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Jude Tallichet, 2021.

For beautiful Matt, who taught without professing
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Top: Matt Freedman and Tim Spelios, TOOT*TOOT, an installment of “Endless
Broken Time,” Studio 10, Brooklyn, 5 October 2018.
Above: Matt Freedman, undated drawings from the “Endless Broken Time” series.

Behold the Man
David Brody

Shock and disruption have been the coin of the realm in performance
art, from Dadaist cabaret onward. In this avant-garde context, Matt
Freedman’s affable, nonconfrontational performances in collaboration
with Tim Spelios, collectively titled “Endless Broken Time,” are a radical
departure—radical in that Freedman makes no pretense to being other
than who he is: an erudite and rational man trying to make sense of an
absurd world. Indeed, this shameless exhibitionist stands before us more
naked, in his rumpled casuals, than if he were unclothed.

In the online archive, you can see the first performance of “Endless
Broken Time” (“EBT”) as an amusing and edifying gag—Freedman with
his jumbo newsprint pad hanging from his neck, wordlessly redrawing a
single Nancy strip that skewers, yet arguably embodies, the principles of
abstract art (Cartoon Cover Band, 12 June 2007).! And you can see his last
performance, for his students, at a point where the cancer he had lived
with for a decade has reduced his bodily orbit to a chair, his every breath
a challenge. Here, he draws cartoons of Sisyphus and lectures with an
ardent scrupulousness, and no illusions, about the meaning of life, the
biggest gag of all (Me Me Me, 16 August 2020).

In between are nearly forty hours of Freedman tracing the eccentric
labyrinth of his mind through the personal, the political, and the
trivial; through landmarks of history, known and unknown, and of
culture, high and low; through devious intellectual debates that turn into
jokes, and elaborate pranks that come to be sobering. In the following
account, I will take an in-depth look at one of my favorite episodes,
Miss Pliss and the Crusader Fruitbowl (3 April 2015), in which Freedman
brings his artistic philosophy, ever skeptical of pretension, into the
foreground. But first a word about Tim Spelios’s “broken time” percussion
accompaniment, an integral part of these performances, from conception
to rehearsal to gig. With his standard drum kit and sundry tappable
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objects, Spelios provides suspense and ambience, as well as occasional
commentary. Sometimes he forces the action, as in Flushing (5 April
2015), where he cajoles Freedman with twitchy syncopation into shaking
the pinions of his rangy, athletic frame to demonstrate St. Vitus’s dance.
More often, Spelios stays subtly in the background, monitoring the pace
and filling in the spaces between words as we chase Freedman down the
rabbit hole of his winding discursions.

Now to Miss Pliss: it is both Passover and Good Friday, and Freedman
begins with bird’s-eye speculations about religious mythology set to
Spelios’s anticipatory bongo beat. Soon he is reflecting on the bloody
iconography of tribal conquest, pogroms, and the Stations of the Cross—
“a kind of big cartoon strip”—and thence to the “apotheosis of violence”
in American cartoons such as the Road Runner series. All the time,
Freedman has been drawing backward, upside down, and almost blind
on his hanging pad with broad swipes of charcoal, illustrating passing
highlights—pyramids, plagues, crucifixions—with Thurberesque haste,
tearing the sheets off and tossing them to the floor. As Freedman segues
from Mel Gibson’s anti-Semitic take on the Passion to cartoons, the
audience breaks out in laughter when they realize he has been drawing
an image all along of the hapless Wile E. Coyote crushed by a rock.
Somehow, none of this seems overtly disrespectful of religion; Freedman,
whose undergraduate degree was in anthropology at Harvard, practices a
kind of comedic structuralism, making no judgments, only observations.

