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The title of Gretchen Bender’s multi-channel video work Total Recall is immediately suggestive of 
Paul Verhoeven’s Blockbuster movie of the same name, an adaptation of Philip K. Dick’s science-
fiction tale about memory and technology “We Can Remember It for You Wholesale” from 1966. It 
is, however, a fittingly inverted pre-emptive borrowing by Bender, used in 1987 for the first exhibition 
of the work at The Kitchen in New York, three years before the movie was released in 1990. The 
Schinkel Pavillon is presenting the monumental work in Berlin for the first time. 
 
Total Recall assembles twenty-four stacked TV monitors and three projection screens that blast out an 
eighteen-minute performance of moving images. Footage sourced from television and movies is edited 
to a rapid beat, alongside a montage of TV commercials for consumer recording devices, played 
forward and in reverse and in slow motion, in which General Electric machines are presented at the 
heart of feigned familial intimacy. Abstract computer graphics – state-of-the art programming of the 
time – pulsate through the installation. Animated and morphing corporate logos, movie titles in all 
caps and Helvetica font, and the black void of intermittently inactive displays form the body of what 
Bender described as “electronic theatre.” Bender commissioned the New York-based musician Stuart 
Argabright for the soundtrack for Total Recall, and the computer graphics were programmed in 
collaboration with Amber Denker, who had also co-designed the revolutionary digital animations for 
“Music Non Stop” by Kraftwerk.  
 
Bender often adopted titles of upcoming movies in her work: in Total Recall, THE SHINING, 
CANDYLAND, FULL METAL JACKET, NO END, TEEN WOLF 2 – all of which scheduled for 
release in 1987 – flash across the screens in white lettering. Bender was not trying to nostalgically 
reference mainstream entertainment. Rather, she was interested in the rapid fire of anticipation, 
predetermination, release, and sedimentation of mass media products, of the industry (i.e. Hollywood), 
the network (i.e. TV), of the seamless politics of entertainment and a corporate logic of 
instrumentalised desire.  
 
Bender also used and manipulated some of the first computer animated corporate logos that had been 
produced for GE, CBS, NBC, or the rotating globe of AT&T. Through her isolation of these icons, 
they become visible in their radical indecipherability: they cannot be read in terms of art historical 
conventions; perspective, their relation to human scale or temporality. They lack any referents “in real 
life.” Although Bender was very early in her use of TV footage and digital animation, she is only 
recently being recognised for her pioneering role. 
 
Bender intended to make it impossible for the eye to rest within this experience of viewing the 
simultaneous feed of multiplied screens that formed the sculpturally looming wall of moving image. 
Her aim was to engineer a heightened awareness of the evident constructed-ness of an otherwise 
seamless stream of images. In Total Recall, the multiplication and fragmentation of the footage across 
a field of TV monitors transforms camera movements into patterns that extend beyond the single 
screen. The unit of the screen is translated into a network or grid, amplifying the underlying structure 
that Bender aimed to single out.  
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While Bender’s work has often been associated with the Pictures Generation’s strategies of 
appropriation, her approach might be more precisely situated at an interstitial moment towards an 
understanding of the continual motion of texts and images through different contexts. Bender was 
attempting to create an infinite network of processing, multiplication, and circulation, in contrast to the 
Pictures artists’ notion of appropriation, which, as Jonathan Crary observes, implied “an annexation, a 
possession, and thus an identity of a substantiality that can be borrowed.” Bender however operated 
with materials that were already dislocated, manipulated, and mobilised from what might once have 
been identified as a source. “The role she assumes is not one who makes, quotes, or binds together 
images, but one who regulates flows and channels currents on a homogenous surface of pure data.” 
(Crary in a review on Gretchen Bender, Art in America, 1984). 
 
Bender mimicked the network by adapting to and pre-empting its technologies, by learning to infiltrate 
its modality and searching for the possibility of a critical stance within it, by leaning into the vortex of 
images, editing faster and stacking more monitors, by reframing and redistributing. 
 
“I believe that an acceleration into, rather than a resistance to, our multi-layered visual environment 
will reveal structures or open windows to the development of a critical consciousness we can’t yet 
perceive as useful from within our immediate vantage point.”  
 
Gretchen Bender, interview with Peter Doroschenko, 1991 
 
 
Gretchen Bender was born in 1951 in Seaford, Delaware, USA, and received her BFA at the University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill. After moving to Washington DC in 1973 and working as a member of a feminist-
Marxist silk-screening collective, she moved to New York’s East Village in 1978. Bender befriended artists such 
as Robert Longo, Richard Prince, Cindy Sherman and Jack Goldstein and continued to work with silkscreen on 
sign-tin panels. Bender started using television imagery in her work in 1982 and taught herself to edit video. She 
consequently started collecting and using the most advanced video and digital technology available to her. In 
1984 she produced the multi-monitor video works Wild Dead and Dumping Core, which were shown at 
Dancetaria, a New York dance club. From 1986 she worked in collaboration with Robert Longo to direct and 
edit music videos for bands such as Megadeth, New Order, Babes in Toyland and R.E.M. In 1987 she showed 
Total Recall at The Kitchen. 
Solo exhibitions include: Nature Morte, New York, 1983; The Kitchen, 1987; Metro Pictures, New York; 
Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, both 1988; Everson Museum of Art, Syracuse, New York, 1991; Tate Liverpool, 
2014. Bender’s work was included in World: Art and Media Culture, The Whitney Museum of American Art in 
New York in 1989 (alongside Jeff Koons, Barbara Kruger, Jenny Holzer, Sherrie Levine, David Salle and Cindy 
Sherman). Twenty years after last being exhibited, Total Recall was shown at The Poor Farm, Waupaca County, 
Wisconsin and once more at The Kitchen, New York, in 2012; at the Hammer Museum, Los Angeles, 2013 and 
the Tate Liverpool, 2014. The exhibition at the Schinkel Pavillon is the first presentation of Bender’s work in 
Berlin. Gretchen Bender died in New York in 2004.  
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