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MY UNCLE TOS5Y USED TO SAY THAT THERE

are rwo kinds of Niggers in the wo N
Crazy Niggers. Tossy was in the latter o

Handsome in a rough kind of way, he was highly apinio
abways funny, and requently drunk. For Tossy, stvle was content,
and b
Kangal hat, Kojak sort of way—so fre sh and so dean. T 055y his

¢ reas stylish in a Pierre Cardin sust, Stacy Adams shoes,

real name was Elvon, bur nobaody ever called him thar lived in

my grandparents” basement, which was set up as a kind of mock

¥ 1 sk :\.'l,l [

bachelor pad wi red in gray-pink mohair, a reak
codfe table wath blue vile inkays, and 2 console radiorecord player
thar miraculously picked up long-wave rransmissions
from Ewrope. It was on that machine that my
older cousins mtroduced me o James Brown,

PasliamentFunkadelic, and Richard Pryor, and it was in

that basement that they introduced me o *practice™

kussing, Tossv's favorite song was “Come Spy with

Me”

by Smaokey Robinson and the Misacles, He would
vin a kind of sbowed-«

with staccato laughs and swigs of the whaskey du pour.

wn bass voice :"Illll\.lllulli.'l.l

I was erazy about Tossy even though he was dis

dainful of my budding armistic talents: To the
handmade Chrstmas card he muttered, “The
needs o et outside more.” But even as 2 child 1 knew

that Tossy’s life was not a model of how o live my

owi His indifference to the niceties of lower-middle-

class black life scared me and challenged my other rel
arives” messages of uplift and racial pride, A hear,
Tossy was a nomad, although he had lived in thar base-
ment for twenty years, wiorked at the Bureau of Print
14
15" house, He fascinated me because he vook what he
had, which was almost nothimg, and made something fabulous

i and Engraving for cven | er, and essentially had never left

his parc

ot of it, made it seem to encompass the wh

first saw the work of David Hammaons, with its attention po the

poetics of empriness, | saw in it echoes of my Unde Tossy's life,

A PASSAGE FROM A 1991 INTERVIEW WITH

David Hammons by Bobert $toar, then curator in

the Department of Painting and Sculprure ar the
Museum of Modern Ar, New York:

Seoer: How =5 the quiestion o affect the

work and the

I aibr

soopse of its development 2

|

Hammons: ['m ir - . " |.'. | - ¥
MM L m IrYimg (o el away with e redumndandcy ol

being an Afncan-Amencin or making Afncin-Amenican art s

like a double ne i, S [ ry

i1 Black. The work will

ically be thoughe of as a part of my African-Amencan o

Beeang black,
thoughr of as con

sure, Hammons uses materials thar are culurally speafic: fned

ns says, the work will automatically be

B feomm African-American culmre. To be

chicken wings, cotton plants, gold chains, black hair, jazz,
Might Train bottles, hoodies, and baskerhalls, Amd a Chinese
g, And spades. And snowballs, burning cgareties, grease,

cardboard boxes, blue el |p|1.t||<'._ and “How yoll like me
now ™ Bug its more diffscule than thar, “ African-American™ or
*African-American Ant™ has always been a complicated place
o live. A oSy cul=de=sac at the end of a |-.|!|!:| and winding
road that lors of folks are cunous about but only wane to

Yisit |.|l.||||'|:.: the summertime.

I have always gotten stuck

o on Hammons's “double neg
ative.™ [ think I know wh:
he means, but the words

makse me ur

sy, with their

echoes af DuBoisian double

consciousness and *IF yow'ne
hlack, et back.™ In the 1990

fillm Paris I3 Buersing Diorian

Corey says, “When vou're all
the same then b have 1o f A
to the fine point. In other
words, if I'm a black queeen,

and you're a black queen, we
can't call each orher ‘black
eens,” That"s not a read, that®s juse a fact,™ So really it is
abaut how the terms “Alncin-Amencin™ and “Alrcan-Aa
Art” are used—and by whom. We need to go to the fine point.
*“Abncan-Amenc