In the “EBT” performance Vaudeville Houdini (27 March 2015), Freedman
talks about the history of the “lightning sketch,” a stand-up act in which
comic patter accompanied live drawing gags—*“Draw a potted plant

and then turn it upside down and it’s George Bernard Shaw”—and no
doubt the Road Runner sequence was premeditated in this vein. But
introducing the subject of cartooning is the real sleight of hand, and it
will play out in various ways.

Freedman now embarks on a scholarly account of the little-known
origins of the Road Runner characters. In the 1890s, a radical Mexican
street theater troupe began traveling to rural villages in Central and
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South America with a “powerful political message.” In the act, a trained
chihuahua representing the “dangers of American imperialism” would
vainly try to catch a sombrero-wearing canary held on a string. Teddy
Roosevelt sought out the troupe on his travels in Central America and
commented, “Bully for the plucky chicken!” A silent film was made of one
performance—and, Freedman informs us, the boy memorialized holding
the string on that occasion happened to be none other than a young
Chuck Jones, the eventual Warner Brothers cartoon director who created
the format of the elusive, beeping desert bird and the Sisyphean canid.

Spoiler alert: none of this is true. While Freedman began by describing
it as a “dubious history,” the audience has swallowed it hook, line, and
sinker—as had the national press around a decade earlier when he
worked the story into one of his shows. He had assumed it would be taken
as a kooky fiction, but then the uncle of a student of his at the University
of Iowa published the story as fact on his right-wing political blog. When
called by the Associated Press for background on “the true communist
underpinnings” of Road Runner, Freedman fessed up: “It’s only art!”

The audience, mainly artists, laughs to hear it put this way, and Freedman
now confesses further to “severe ... self-doubt,” wondering whether “the
proper thing to have done” was “to carry through on this hoax, for some
larger reason, either personal or political.” But Freedman is not that
artist. On the contrary, he recoils from careerism and posturing in every
form. Airing the dirty laundry of his self-doubt—this is his art.

Freedman’s takeaway from the incident? “When you tell somebody
something, they believe you. And when you tell them what you just told
them is not true—they don’t like that.” But for once he is wrong, because
not only do we like being fooled, we continue to believe every word

he says.

All ears, we are next introduced by way of another crisis of artistic faith to
the fact that Freedman has a track record as a professional cartoonist—
which the exegetic scrawls by now all over the floor would not, at first
glance, seem to countenance. (Similar drawings rescued from previous
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performances can be seen pinned to the wall behind him at the Studio
10 gallery; Miss Pliss was part of a series of eight “EBT” performances
constituting an exhibition, along with related elements of installation,
including eight full drum kits, one for each performance.) Still, most

of the audience would have been familiar with Freedman’s undeniable
prowess in a somewhat more deliberate graphic mode: his remarkable
cancer treatment journal, Relatively Indolent but Relentless—a tour de
force of truth-telling allied to ingenious and expressive drawing—had
been published in 2013, two years earlier. And as we now learn, a
“do-it-yourself” cutout strip, which ran in alternative weeklies in the late
1980s and early 1990s, caused a huge controversy for what was then a
small college-town paper, The Onion. The cartoons in question depicted
then-current world leaders (George H. W. Bush, Margaret Thatcher,

et al.) frontally naked—and here Freedman seems to have stood his
artistic ground, although he doesn’t dwell on his bravado in the face of
censorship. Instead, he puzzles about the taboo itself, while drawing

a graffiti-style version of his own genitalia on the pad hanging in front
of the actual items, a Magrittean pun that reframes the often crude
humor of the vaudeville lightning sketch into a parody of contemporary
performance art—and equally, of his own inhibitions.

But Freedman has bigger fish to fry. A few months earlier, fundamentalist
Muslim terrorists had murdered a dozen staffers and injured as many
more at the offices of the French satirical weekly Charlie Hebdo in
reprisal for disrespectful cartoons of the prophet Mohammed. As we
watch, Freedman’s lewd sketch becomes a face, according to a well-
worn adolescent formula—the same formula used by the survivors of
the Charlie Hebdo shootings when they defiantly published their first
postmassacre issue. “They said it was Mohammed. I'm not saying it’s
Mohammed,” Freedman hedges to nervous laughter, “I'm just making
the drawing here.” His earlier mea culpa lingers in the air: It’s only art.

