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De(i)fying the Masters
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Kehinde Wilew explores many grand precedents of European painling, w hile offering a wry « riligqu
of today’s media version of black masculinily
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Strategic omissions of pictorial becomes the guldiug image for the fgure b
elements, in effect deflating the B “ oy .:',“\, > !",'.X‘:I! ot :f 422
power of the source image, become as participant, be establishes a stze and Sarmat
important as Wiley’s appropriations. his own and strategically suppresses ar alts
the pemnalning elements of U NAree putintin
Nen adding intnicate background decorath
executed with the ald of sssissants The trea
el U Bgure, however, Wilew ressrves |
himself, working sometimes fron pragect)
sometimes reshaud

Wiken's flgares are presented in graphie phot
realistic detall, while the hackgroands are rela
Livedy et Ovnssaans of pactorid edesnont
in effect defiating the symbedic power of |
source image, become as portant as the
appropuriations. Wiley crsstomantly titles his work
ufter the source image be has altered, while hi
PortEail SUDEOCTs TR ANGDETIOUS. “EWTVON:
15 trealed as a type,” the artist told = in
interview in hus stdio. This spproach results o

what he calls “anti-portrait painting

A irganized by assistant curator Tumels
Mosuka. the exhibition included a few
images based on secular workes bl coneenl riles
heavily on thase that reference samis ane
urpdeds e seeond ey muinex] forssal cobwr
ence through the stroctursl sémblacithes of the
Ve peoes om view, Each 5 & wrtiond painting
with an interse orangesred Dedd against whicl
the model imitates a ¢ ':iL‘.‘ 35 figure such as
St. John the Baptist or St Symphorian. The pis
torial Hlumination 5 eerily artificaal. Wile
bathes his fizares in a vibiramt red glow, as if the

backeround color were actually rudiant. The
dizaving optical illusion is further enhanced b
the repefitive patterning that surrounds cach
character. In Morfene (NG, which is atypecall
titled with the model’s stage reene (4 masspedlic
| ephiee™ that the ruppes las Latiooed o
his abdomen ), a gnd of edectne blue Beursde
s, Sl agins an equally beght red, oreates
vibeathan of the sort genened by Brikaet Rils
Op art paintings. Meanwhile the figure, as ths
oniy part of the camaas free of this peveme
Decostms 2 sde of Dkt e sl Box

e next small room, unified by the squa

thedr palette

format of tl mintings and
lHght green and blue, served as an antechamibs

i to the final gallery. Two of the paintings in t
/ \ threshold space were designed o In 1 i
onal As if echoing this rotation, the eigl
;v-:l'-~fi|~~"' in Easter Realness N 5 (2004
i tuted off its Hgthtly to the rigd
behind a figure duplicating the pose of tl
Madonna st prayer. This room also contin
Wil 190 of untform fruming. With one exid
tion, each work in the first theee gallenes bo
\ e fod I 9| call it
Heredd patt 1
Merewry Aler Baphael 2008, odl an cancas mownled ow pamel, 96 Dy 60 inches. Pricate collecfion N n Al W s hapel insta
Courtemy Delteh Projecis. Newr York tio ortica ,



identical arch-shaped foemal, were lung on the
walls bemeath 2 §-by-20-foot ceiling painting
titded Go (2008). Peering upward, viewers
ould comtemplate, in place of the castomary
religious worthies in asoent, young African
American men breakdancing in 3 sky with bil-
lowving chouxds, Al are garbed o casual street
wear, thelr perspectivally lange feet clad in
brand-nwme boots or sneakers. Some of the
wecompanying wall paintings imply beayancy
by fading out the figures’ legs up to the knees,
Hat several others emphasize the model's lower
sctremities, recalling the highly attentive troat-
ment of angels’ feet in Renaissance paintings.
Two works placed at the end of the soom, In
(he position of an altarpeece, feature a spiritual
loomography not only of gesture but also of
light. In St Clement of Padua (2004), after &
stained-ghass window by Ingres, & halo of gold
meircles the model's head while his aoms are
heldd partially cutstretehed in a sign of religions
wonder, Although there might seem o be dis
sord between the chapel-style presestation
and the driving rhiythms that echoed through-
wt the gallery space, the self mythologizing
that undergirds hip-hop culture makes Wikev's
mdmbery of relighous works apt

trip to laly originally prompted the

“Passing Posing” series, and Wiler's work
i some wiys recalls that of Fred Wilson at the
2004 Venice Blennule—u presentation in
which Wilson explored historical depictions of
Africans in that once-powerful multicultural
city. In has use of figure substitutions, Wiley
uso manifests a thematic affinaty with Yinka
shonibare, who posed eoolly a8 the epoesmons
nero of “Diary of a Victertan Dandy," his 1068
iboto serses of elaborute period vignettes,