Wb FRCS1E

1" or “Afncan-Amencan Art,” they're part of

W conversation, not the emd of i

ANOTHER QUOTATION BY HAMMONS—THIS
nimie frodm a 1993 interview with Deborah Rothschild,
curator at the Williams College Museum of Art. In

reference to James Turrell, Hammons says:

Turrell, he's o fferent was

differenn vi ffercivt thai

whi have a visson thar hiss mothing o

pe




in a gallery, 1 wish | coubd make are like thar, bur we're too
oppressed for me o be dabbling out there. - . . [ would bve 1o
o that because that also could be very black. You know, as a
black amist, dealing just with light. They would say, “Flow in
the hell could he deal with that, coming from where he did#= |
Wikl 0o et o th

I'm wrying to ger to thar, bur Pm not free
enough vet, Dstill feel 1 have to get my message out,

Ten years after thar interview Hammons indeed figured out
hewe to make light “very black™ for Concerto ir Black and Blie,
soo2, his exhibition ar Ace Gallery in MNew York. At the
entrance to the gallery visitors were given nny pressurne-
activated LED flashlights no bigger than gumballs, When the
fask
lasted until the pressure was released. Visitors were ushered
through a door into the main gallery space, which comprised
e rh,1|| 1'.u,'||r:|.' t]u|1|\;||1|,| sgpuare fq_';'l; \.pn,';l-:! Over NI.'L{':I'.I.I
rooms with twenty-five-foot ceilings. The gallery was com-
pletely dark. And what was in that twenty-thousand-square-
foot space? Nothing, It was completely empty except for the
biluwe light emitted from vour flashlight and from those of other
peaple walking around in the space with you

When talking about Turrell, Hammons said, “We're too
||p|:-r|.'-.~.|.'|:E foar e 1o be I.|:I.|'||'||illl_'| ot there,”™ and “1want To et to
that, I'm teving to get to thay, but I'm not free enough yer.” The
movement to “get free,” to cross boundarnies, is what's imterest-
i:lg in Hammons's recent work, in |1:|r|:ii_'u|.:r s radhieal dematen-
alization over the last several vears. But let me reject a reading of
Hammons's project that sets up too strct an opposition between

g'hh were chicked on I]!l.':.' gave off a blue light, which

i

“free™ and “not free,” " and “post-message,” objects
and dematenalization, “white™ work [Tuwreell) and *Black™ work
[Hammons). For one, Hammaons's work has never been “on
|1-::i.|1l" because it"s alwavs too Fellini, too |.'.1r||'i'|.':|.|1'~.nlu|.'. oM
damn freaky-deke vo be uscful as a set of cheenng fictions, an
expression of an essential, unchanging blackness, or a standard-
biearer for some multiculiuralase ;lgl.'n.:[:l. Whae to make, for
example, of a work like Flvisrg Carpet, 1990, where fried chicken
wings are attached with fish hooks to a Persian carpet hanging

om the wall? Or Trapeling, 2062, a draw-

img made by bouncing a basketball cov-
ered in Harlem dirt on a piece of paper
with a smitcase stuck behind the frame
pushing the drawing off the wall: play-
ground virtuosity, nomadism, perfor-
mance art, and Rauschenbere's tire print,
all {'h,'g,.ul.tl:.' rolled into one? Also, o
waouild be a |!|ii'\rL'.'|-.!i:|iH of Hammons's
project to descrbe it as a linear move-
ment toward dematenalization, for that
doesn’t ke into consideration carlier
picces like Cold Shonlder, 1990, glant
blocks of e with coats thrown over
them, or Bliz-wend Ball Sale, 1983, where
the artist sold snowballs on the streers of
MNew York, or more recent pieces like
Gilofaal Fax Festival, 2000, an empty
exhibition hall with ceiling-mounted
machines spewing Faxes, or his Flashiielht

Drwinng, 2000, which records  the
movenent of 2 flashlight in a daskened

Poden Albarmas. Botsom

David Hammens, Cold
room. Process, ephemerality, and trans- Ahcuider, 1040

Instnllat *
formation have always been part of Aoty

Forw Yori, 10HM

I'[:II:III'I“HI'\I.‘\ “'L:lrlc. ]II. il '\.\'-:1rv:!.'