Tragic cultural disconnects between the Middle East and the West
now preoccupy Freedman, as he applies shading to two verticals to
represent the Twin Towers, reminiscent of several exhibitions in which
he lampooned the political overkill arising from the World Trade
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Matt Freedman, undated drawing from the “Endless Broken Time” series.
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Center attacks by recasting it as a pareidolic obsession with any pair of
oblongs. One particular disconnect, George W. Bush’s injudicious use
of the word “crusade” in his post-9/11 speech, brings Freedman back to
his own childhood fondness for drawing crusaders on horseback, the
Eurocentric glorification of which he never questioned. And here, as he
recreates the “uncanny” perfection of his formulaic childhood drawings
(the visored helmet, the sword, the shield with the cross), we embark on
a portrait of the artist as a young man—the kid in class who could draw.

Perhaps there is a pivotal Miss Pliss, Freedman’s fourth-grade teacher,
in every artist’s development. He was coasting on cheap tricks that
never failed to impress his friends, and she called him on it—the first
person, says Freedman, “willing to confront me on aesthetic grounds.”
He proceeds to tell us that when Miss Pliss gave a poetry writing
assignment to the class, Freedman, already an accomplished slacker,
recited a limerick he found in a book as his own. After that, he says,
“she didn’t trust me farther than she could throw me.” During art
period sometime afterward, he was formulating his usual perfected
knight on horseback—which he draws for us a second time, cropped to
the “central platonic ideal” of helmet and sword, with the tricky parts,
the horse’s head and legs, conveniently out of frame—when Miss Pliss
came over, ripped the drawing from the easel (here Freedman rips the
drawing off his pad as Spelios stops drumming on a dime) and told
him, “You cannot make another drawing like that ever again! ... That’s
not art!”

Seeing which way the wind was blowing, Freedman tells us, he dutifully
began painting the still life set up in the corner, which got the desired
response, his teacher’s praise. And so, the great world of artistic self-
discovery opens up before him, thanks to the timely intervention of

Miss Pliss. To Spelios’s soft cymbal roll, Freedman now places a white
panel with a baroque plastic frame on top of his pad and fills it with a
cartoon of a still life—fruit in bowl on table. This heartwarming origin
story, however, takes an unexpected twist: “My insight at the time,” he
reports, “was that art was kind of a scam. ... If you just did what the client
expected, you would get by.”
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“It took me a long time to get past that,” he continues, adding sotto voce,
“if T ever did.”

Freedman now reminds us that he spent years drawing comic strips, and
then notes the deep-seated hostility to modernist art generally inhering
in the “old-school guild mentality” of cartoon professionals. (Aside
from baring the presidential privates in Professor Tatlin’s Do-It-Yourself
Comics—which, as we heard, precipitated a journalistic crisis—Freedman
had a solid run in the Chicago Reader with Free Associates, a more
urbane strip in the tradition of the soliloquizing comedy of Jules Feiffer.
In his final months, he continued to fill notebooks with a drawn and
written journal much like Relatively Indolent while also creating “The
Bish,” a comic book that can make you weep with its cuddly, dream-like
metaphysics; Freedman the artist was a cartoonist first, last, and always.)

