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 DOWN through the Simple and the Struggle: 
Kehinde Wiley’s Idealized Aesthetics with a Tinge of Homoerotic Objectification
I will show you all you need to know
You must hold on to anyone that wants you
And I will love you through the simple and the struggle
But girl, you got to understand the modern man must hustle

-Atmosphere, “The Modern Man’s Hustle”
Entering Deitch Projects right off Canal Street, with the chilling wind whipping through the doorway along with me, the blaze of colors from Kehinde Wiley’s paintings staggered my senses which were accustomed to the drab, New York winter.  That is not to say that the gallery was much warmer than it was outside, given that attendees were constantly streaming in and out of the uncannily busy gallery.  Wiley’s new series, DOWN, continues on his vibrant visual path of representing and resituating men of African descent as interesting and powerful participants in the cultural discourse and focuses on the reclining poses from paintings on war, martyrdom, and erotic revelry (Deitch).  As described by Christopher Mason, Wiley’s work critiques representations of black masculinity by “inserting black males into the context of Western European portraiture – a canon that has traditionally excluded or marginalized them – [and by compelling] us to think about the ways that wealth and worldly power have been distributed and represented in the past” (59).  While his critiques on masculinity and his passion for representing black men in the arts dialogue are both potent, Wiley casually inclines toward erotic objectification of his subjects which can be problematic.

Wiley claims his central inspiration for the monumental figurative paintings, reaching up to twenty-five feet in length, is the Holbein painting The Dead Christ in the Tomb, with a few other great masters, such as Mantegna and Sanmartino, included for their interesting reclining poses and compositions.  The prone bodies of Wiley’s sensual subjects unsettle and arouse his audience.  The colossal sprawled limbs and twisting torsos dually allude to death and vibrant beauty, pain and sexual ecstasy.  The subjects who meet the gaze of the audience, such as A Dead Soldier, Morpheus, and Femme Piquee par un Serpent, radiate heroism while still emanating the delicate sexuality that pervades the bodies of each model.

The exposed horizontal poses in DOWN reference the reclining female nudes of the European Renaissance masters as well as their slightly idealized depictions of death and war.   There are no harsh strokes or rough edges in his paintings, situating a supple sensuality on these youthful African-American men who are often depicted as callous or “macho.”  In his previous paintings, the subjects were both depicted as both beautiful and powerful in their poses on horses and holding symbols of royalty or by simply tilting their heads upward and gazing down at the viewer, all of which adhere to Kobena Mercer’s theory of masculine portraiture:

[W]hen male subjects assume the passive, ‘feminized’ position of being looked at, the threat or risk to traditional definitions of masculinity is counteracted by the role of certain codes and conventions, such as taught, rigid or straining bodily posture, character types and narrativized plots, all of which aim to stabilize the gender-based dichotomy of seeing/being seen. (176)

However, in this series, Wiley places the male body on display for all to enjoy, to fetishize, to visually ravish.  By situating these men as prone and defenseless, stripped of “straining bodily posture” and masculine “character types”, they are recreated as the feminized object which is subject to the male gaze.  According to Laura Mulvey, the gaze “projects its phantasy on to the female figure which is styled accordingly.  In their traditional exhibitionist role women are simultaneously looked at and displayed, with their appearance coded for strong visual and erotic impact so that they can be said to connote to-be-looked-at-ness” (11).   In DOWN, Wiley strips away any illusions of control over the gaze of the audience.  The models pose specifically for the visual pleasure of the audience.  
By following the “female nude” model, these young men are non-phallic (and perhaps sterile).  Some wistfully gaze off into the distance or tentatively at the audience, transmitting non-confrontational vulnerability. Some close their eyes and look completely away from the audience.  And even though these subjects are men, there is no overwhelming phallic imagery in the props – even the genital regions of the subjects are deemphasized, as in The Veiled Christ, or completely hidden from view, as in Femme Piquee par un Serpent.  In Sleep, the cloth used in religious paintings of Christ to protect His modesty in crucifixion scenes wholly reshapes the subject’s genitals, giving them the appearance of a vagina.  Even in comparison to his previous work, these men are more feminized.  In past paintings, he would incorporate patterns millions of tiny abstracted sperm as the backgrounds to reiterate the power of these men (and the masturbatory nature of portraiture).  Instead, the backgrounds and patterns in DOWN consist of open flowers and broad leaves, reminiscent of female sexuality.  The color palette is not “feminine” pastels nor muted nor even subtle, but the overwhelming scale of the figures and vibrancy of the colors serve to provide an even greater spectacle to encourage the viewer’s eye to linger over the body of the saint or femme.  While this all competes with the stereotype of the violent virility of black men and of the power portrait in general, is Wiley simply resituating these men as sexual objects?