5 heness,

44 ARTFORUM



OVERHEARD CONVERSATION AT AN EXHIBITION

of Loma ‘\|1|.||1\|'-|1'-‘ work:

Curator o Sampson: “What docs vour work

k women and our lives#"

have oo o with b

Simpson’s reply: [Sileuce, |

The desires, F"llnlhlll'nlu'\. and deferred dreams of the black
community as expressed through the work: the Message. But
those L|-:"\:||1.'*-, |'H.l‘--\.'.|'l:||:i-.'--, and L|-.'I!.l.'||a.';| dreams prresent 4
difficulty. Message, formulated in this way, equals a kind of
restraint, 2 Bantustan F'llll'.\\'l.l froom both sides of the fence,
When thinking about working with lighe, Hammaons antici-
pated one kind of response, wherein race delimits the scope
of his artistic practice: “They would say, ‘How in the hell
could he deal with thar, coming from where he did¥™

Simpson’s work generates another response: *What does this
|1.'|'.'r o |_|-:| with us?™ |:'||.|\'}: |1-:ui|¢w.. Vi, but .|5\|1|r|.'||l|:.' (11814
“hlack™ |.'|1l:-|.|_|':||. Becamse these bodies refuise to “r|.'|1: eEnt”
They remain mute, which is not even a representation of
silencing but a theater of refusal, a 1|1l.1.'.1:'|:|||!; of legibility,
I‘.l:ll ':"\..I'Il'.l"ll'., m |||l.' |'-'|':|'|.||.|r||'|l.'| ¥ |I.I':'I:l [.-'l."r.'n.llf.l.', 205, W S0
II'||.' SMe ACIFCss Moving tl'lfl"'llll.'\_l'l a modermisr |'|.;|:_|n.|_- and a
seventeenth-century house. In each space she does household
chores: washes up, gets dressed, sers the able, Hushand
and Master are kL, and she iz alone with her I!|'|l.:-|.||.':|'|['-.
And while colomial and mid-twentieth-century  America
were not the '!!.||1F'-|¢wl of times for my |'.¢-:|p-|-g'._ one still had
o et and wash under one's arms. Simpson’s video presents
a1 decidedly nonmorbid depiction of black life, where black
people are not “representing oppression” but are allowed o

just be “people.”
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The impulse to resist overdetermined readings of the black
body 15 also evident in Steve McCueen's video Deadpan, 1997,
a complex restaging of a scene from the Buster Keaton movie
Steamboar Bill, fr. in which a house facade falls over a standing.
man. James Baldwin famously said thac “the black man has
fumctioned in the white man's world a5 a fixed star, as an

immovable pillar: and as he moves our of his place, heaven and
carth are shaken to their foundations.” What does it mean,
then, to try not to move at all, not to speak, for a body to be
unreadable? Stillness and imerronry can function as a critical
stance, a kind of resistance.

ANOTHER HAMMONS QUOTATION: “I'M NOT
interested inwho [am. I'm just a force on the planet
wha plays with these things and has no wennty and
no personmality.”
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It"s hard to leave vour body behind, espeaally when vour
bordy is always bemg thrown up in vour face. But being heavy
15 a motherfucker, The :|_l|||."\.ri-::||:|. w; How to remove “‘I.'ii;]l!., [ 18]
move oward lightness, as Hammons has? How 1o do this
while sull acknowledging the particular history of a body that
has been used, as Stuart Hall suggests, “as af it was, and often
it was, the only culmeal capital we had™? These questions now
ocoupy several young artists whe walk the threshold between
adematenalized and a histoncized body,