In addition to placing black models In
Paropean paintings, Wiksy often engages with
hese source woeks (n s fur more transforma-
e way, uidertaking both a close examination
ind 0 eritique of Europe's wrand tradition.
What's most important i my work, to my own
mind,” the artist says, “is that the history of
Nestern European painting s the histo-
'y of Western European white men in posi-

ons of dominance.” So In Decoration of
the Sacrament in the Chapel of Udine,
Resurrection (2000), he has taken away the
flag featured In the original Thepolo painting
bt kept the pole, adding a bulb at the bottom
(o cotvert It into a staff. Wiley alters the pole's
crientation and design to signify a cultural
it slumg over the black model's hack, the
1l becomes a potential weapon

Wiley's borrowings also create n surprising
wehiele for commentary on hyper-masewdinity in
black culoare, “Black masculingty has been codi-
(o In & foced way,”™ he remarks. “T'm pot trying
(o provide a direet corrective, bet T am trying to
[dnt to a history of signs as they relate %o black

people in the media .. Then is & certain desire
In my work to tie the urban street and the way
i's been deploted with elements that are not
necessarily coded as masculine.” What he calls
Toesthon™—ranging from Islamic to Barogue to
Rococo design—overflows onto the figares in

telling wigs. In fnvestitury of Bishop Harold as
the Duke of Francemia No. 2 (2004), after
Ingres, the confident figure Is accompanied by
floating vellow nses, and coull as well be the
recipient as the genesator of the spes toeming
around him. (Wiley describes this much-used

Immaculate Comsumption 2003, oil on panel. 50 by 69 inches.
Courtesy Broekiyn Musews.
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Yemale Prophet Anae, Whe (Jbserves the Presoutation of Jesas in the Temple.
Q0GR ol an comenn, N2 by 72 inches. Sam and Shami? Sebaartz, Califormin

Morfene, 2008 od on cancas. 60 by A8 inches. Collection Nort Family. New Fork.

Pictorial illumination

here is eerily artificial.
Wiley bathes his figures

in a vibrant glow, as if

the background color were
actually radiant, and
surrounds each character
with repetitive patterning.

device & “a send-up of old master painting s the
it ctam shot.” ) And Sor wll of the msachismo
that Wiley's figures exude. he frequestly labels
thean with lemule mumes or descriptors from the
e imase

Wikew's most humomus double edged commen
Lary casne on opening night, when he arrunged
for the appearance of the drag queen and opera
singer Shequida, dressed In o Venetian gown,
Aong with black male performers classically
trained at the Jullllard School of Music,
Shequida performed hip-hop hits in the faux
chapel. In sach a context, “passing” can be
read as more thian a heavily loaded racial
term. It also poines 1o sexunl posturing
within masculine identity itself, and
to the striking difference between
open gayness and life “on the
down low "

Wiley's engagement with art
history is as ambivalent as his
take on gender conventions, His
first sobo musetn show comcided with
the Brooklyn Museum's John Singer
Sargens portrail exdebition. Both artists ook
to Buropean preoedents for an authoritative
template for wir American subjects, Bat Wiley
who admits to being “in awe” of the technical
command of his seurce artists —nevertheless
dsserts that be |s “lterrogating thas tradition and
at the same tme, emptying it out" He systepsati-
cally takes a “pedestrian” enconmter with African:
American men, elesates it to herole scale, and
reveils—throagh satitle formal alterations—=that
the postures of power can sometimes be seem as
Just that, o pose,

“Passing Posing: Paintougs by Kohinde Wiley™ appearnvy
L X 2004 L 20 af the Brosblys Mo, e et
Minw was acrmmpanied by @ calalogue comwasting of o
Mo wt of (A reproiactsons e v Woekare sl fors Dy
srpanioer Tumedo Mosate amd enbies Pravkim Sirmans
ot Grog Tale Works Ay the wrtidst will appesr on lhe grosg
st “Mariwem Mowor”™ ot the Atbante Codlege o Art
allery [(May 2 Auy. 77 aomd “New Barompae” o the Rghios
it Gollvrg. Vivona, Maly [October 2057 Wiley ol bas
PV Ty oy erhaiieons of Couney Cavdemw porary Arl.
Wachington, DC [Nag 6.June 11]; Beitch Pragects, New
Fowk [Octodyr X051 aad the Columdny Mvsewm of Art,
Codwndmen (e AN

Wtdar Savah Lovive i & enrmorval aemetunt w (Ac paind
a0 and st depvirtown? @f (e Wassum of Voders Ar?
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Easter Realsess No. & 2004, ol on canvas, 130
by 120 inches. Collection Danug Plrst, Los Angeles.
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