As pleasing images and sexually appealing (if sexually ambiguous) objects, these African-American men replace the role of white women as Venuses and “art objects” and point to the homoeroticism in the history of European painting.  However, does this role-playing assume that the audience is composed of white men?  If not, then women are allowed to explore the beauty of a black man, enjoying him in a way that has been historically taboo, and persons of color are greeted with images of people-that-look-like-me and held responsible for their continued representation and participation in the arts community.  Conversely, if the continuation of a tradition entails the continuation of an expected audience, then Wiley presents a black man to be consumed once again by the white male gaze, placing the power to interpret the black man’s sexuality in the hands of those who have been responsible for blanket oppression.  However, his presentation, like the reaction of his audience, of these subjects wavers between self-representation and objectification.

In support of the subject’s active participation in their representation, Wiley has a give-and-take relationship with his models.  His models are not shocked by being asked to pose, nor really flattered, but seem to see it as their right, similar to European royalty and their relationship to portraiture on which Wiley’s paintings are based.  He addresses this self-righteousness by saying, “[I]t’s amazing how, in New York, there is almost a feeling of entitlement by the public—this very palpable lack of surprise at being stopped in the street and being asked to be the subject of a 12-foot monumental painting” (M.I.A. 24).  He allows his models to choose their clothing and poses, and although he does often suggest choosing to recreate female poses, he gives them the freedom to decide the general structure for how their body will be presented.  In a way, the models can be seen as exhibitionists.  Despite their sense of entitlement and their decisions over clothing and pose, can these models be accountable for Wiley’s representations of them?  By being placed in a “fine arts” setting, Wiley avoids any struggles with a codification as “pornography,” but are these subjects the true seducers(seductresses)? 

While the actual appearances of the models might be just as strikingly picturesque as Wiley’s paintings of them, there is an inevitable divide between the choices of the model and the final creation of the painting from a single photograph of a model.  Not only does Wiley create a background pattern after the photography sessions with the model, but he also heightens their features to encapsulate the beaming loveliness he seeks in his paintings.  While the models agree to pose for Wiley, their complicity in the final presentation of their bodies as feminized vessels for desire is not apparent.  The subjects are transformed from everyday men into eunuchs, feminized vessels for desire, emasculated beings with only superficial signifiers of African-American self-proclaimed potency and fortitude.

While the individuals paintings might be fully satisfying and perhaps ostentatious when viewed alone, as a group, the faces meld together and become serial images of a single black man, typecast as the oddly desirable, dying/contorted, religious-type figure.  Rather than becoming unique individuals who flirt with gender definitions and inhabit an exclusive realm of coexistent pain and sexuality, the subjects blur together in a whirlwind of beauty and smarting ambiguity.  This generalization of the individual models negates the purpose of embracing a complicated and distinctive perspective of black men.  As an artist interested in “an embrace of the visceral and the very physical embodiments of its denial,” this rapturous grouping neglects dense, eloquent contradiction of “the negative views of young Black men in American society”  in support of sumptuous “physical embodiment” (Deitch).   

This lack of individuation permits the audience to divorce themselves from the implications of sexually engaging the supple bodies.  The images, with their soulful eyes, open sensuality, and sumptuous colors seem to entreat interaction, but all of these features are Wiley’s decisions and enhancements.  By recreating these men as desirable objects, Wiley becomes a voyeur, satisfied by presenting idyllic creatures to be consumed and enjoyed by others.  The fact that he, as a black man, is presenting black men as the object for others pleasure complicates the established criticism of white male artists, such as Robert Mapplethorpe and Carl Van Vechten, who depicted (homoerotic) black male sexuality.  Addressed by James Smalls, the “gaze” of white man on black man is as powerful and degrading as the “gaze” pressed upon women as “white colonizers ‘gaze at, fantasize over,’ and privately enjoy the consumption of the black body as an object devoid of individuality or personhood” for “[the] postslavery image of the black body as a threatening and dangerous one could only be held in check by neutralizing that body somehow” (81).  As a black man, Wiley avoids the dichotomy of “colonizer” and “postslavery image” while still reveling in the aestheticized, neutralized ideal of the non-threatening black man.  His paintings re-imagine his models as pliable putty for the artist and audience onto which they can project their private desires.  If the models are dissociated from the end product, they cannot be fully active participants in this illustrative wooing process.  As his own paintings are entwined with objectification, whether intra-racial or homosexual, his criticism of the Western male power structure struggles to gain footing. 