The theme of comics and professionalism provides Freedman an opening
to discourse on one of his favorite subjects: the essentialist strip Nancy,
which, as noted, furnished the gag about abstraction for the first
performance in the “EBT” archive. Spelios and Freedman'’s collaboration
began with occasional performances of such three-panel Nancy strips—
not a few of them snigger at modern art—as well as lightning sketches
recreated from vintage instructional booklets in the Harry Houdini
archive (see Vaudeville Houdini). As the latter often involved crude ethnic
stereotypes, a few words of historical context were necessary, and one
thing led to another—and another—until Freedman and Spelios found
themselves knee deep in the pretzel logic of associational storytelling.
By the time of Miss Pliss, we have come full circle to find the “EBT”
project probing its own origins, as Freedman dissects the mystique

of Nancy and her creator, the less-is-more comics auteur Ernie P.
Bushmiller Jr., sworn enemy (and yet unwitting paragon) of modernism.

Freedman is neither the first comics practitioner nor artist (notably,
Andy Warhol and Joe Brainard precede him) to fall for the iconic
boilerplate of Bushmiller’s Nancy, but as a straddler between those
worlds he has a unique point of entry. Extolling Bushmiller’s economy
of line, Freedman begins drawing the first panel of a strip in which
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Nancy is standing outside an art gallery with an abstract painting in
the window. As he hastily reproduces the cartoon abstraction—a pared-
down late Kandinsky, let’s say—he pronounces its denotive elements:
“Squiggle ... squiggle ... squiggle. Dot ... dot ... dot. Square.” Lastly, he
adds the price tag: $100. The joke is set up like a golf ball on a tee.

Cartoonist-semioticians Paul Karasik and Mark Newgarden write in
their fascinating 2017 study How to Read Nancy that Bushmiller’s father,
a German immigrant to the Bronx, had been “a self-styled vaudeville
chalk-talker in his youth, hustling laughs with his onstage doodles

at Tony Pastor’s on 14th Street.” Apparently Freedman, latter-day
chalk-talker, didn’t know about this additional link to his hero, but his
performances hardly lack for threads to follow. Even his sculptures
often derive their funky vitality and uncanny presence from narrative
filaments that lie hidden to ordinary view, like the mycelium beneath
a field of mushrooms. Individual sculptures, in this sense, would be
the fruiting bodies of a single tangled tale, a case in point being the
sumptuous group of “props” Freedman made for his 2012 installation
“The Golem of Ridgewood,” which are among his finest artworks.

(For his use of the word “prop” in this context, see Flushing.) Sculpture
and installations continued unabated, but over time, the “EBT”
performances—which is to say, storytelling itself—arguably became
his primary medium.

Let’s return to Freedman as he draws the second panel: Nancy at
home, brush in hand, cans of paint at her feet, a window showing a
haiku of cityscape with crescent moon to indicate night. “We don’t
know what she’s doing,” he explains, “but she’s clearly responding to
what she saw.” Rip—another sheet falls to the floor. Now for the third
and last panel: Nancy is again in front of the gallery window, line

for line the same drawing as the first. Except that next to her on the
sidewalk are four rectangles, within which Freedman is drawing, you
guessed it: “Squiggle-squiggle-squiggle, dot-dot-dot-square. Squiggle-
squiggle-squiggle, dot-dot-dot-square,” and so on, speeding through
Bushmiller’s meticulous geometry, more Baselitz than Kandinsky,

to get to Bushmiller’s punchline. Nancy’s price for her cookie-cutter

Behold the Man

Matt Freedman and Tim Spelios, Top of My Head, or, Lost and Spaced, an installment
of “Endless Broken Time,” Studio 10, Brooklyn, 30 November 2018.
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abstractions, indistinguishable from the $100 original? 10 cents. “The
caustic comment is transparent,” says Freedman, “But,” he continues, “I
have a lot of sympathy for Bushmiller.”

Even abstract painters can appreciate Bushmiller’s neat diagnosis of the
“scam” of the art market. Freedman, however, reminds us that his own
skepticism is fundamental, integral to his very stance as a contemporary
artist. But if he’s ambivalent about Art, he is passionate about clear
thinking. A Bushmiller strip, Freedman imparts, could famously be
reduced “to the size of a postage stamp,” Nancy’s style being “the platonic
ideal of what is necessary to communicate something.” Demonstrating
the way Bushmiller signifies nature—tree with single branch, zigzags

for grass, curve for distant mountain—Freedman relates that, among
cognoscenti, “the joke was, there would always be three rocks. ... Why?
Because he wanted to indicate some rocks. If it was two rocks, that would
be a couple of rocks. If it was four rocks, it would be some rocks, but
there’d be one more rock than you actually needed to show some rocks.”