T works such as Dispersion, ooz, and Execerpt (mot], 2003,
Julic Mehretu figures the body as a colleciion of nerworks. She

creates canvases full of ina-

twopeopletogetherisamiracle R EEELS

weeksfeel like
of missingyou

idon'tneeda

ineeda

places, historical events,
time, symbols, at once
VSN exploded and collapsed on

i r'IEEd YDU themselves, dvnamic, spi-
raling in and our of con-

trol,  nonsensical,  and
coherenn, -.l-.lll..':h-“l'l' a visual
cquivalent of Borges's
“Library of Babel,” except
in this library the books are
man YUU on tape and all walking o
you at once. Mehretu's

paintings are neural maps,

weaklink

movingtowardsme grooving [EEEILEE IR

onyourown

Lot Adam Poandirton,

Ts Poople, 2004,

Al RENERN B0 Cirvas,

TR x 375" Right
Camilie Normanl,
2004.
Installiton vierw, LS
Galaty, i, 2004

processes by which what
- i% exterior becomes interior
th!ng fand vice versa). They're
representations of  the
dizzying simultaneity and juxtaposition that charactenzes this
particular moment.

Camille Normient's installations are concerned with the
moment the body becomes a stranger to ttself. In pieces like
Desad Resowrr, 2oaa, and Notes froms the Underneing, 2001, she
creates architectural sertings that disten your voice, project
untheard frequencies through vour body, creare spanal disoni-
entation, and generally mess with vou, In Drifiglass, 2004, the
theme of the body's estrangement continues. The piece con-
sists of a mirror distorted so that it reflects bodies only at
oblique angles to its surface. Standing in front of the mirror,
one sees other bodies, bat one'’s own reflection is a blur, As the
viewer moves toward the mirror, 2 motion detector Irggers an
audio component that intensifies as he or she approaches—
sound standing in for the present but fugitive body,

Adam Pendleron’s silk-screen paintings and wall-text/spo-
ken-word installanons also work with sound, placng our bod-
ies in the space between text and voice, Texts by wiiters such
as Audre Lorde, Adrenne Rich, June Jordan, John Rechy, and
Toni Mormson are the raw marerial that he alters by adding his
own text, creating Babel words, adding breaths and pauses,
and constantly |.|i|.‘1.:n.‘1i:|l£_1hl::|m; texts wward questions of love,

TWOPEOPLETOGETHERISAMIRACLE begins one piece, and the
collapsing of identities that love enables is conflated with the
1.:|:r'||:|p:..ingud' sexualities, of voice and object, of text and 'im:lgl:,
In Pendleton™s work, as in the work of Mehretu and Norment,
the dissolution of the body’s boundanies is seen as a producnve
moment, where the fusion of the boady to history, o space, 1o
sound, and 1o language points toward new possibilites.
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THE ARTIST MARC ROBINSON STANDS IN A
wallery in front of a |1-:|:r|!r:li| of Malcolm X with
red lipstck and blue eve shadow. A woman
sees the painting through the window and comes inside. “Are
you the artist?™ she says, He is not, but he nods yes anyway,
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Pointing at the work, she asks, “How can vou do thae?”

In Robinson’s video s The Mas You Think You Are, 2005,
a love poem 1o a bust the arst has sculpred of Malcolm X, this
question is asked again. With Nina Simone songs playing in
the background, Robinson caresses Malcolm’s face, adjusts
his glasses, dresses him up in a suit and rie, and makes him
slide and shake as if dancing at a house party. This s not
Maleodm at the wandow with a nfle, a I!i.gurl; of |11.'|1g'|.'-
masculinity, This is Malcolm as an object of desire; partygoing
Malcolm, good-time Malcolm, Maleolm from the block.
Wayne Koestenbaum has noted that “iconicity is a form of

makeover, a color scheme laid over a neutral surface.” Warching
Busbinson mteract with the bust, we realize that there is no single
Malcolm X, no solitary identity or even bady, anly approaches
toy Malcolm, only the Maleolm thar we make and remake.
The problem with black families, they say, is absent fathers.
Malcolm X is absent because he's dead. What's Ball Clinton's
exose? Much was made of the former '|1r{'\||.|u||1 "% decsion W
locare his office on rzgth Steeer, a kind of performance piece
called “I Like Harlem and Hardem Likes Me.” But Clinton's
actual presence inthe hood has been scarce, In David MeKenze's
video We Shall Cherconee, 2004, this absence is rectified. The
artist is seen walking up and down 125th Street wearing a suit
and tie and an oversize Bill Chinton mask, Set to a score of
Louvis Armstrong singing a cvil aghts anthem, we watch