While these men may conceive of themselves as vigorous and robust in actuality, Wiley’s portraits allow them an opportunity to explore more atypical gender roles, even if their exploration is simply a figment of the artist’s imagination.  The feminization of the subjects’ bodies and their tenuous control over self-representation both point to the fluctuation of gender roles and visual codes.  Mary Kelly codifies this ambiguity and the notion of masculinity as an active display in her idea of masquerade.

[T]he masquerade impinges on the cultural order as a mode of conscious acting out; a performance of identity which is bounded … by the tyranny and pleasure of the stereotype.  The stereotype produces at once a visual rhetoric of socially specific meanings and a cipher of incalculable unconscious intent.  The masquerade effectively maneuvers between the compression of the signified and the endless deferral of the signifier, by articulating the body as a language by making it visible, sometimes subversively so. 204
The subjects of DOWN slip between gender stereotypes by asserting the “feminine” signifiers of their poses as well as the “masculine” ones of their clothing (The Virgin Martyr St. Cecilia, Christian Martyr Tarcisius).  This bisexuality/asexuality can be freeing for the nature of  masquerade provides an “unusual opportunity for erotic experimentation and release” (Castle 41), and perhaps Wiley provides a safe space for these models to explore facets of themselves which might not be accepted in the broader African-American cultural context.  However, these experimentations are placed within the “fine arts” context to be critiqued by a, hopefully, broad and diverse audience.  This audience necessarily includes the wealthy, art collecting elite, so by playing with preconceptions of gender roles and the taboos of gender bending, Wiley places his subjects in the uncomfortable position of reverting back to the judgments of the black man and his sexuality as the object of the white male gaze.
However, all this attribution of themes of sexuality to Kehinde Wiley’s work slides off the artist.  He shirks the dreaded phrase “social responsibility,” and declares, “I try to create a type of work that is at the service of my own set of criteria, which have to do with beauty and a type of utopia that in some ways speaks to the culture I’m located in” (M.I.A. 26).  His manner of escapist fantasy ideally includes persons of all background.  “When you operate outside those rules [of conversations around theory and the evolution of art], you are changing the vernacular.  I think that’s partly the success of my work—the ability to straddle both of those worlds [the “insider” and the vernacular]” (M.I.A. 24).  

He proposes that his visually opulent work deals with the negation of a dichotomy of high versus low culture by referencing both hip-hop and Renaissance European painting, both black men and classical nude poses.  The black body alone is a unifying element, for it brings to light a previously ignored (or misrepresented) segment of population, drawing in a new audience as well as educating the more established “fine arts” audience.  Kobena Mercer explores this, saying, “the pictorial space of the black male nude does not reproduce either term of the binary relation between ‘high culture’ and ‘low culture’ as it is: it radically decentres and destabilizes the hierarchy of racial and sexual difference in dominant systems of representation by folding the two together in the same frame” (199).  

However, attempting to solidify a universal art market is slightly idealistic.  Martha Rosler’s contention that “the social value of high art depends absolutely on the existence of a distinction between high culture and low culture” (312) addresses the reality that in order to be a marketable entity, art must be exclusive in some way to draw the collecting elite and justify exorbitant prices.  Although Wiley wants encourage persons of color to be members of the arts’ audience, this can conflict with his marketability.  He acknowledges this by saying “[r]eally smart art types are sort of embarrassed by all of this.  It’s just too much beauty, too much emotion, too many uneducated black people in the room.  And they think, ‘Why am I special anymore?’ And I’m sorry but that has to be done away with” (Stoilas 28).  Whether Wiley acknowledges it or not, the sexual tension between the subjects of his paintings and his audience, as well as the ramifications of his treatment of these subjects, cannot be avoided.  At a certain point, intentionality doesn’t preclude obvious connotations.