This hair-splitting takes Freedman into medieval Christian philosophy
(St. Anselm’s ontological proof of God; Ramon Llull’s attempts to convert
Muslims and Jews to Christianity by means of a proto-computer), and
soon we are back at our starting point: Passover and religious ritual.
Growing up Jewish “in a kind of Reform household but with Orthodox
relatives,” Freedman was always curious about how we “reconcile
ourselves with the rules that we create to define our faith.” Orthodox
practices on holy days, it seems to him, are somewhat arbitrary, full of
workarounds that appear to violate the spirit, if not quite the letter, of
Talmudic law. “You can’t turn on an oven, but you could have somebody
else who doesn’t believe come in and turn on the oven—but you can’t ask
them to turn on the oven.” This leads him to other forms of “cheating,”
such as when El Capitan “free” climbers in fact use safety ropes and
spend multiple nights hanging from pitons en route.

Having arrived in Yosemite, Freedman traverses the home stretch with
compelling stories about two giants of the park’s early days. First, we hear
about Eadweard Muybridge, a mild-mannered San Francisco bookseller
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transformed by a brain injury into a daredevil landscape photographer,
and eventually into the sequential photography pioneer who settles
Leland Stanford’s bet about whether horses’ hooves leave the ground
simultaneously as they gallop (they do, but differently than had been
imagined). Here, Freedman returns us to his “age-old problem” from
crusader days with Miss Pliss as he struggles to draw the correct bend of
a horse’s leg; yet by now his hand moves with rhythmic buoyancy, and the
sheet with all its overlapping pentimenti is one of his finest.

As Spelios reprises his early bongo pulse, Freedman brings the story,
likewise, back to initial themes. He turns first to animation, as he
recounts how Muybridge invented a device to view his sequences in real
time, which Edison seems to have stolen from him, then to violence, as
Muybridge becomes increasingly antisocial; sues everyone, including
Edison and Stanford; murders his estranged wife’s lover, though is
acquitted on justifiable homicide by a Wild West jury; and ends up in
his native England “digging a model of the Great Lakes in his backyard
naked at the age of seventy-five.”

Spelios and Freedman now close out the show with Muybridge’s
Yosemite contemporary John Muir, the pioneering conservationist who
“saw nature as a ... grand tabernacle.” Here, Freedman niftily draws

the bearded Muir facing a pince-nez and Rough Rider hat—the second
appearance of Teddy “Plucky Chicken” Roosevelt—while he relates how
Muir took the president camping for days until he had talked him into
preserving the region as a park.?

Like Muybridge’s story, Muir’s will take us out of Yosemite and back to
early themes. The famous naturalist, we learn, was invited to survey the
untrammeled wilderness of Alaska by boat. One day, Muir and a small
dog hopped off to explore a vast glacier. Muir was not fond of dogs, but
this stray had an adventurous spirit to rival his own, and the two had
become fast companions. Freedman notes that Muir’s account, written
many years after the event, is strangely matter-of-fact about the dangers
of jumping across eight-foot crevasses as the two cross the uncharted ice,
and about the dire situation they faced having gone recklessly beyond
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the point of safe return. As night and a freezing storm approach, they
find that their most direct route back entails crossing a fifty-foot-wide,
bottomless crevasse. But ten feet down, there is a narrow snow bridge
of uncertain strength. Muir cuts holds with his axe in the sheer glacial
wall, climbs down, straddles the narrow bridge, and carefully inches
his way across the yawning chasm. As he retells Muir’s terrifying tale,
Freedman draws Muir straddling the bridge like a crusader in the
saddle, perhaps inadvertently resorting to his childhood formula.

