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TRANSMISSION FROM THE DETERRITORIALIZED ZONE

Art is magic delivered from the lie of being truth. - Theodor Adorno

Automobiles are great suits of armor into which we strap ourselves: powerful and
luxurious exoskeletons whose reserves of horsepower blast us across distances. They
explode and contract space, on an individual scale, as the locomotive did for previous
generations. We are moved by such machines, transported through space in a
process similar to the vehicular transportation of language. In poetry, language is at
its most combustible, its most moving. Where the locomotive was an epic, a
mythopoetic giant, automobiles are poems: powerful, personal, compact clusters of
interacting forms.

Lewis deSoto is a composer of just this sort of poetry. One cannot simply call him a
writer because text and language are but one ingredient of his poetics. deSoto’s
Conquest is a prime example. Of course, he calls it sculpture: in a film about the
work, the artist reflects on its origins, noting previous installation works in which he
“created a hot-rod of [a] space,” customizing and amping up aspects of a given site
to “make it perform better.” This idea led him to the Conquest: “I’'m hot-rodding the
notion of sculpture,” he says, “so why not go back to the hot rod and start from
there?” For deSoto, metaphor is most explosive when taken literally: rather than
making a hot-rod of the space, why not make an actual hot-rod?



Lewis deSoto, CONQUEST, 2004, customized automobile.
Installation view, the Aldrich Contemporary Art Museum, Ridgefield, CT, 2006



This playful approach to language is a key aspect of deSoto’s work. He hot-rods
language itself by daring its various possibilities to co-exist - and in no fewer than
three dimensions. deSoto takes the multiplicity of ideas and objects to which a single
name or word has been affixed and, not content to see them as a series of abstract
choices available to the mind, collides them together in a gloriously real amalgam.
De Soto: conquistador and luxury automobile -- why not both at the same time? Not
in the mind or on the page but in the showroom, in the driveway, out on the road,
where you can feel and smell and hear the glittering shine, the exhaust, the
mechanical purr and rumble of it even as your mind is processing its web of
contradictory associations.

They are powerful associations: the name “De Soto,” the lynchpin of the piece, is
charged with historical and personal voltage. Hernando de Soto’s 16th century
incursion in the New World was a cruel, swashbuckling journey which -- not
coincidentally -- laid the cartographic groundwork for many of America’s major
highways even as it laid waste to North America’s native populations via disease and
slaughter. Hernando de Soto was an early believer in what would later be called
Manifest Destiny. Most of the land in the United States is titled in reference to a
property grid similar to the one deSoto planned and measured out in leagues of
5,000 paces each - the odometer of the 16th century. His conquest of the land and






Left: Painting by William H. Powell, "Discovery of the Mississippi,” 1847
Above: Engraving of the expedition to La Florida by Johann Theodor de Bry, 1591



its people would be echoed three hundred years later by the near-complete dominion
of the same territory by the automobile.

In a brilliant historical overlap, De Soto was the name chosen for a division of
Chrysler Corporation from 1929 through 1961. Given the name and asked to free
associate, the majority of Americans in Lewis deSoto’s lifetime would most likely
identify the automobile, rather than the conquistador. The artist was continually
asked as a youth whether he was related to the auto manufacturer. In fact, he is
descended both from the indigenous Cahuilla tribe of Southern California and,
distantly, from Hernando de Soto himself. deSoto (the artist) is himself a hybrid
being, part of a constellation of extraordinary linguistic and historical connections.

Conquest is inseparable from the various and conflicting ancestral roots of both the
artist and his country of origin. It is a work of Pop art that has more in common with
Gilles Deleuze’s conception of a minor literature and with contemporary trends in
Japanese art than with Warhol or Johns. This Pop art is what Midori Matsui calls a
hybridistic artistic expression, a negotiation of conflicting cultural influences through
the critical use of forms and language. deSoto’s creation of his own “badge” of car



echoes modern Pop artist Takashi Murakami’s insistence on a fundamental parallel
between Walt Disney and Marcel Duchamp, the monarch of the unabashedly
commercial and the crown prince of the avant-garde, as creators and purveyors of
their own name brands. deSoto and Murakami both make “art products,” indifferent
to the snobbish and imaginary separation between showroom and gallery, commodity
fetish and work of art. Theirs is a Deleuzian expression of deterritorialization, which
R.W. Cook neatly sums up as “a process of fictionalization, contiguity and bifurcation,
similar to deconstruction, that is characterized by discarding neither/or dialectics and
synthesis in favor of 'disjunctive syntheses' using the conjunction 'and' to make
connections.” The proud, celebratory text affixed to the window of a new vehicle,
championing its benefits as if to inspire genuflection, is reterritorialized with a
parallel text: the “Requiremento,” that ‘window sticker’ of Christianity, heralding its
supremacy and commanding submission, borne by the conquistadors. The decorative
“badging” of the vehicle reveals stylized representations of the sword and the pox
virus, avatars of death and disease which are both confrontational and, by their
handsome formal qualities, seductive. This is characteristic of deSoto's poetics: they
enchant the eye, seize the gut, and subtly bombard the mind.
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The artist describes Conquest as a diamond with multiple facets, a “pleasurecraft,” a
“great observation-machine,” and emphasizes its movement through various
contexts - car show, parking lot, showroom, gallery, documentary, driveway, the
open road - as an important part of the work. This network of shifting situations and
the concurrent fluctuations in the identity of the vehicle are important to an
understanding of deSoto’s Pop art. The work is as slippery and synthetic as history
itself: it shifts gears, gliding in and out of various roles, blurring ideas together like a
landscape seen from a swiftly moving car. As his counterfeit “pleasurecraft” moves
stealthily across space and time, we are reminded of the shifting and multifaceted
nature of our own relationships to commodities, to colonial power, and to the blurry,
fictionalized vista of history itself.