This focus on universalism and drawing in an entire population relies on an essentialist notion of “black aesthetic.”  While essentialist arguments can be effective at creating basic, broad strokes of a group’s cultural interests and their frustrations, they gloss over complexities and differences along gender, regional, religious, and political lines.  In the context of feminist theory, D’Alleva summarizes the flaws of essentialist arguments:

Some feminists have asserted the universality of the female condition, an essentialism that forges a sense of connection across time and space.  Such essentialist connections can be, in the moment, creatively productive, politically useful, or culturally fulfilling… Other feminists emphasize that a category or identity such as “woman” is determined by cultural discourse, not by a “natural” or “essential” existence, some going so far as to assert the impossibility of cross-cultural understanding.  (66)

Similar to the struggles of feminism to parse out a universal woman while still addressing the needs of individuals, DOWN contests solidified sexuality and gender roles while maintaining a broad view of a generalized black man.  

Although he has used models in the past from West Africa, he mainly works with African-American models.  The African-American man is a symbol of hybridization and globalization through the African diaspora, yet Wiley’s models seem to be one-dimensional with only tentative gestures towards hybridity.  Hybridity, as a term, is “an inclusive political identity based on alliances… [which are] brought together in shared struggles against racism… and challenge[s] and displace[s] commonplace assumptions about ‘blackness’ as a fixed or essential identity” (Mercer 81).  This political statement about multi-faceted “blackness” is woven into the framework of Wiley’s entire body of work as he has referenced the propaganda of Communist China, the postcolonial sculptures of West Africa, and diasporic representations of “authentic” African textiles.  However, in DOWN, he only briefly addresses global influences in the clothing chosen by the models, such as the jackets in The Lamentation over the Dead Christ and Christian Martyr Tarcisius, while turning his (and the audience’s) attention to the Western, Christian traditions of religious representation and painting.  Wiley is representing a marginalized and stereotyped group, hip-hop culture’s youthful black male, but his sweeping gestures skim the depths of the true, self-defined passions of these men.  The assumptions of the superficial “hip-hop look” feed into the Wiley’s problematic generalization of his subjects and subsequent frustrating ties to objectification.

Whether or not Wiley generalizes hip-hop culture and young black men, he succeeds in demarginalizing certain aspects of African-American cultural interests by idealizing them.  His intense devotion to his subjects, spending tedious hours filling in flower pattern and meticulously rendering veins and fingernails, is awe-inspiring.  On such a large scale as the DOWN series, the details and seriality of the paintings erupt into hero worship.  The references to religious figures link the awe of the audience over their beauty to the awe of Christians upon entering a cathedral and the erotic desire for the subjects to a visceral religious devotion.  Wiley’s elevation of his subjects to the level of saints and martyrs mimics “Mapplethorpe’s photographs [in which] men who in all probability came from [the lowest social classes] are elevated onto the pedestal of the transcendental Western aesthetic ideal” (Mercer 200).  As Mapplethorpe’s photographs of gay black men are still discussed, Wiley is now ensuring that young black men and their duds will leave an indelible impression on the arts community.
To quote Slug from Atmosphere, Wiley has had to go through “the simple and the struggle” as an artist to solidify himself as a powerful player in the art market, but this has required that his subjects “hold onto anyone that wants [them].”  For, “in the end, all of [his] work has to do with the tension between masculinity and beauty” (Stoilas 27) rather than the complex, self-determined representations of race.  Wiley most certainly achieves his goals of creating a beautifully visceral utopia.  And at the very least, the presence of a powerful self-described person of color who represents other young black opens door for discussion, for “by encoding alternative versions of the real from the viewpoints of black subjects themselves, it renders present that which has been made absent in the dominant discourse” (Mercer 84).  However, upon considering the connotations of his treatment of homoeroticism and vulnerable black male subjects, this presence comes with strings attached, not just strings to past stereotypes and conceptual discourse but also to wealthy collectors.  To be quite literal, Wiley has to “hustle” these paintings and these subjects, and he inevitably sells them to the highest bidders.  By continuing in the Western classical painting tradition of female objectification, Wiley places his subjects in a tenuous position between actively present participants and simplified, homogenized, and idealized aesthetic objects.
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Kehinde Wiley, Sleep, 2008 

Oil on canvas, 132 x 300 inches 

Source Imagery: Jean-Bernard Restout
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Kehinde Wiley, A Dead Soldier, 2008

Oil on canvas, 60 x 144 inches

Soure Imagery: Velasquez 
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