Catherine Howard

October 23, 2008

Art Criticism Review 2

Kehinde Wiley, The World Stage: Africa, Lagos—Dakar at Studio Museum of Harlem July 16 – October 26
Renowned for his depictions of young African-American men (and famous hip-hop artists) in famous poses from paintings of Renaissance nobility, Kehinde Wiley probes the re-appropriation of power and emphatic nature of façade.  The juxtaposition of the visually allegorical rhetoric of European aristocracy against neon jerseys, patterned hoodies, and rumpled jeans has proved lucrative for Wiley, but some critics dismissed the work as gaudy and contrived.  In his recent work, Wiley chose to travel to locations with significant social history, and in doing so, solidified a conceptual foundation for his work and delved into his lust for skin tone and brilliant pattern.  

Continuing with his practice of allowing models to choose their poses and outfits, the young men in the Lagos-Dakar series mimic statues created as post-colonial monuments to strength and unity or local, traditional forms of representation.  Perhaps this intimate familiarity with and connection to the adopted poses eased the transition into an assumed identity and supplies these pieces with a more intimate, and less manufactured, impression.  While Wiley insists on a conceptual connection to the models he chooses in the states, this new exploration of intimacy allows us a possible glimpse into his own experimentation with self-identification within such a historically- and politically-charged region.

The Lagos-Dakar series serves as a continuation of Wiley’s work, as seen in his adoration of clothing as signifier and longing for luscious depictions of skin tone, but he resolves previous problems by narrowing and stabilizing his focus through the simplification of his compositions.  Especially seen in “Three Wise Men Greeting Entry into Lagos” and “On Top of the World,” Wiley incorporates background patterns reminiscent of Dutch Wax cloth, echoing artists such as Yinka Shonibare and inciting contemplation into our assumptions of racial culture, while celebrating their buoyant, colorful vitality and proud appropriation as an “African” taste.  Contrasted against these hypnotizing and pulsating backdrops, the warmth and endless depth of the subjects’ skin tones entice and lull the audience.  The larger-than-life scale of his paintings only heightens Wiley’s entrancingly impeccable draftsmanship.  Their size and intricacy overpower without overwhelming.  One falls in love with their silky skin and brilliant environment, desiring to reach out and lightly caress the folds beneath their eyes or the slightly protruding veins in their arms.

By allowing the poses to be more restrained (as opposed to rearing horses and ornate furs and jewelry) and resonant with visual icons of history, the audience is more intrigued and willing to enjoy Wiley’s technical prowess rather than struggle to sort through fussy patterns and indeterminate space.  He whets our appetite by incorporating little more than bodies and basic clothing (with perhaps a fan or other small prop), yet he studies each section with such vigor that we are altogether satiated.  The simplified compositions are more resolved and allow us to be whisked away to a realm of sensual saturation.

By exposing the subjects so comprehensively for the audience, Wiley candidly portrays these “black” men as sexualized and available for viewer.  He characterizes the subjects as powerfully seductive and statuesque, vibrant and virile yet not menacing.  The inherent vulnerability of their lithe bodies endears the audience; however, they meet the audience’s gaze with suspicion, vulnerability, and affected pride, demanding a conversation about power and simulated identity.  Wiley emboldens the “black man” in a canon in which he is feared, victimized, and degraded, drawing him into the conversation and situating him a complex and desirable role.
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Three Wise Men Greeting Entry into Lagos
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Oil on canvas
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Dogon Couple
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Oil on canvas
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On Top of the World
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Oil on canvas

6’ x 5’
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Ibrahima Sacho II
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Oil on canvas

26” x 22”