Muir, having chopped steps up the ten-foot wall to safety, now looks
back to see the dog whimpering with terror on the far side. He calls to it,
but the drop is too formidable. At last Muir starts to walk away, but the
desperate dog manages to jump down and then begins to crawl across
the bridge. While Spelios adds tension with thunder-like rolls on the
bass drum, Freedman, again noting Muir’s cold objectivity, prolongs
the drama: He “seems like he is completely capable of telling a story and
having it end any possible way. You're reading this and you're wincing
because you know the poor dog is going to fall into the crevasse.”

At last the terrified dog makes it across, but he’s now stuck at the
ten-foot wall of ice; Muir tries to reach for it, but they can’t connect.
Suddenly the dog makes a mad scramble up and over the wall, and to
Muir’s astonishment begins running in joyous circles. Spelios begins

a quickening treble flurry on the tom-toms as Freedman’s cadence
gathers momentum: “It runs up, and runs away, it runs back and forth,
and up and down, it licks him and jumps and rolls around. ... He says
he was aware suddenly that this dog”—here the drums go abruptly
silent, making space for the revelation—“was alive and aware of the gift
of life and that it understood the dangers of death. And he said it was
the first time he realized that there was ... not only the possibility of
our commune with nature as a thing outside yourself, but that all these
creatures were in some sense continuous with each other in their joy
and their embrace of life.”

Miss Pliss began in a spirit of ironic detachment but is now coming to
an end with a deeply moving sermon, much like the “EBT” project as a
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whole. In his final performance, Me Me Me, which was for his students,
Freedman'’s professorial authority removed any hint of modesty about
his far-reaching powers of mind. Along with further lessons drawn
from Nancy, the performance shows him dissecting his own struggle
for breath with John Muir-like objectivity, but also with Muir’s spiritual
eloquence. Describing in steadfast detail the various apparatuses that
are keeping him alive, he draws a picture of himself as a cyborg; and
then, lightning sketch artist to the end, he transforms the drawing into
George Floyd with a knee on his neck—the Black Lives Matter protests
were then at their height, as was the COVID-19 pandemic. “It’s hard
enough that a virus or a cancer can rob you of your ability to breathe,”
he reasons, “but when it’s your [fellow] humans doing that to you out of
fear and hatred and bigotry, and historical structures of inequality, it’s
heartbreaking. ... The real problem we have is simply to help each other
stay alive and live meaningful lives. I've never had a more definite or
important message to bring back in any of my travels.”

I've taken the liberty of grafting that last, affirmative sentence onto
Freedman’s final performance, but it’s actually Muir describing his
discovery of a universal soul on the glacier—the sentence Freedman
uses to end Miss Pliss. And with that, let us return to an April night in
Bushwick, Good Friday and Passover in convergence, as Spelios leans
into a slow power funk groove that takes us home.

1 See <endlessbrokentime.org/complete-archive>. Thanks are due to Larry
Greenberg of Studio 10, which hosted many of the performances; David Weinstein
for sound engineering; and Brittany Prather for camera and editing. Their efforts
have ensured that a generous fraction of the “EBT” performances live on.

2 Paul Karasik and Mark Newgarden, How to Read Nancy: The Elements of Comics
in Three Easy Panels (Seattle: Fantagraphics Books, 2017), p. 27.

3 Freedman jokes that Muir walked the John Muir Trail, and I will mention that
Freedman and this writer chronicled their own adventures in the California
Sierras in Bomb magazine (23 August 2013) as “Matt and Dave Take a Hike.”
Available at <bombmagazine.org/articles/2013/08/23/matt-and-dave-take-a-hike>.
Freedman’s “EBT” performance Paleo Camera (15 March 2015) covers some of the
same ground.
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