social structures 
are a jumping off point for the work, but 
they are not the final destination. Her use 
of abstraction, glitter, and the fantastical 
summons another dimension of human experience 
and imagination.

Barnette is from Oakland, CA, and holds a BFA 
from the California Institute of the Arts 
and an MFA from the University of California, 
San Diego. She has been awarded grants and 
residencies by the Studio Museum in Harlem, 
Artadia, Art Matters, Skowhegan School of 
Painting and Sculpture, the Headlands Center 
for the Arts, and the Camargo Foundation in 
France. Her work is in the permanent collec-
tions of institutions such as the Los Angeles 
County Museum of Art; California African 
American Museum, Los Angeles; Berkeley Art 
Museum and Pacific Film Archive; Oakland 
Museum of California; Pérez Art Museum Miami; 
Studio Museum in Harlem; Brooklyn Museum; 
Walker Art Center; San José Museum of Art; and 
the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum. She lives 
and works in Oakland, CA. 

Artist’s Biography

Screenshot from @SadieBarnette 
Instagram, May 13, 2018
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