Thes page. 100: Dawid
BAcHenzin, Wi Shat!

mireztes 4 seconds
Lotfom; Mbare Aobinsos,
I'm The Man You Thisk
Tow dew, 2002 0101

kgt wRil
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s, hirfl: Dawid
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as people respond with curiosity, indifference, amusement,
and outrage to McKenzie's Clinton—equal parts Santa Claus
and Jesus Chast. The impulse behind the video s a simple and
BEefherous Gne: J;I’i:ll_u The Man 1o The '|:'¢.'lr|'l|v|.'. Bur this is mot
Chintom, It 15 someone in a Clinton mask, and the lack the per-
formuance seeks to address ends up |1\'i:|||!; .ir|1p|t| ed rather than
filled. Ultimarely, McKenzie is not interesved in Clingon ar all
tirifling men are all alike!l. He's interested in the spooking.

Climtan, like Malcolm X, is a void we mhabat, a repository for
oaLr I.[I."\-i]'l."'-I !"I:l'ﬁ'\il"ill!ll.'\. .1r||.| I.I.I.'I"TH":! I.ITI.':II'I'I‘M. .\!L'KI.'I'IJi':"'\
video positions icons as figures of intense identification thar
our bodies move into and out of and that speak to us in voices
we happily misrecognize as our own,

OME LAST DAVID HAMMONS QUOTE:

I lllkl.' I."I.'III!.'., rl.'\t'\llil Nny ||t'r-.': I|IIL A I"I.'-I'.I“rﬂll |'|||IILIL'.
That means | can look o anvone who's from

somewhere and see how really caught they are,

Sun Ra wasn't from here either—*here” meaning Earth. He
also wasn't human, “T'm ot real,”™ he savs in a 1974 Alm, 1o a
Eroup of black children. “I'm Just like your You don't exist, in
this society. If you did, your people wouldn't be seeking equal
:righl\.“ For Sun Ra—and for Hammons—not ]'\ll,'iI:IF Froum

Twrre 1% 2 movement toward place-
lessness, toward the utopic, the
posthuman, and a deep critique of
I'IIII'III.'TiL'.IEI \Ihil.'l:i-'. '['||-:'ir :|'_|.'1:li1|\ Wilks
to employ a postmodern concern
with the emptying out of the self as
a critical strategy, one that might
have particular resonance with a
prople histoncally positioned at the
|1:|.|r§_'|i:|| of what was considered
humean.,

Hammons says  light  could
be “very black,” but how to recon

cile the desire o be From nowhere,
to have no identity and no person-
ality, with the desire to make light
“very black,” when “black™ is sug-
gestive of a particular history, cul-
ture, amnd practices? What, for
-q_'\:||11'|1|.|;. made Corrderde i Black
aidd Bl *very black™ as opposed 1o
merely “dark”? Well, nothing really,
at first, But then | remembered a
friend of mine’s suggestion that
Hamimons could write a MASICTPIC O
with one-syllable words, and

pointed me toward the one-

AKPEORLEARE

#ry REAL Bl

syllable words in the work's aehe: “black”™ and “blue.™ “What did
| der v be sor black and Mue,™ or “the blues,™ or Amin Baraka’s
“Blues People,” or “Kind of Blue,” or “Say it Loud . . _,)" o1
“Fugitive Blue,” or “Blue on Blue,” or “Black is the color of my
tree love's hair,™ or “0 wear black on the outside, as black as
I teel on the inside,” and on and on and on. You went into the
show booking for the art, but vou came our having been the ar.
What's there is what we bring o the space. Blackness is a tran-
sient hotel, a3 a deawing by William Pope.l. suggests, If Black-
ness s a construct, then we are all construcrion workers, and
what Hammons has done 15 to provide the space in which
Blackness can be constructed in light, like the famous |'\-|1|::-|:|::- af
Picasso drawing 2 centaue in the air with a flashlight, excep
this ome it's us with our little blue flashlighes, signaling one
another in the dark, What was black about Comcerio e Blach
aed Bluwe 15 whatever vou think blackness is, whatever yvou
broughr o ir, and what vou did with whae you brought when
vou got there

Calemn |
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