Nick Stone
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Constantin V. Boundas. Columbia UP. NY 1993.
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NY 2005.









SERVING OUR
JUBST FOR DOMINION




FINAL ASSEMBLY POINT

DETROIT, MICH 1

C353139983

VEHICLE IDENT #

swio. CUSTOMER DRIVE % LEWIS DE SOTO JAN 3RD 1965
JEFFERSON ASSY PLT
DETROIT MICH
sooto: L DE SOTO
1954 MOSCOSO LN
TAMPA BAY FLOR
SALES CODE DESCRIPTION
€32 BN5 H2X DESOTO-CQST 2DR_HARDTOP
vViXx VINYL TOP WW1/585
H2X VINYL/CLOTH FNT ARMRST BENCH
71 413 CU.IN. 4 BBL. SPECIAL CAM
365 TORQUEFLITE TRANSMISSION
401 AIR CONDITIONER
415 POWER WINDOWS
416 POWER VENT WINDOWS
428 WAG.PARTS POW-TOP DEFOGGER
445 AM/FM RADIO W/REAR SPEAKER
451 POWER ANTENNA
470 MAPZCOURTESY LIGHT
476 PADDED DASH
477 SEAT _BELTS DELUXE
512 REMOTE LEFT OUTSIDE MIRROR
541 TINTED GLASS ALL WINDOWS
592 SURE _GRIP DIFFERENTIAL
561 NEW CAR SERVICE
GASOLINE
616 ANTISMOG PACKAGE
704 SPECIAL BUFF PAINT
707 MANUFACTURES CERTIFICATE
70 9.00X14 B.S.W. TIRES RAYON
CREDIT ALLOWANCE
LEWIS DE SOTO
CAR ORDER D039983
NOTE: BE SURE THE ENVELOPE CONTAINING THE OWNER MANUAL
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AT NO EXTRA COST

O Torsion-Air Ride

O Battery-Saving Alternator

O 7-Soak Rust Proofing

O 32,00 Mile Chassis Lubrication

O Aluminized Mufflers

O Self Adjusting Brakes
(Standard unless specified

otherwise)
O Safety Rim Wheels

CERTIFIED CAR CARE

A new kind of service plan
developed by the engineers
who designed this car. This
program starts at the factory
with emphasis on Quality
Control, continues at your
dealer and puts service on a
Work is done by
trained servicemen. ask your
dealer for all the details about
Certified Car Care

schedule.
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CONQUEST next to the "Early Days" section of the Pioneer Monument
in the San Francisco Civic Center for "High Five," temporary public art projects, 2005.
This section of the monument depicts the subjugation of a Native man by a Spanish soldier and a Catholic priest.



INTRODUCTION / REQUIREMENTO

*0On behalf of the King and the Queen, subjugators of barbarous peoples, we, their
servants, notify and make known to you as best we are able, that GOD, Our Lord, living and
eternal, created the heavens and the earth, and a man and a woman, of whom you and we
and all other peole of the world were, and are, the descendants. . . Because of the great
numbers of people who have come from the union of these two in the five thousand years
which have run their course since the world was created, it became necessary that some
should go in one direction and others should go in another. Thus they became divided into
many kingdoms and many provinces, since they could not all remain or sustain themselves
in one place.. « Of all these people, GOD, Our Lord, chose one, who was called Saint
Peter, to be the lord and the one who was to be superior to all the other people of the
world, whom all should obey. He was to be the head of the entire human race, where ever
men might exist. .. GOD gave him the world for his kingdom and jurisdiction. . .GOD also
permitted him to be and establish himself in any other part of the world to judge and
govern all peoples, whether Christian, Moors, Jew, Gentiles, or those of any other sects
and beliefs that there might be. He was called the POPE. » One of the last Popes who suc-
ceeded Saint Peter . . ., as Lord of the Earth gave these islands and mainlands of the
Ocean Sea to the said King and Queen and to their successors. . ., with everything that
there is in them, as is set forth in certain documents which were drawn up regarding this
donation in the manner described, which you may see if you so desire. * In consequence,
Their Highnesses are Kings and Lords of these islands and mainland by virtue of said
donation. Certain other isles and almost all peoples to whom this summons have

been read have accepted Their Highnesses as such Kings and Lords, and have served,
and serve them as their subjects as they should, and must, do, with good will and
without offering any resistance . ... You are constrained and obliged to do the same as
they.» Consequently, as we best may, we beseech and demand that you understand fully
this that we have said to you and ponder it, so that you may understand and deliberate
upon it for a just and fair period and that you accept the Church and Superior Organiza-
tion of the whole world and recognize the Supreme Pontiff, called the Pope, and thatin
his name, you acknowledge the King and Queen . .., as lords and superior authorities of
these islands and mainlands by virtue of the said donation. ... * If you do not do this,
however, or resort maliciously to delay, we warn you that, with the aid of God, we will
enter your land against you with force and will make war in every place and by every
means we can and are able, and we will then subject you to the yoke and authority of
the Church and Their Highnesses. We will take you and your wives and children and
make them slaves, and as such we will sell them, and will dispose of you and them as
Their Highnesses order. And we will take your property and will do to you all the harm
and evil we can, as is done to vassals who will not obey their lord or who do not wish
to accept him, or who resist and defy him. We avow that the deaths and harm which you
will receive thereby will be your own blame, and not that of Their Highnesses, nor ours,
nor the gentlemen who come with us.

Read by Hernado de Soto to Native Peoples of the New World 1514

DESOTO DIVISION / CHRYSLER MOTORS CORPORATION / DETROIT MICHIGAN
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