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aonad o a Jiqrru-}r A r}lfurﬂ "llFE-jl i hidewa b
and mth, i i, frequently suggpiests a foummey'
into one's self; o quest for seli-knowledge ! Clenn
Ligon's work has often exploted ways in which identity
is constructed i nelaton tooothers or o sult expeciations
of a ppeeilic audbenee, and thus the impossibility of
arrEving Af A akmle trse el Ligon is r-adupl. [
knowwn for paintings based on texts related 1o these
themes by such authors as James Baldwin, Ralph
Ellisaom, Mary Shadley, and Jean Caenet.
in ihis exhibition, which has fouwr discrete demnis,
Ligon continues to probe issucs of self-definition,
Wissden bowes, ising international symbols that define
fragility, emit barely awdible sourds (a heartbeat, Billie
Hodiday singing “Steange Fruit® and “Taveding Light.”
disen music by Koyal House; lig. 1). The boxes vary
slighily bm skee aiml comstnsctan mecilssd, bul all take
thedr proportions from the one in which a slave. Henry
“Box”™ Brown, was shipped from Richmond, Yirgiria, bo
freedom in Philadelphia in 1849 (fig. 217 In the same
gallery are liibographs kmitating th-cenfury advertise-
merls. for e refurn ol fscaped slaves (B 3L All name
and describe the atist himself (e asked friends to
descrite him without giving a reasan and used thils
discriptions to create the printsh. In anothes part of the
exhibition, three quobes rom an essay by Zora Neake
Hursion, shich Ligon had also used in 8 seriis of 1990
paintings (fg. 45 ae shemnciled -nmll:,' on the walls.?
Accrmpaning them are clehings with chine eolld {a
prooess by which a thin piede of higﬂm—qwli'ly paper is
glued 10 a less-expensive backing paper) that mimic
frortispicoes of the 1%th-contury nurratives pulbdished by
white abolitionisiz in which former slaves recoaned
their lives wnder slavery and the stories. of thelr escapes
icuvr) Ligon has rrplﬂtl.'l ithe Bible verses amd antl-
alavery s 1hak afies .\Hmtmd i Phis Btk puagies o
thir 1%th—cendury narratives witl quobes from conlem po-
rary authors such a8 Hilbon Als, bell hosoks, and others,
Like the mumaway posbens that describe him, these narm-
v 1l H'l:l.i:q,- of the artist. As Ligon expaessed (6

lIﬂ DISEMBARK SUGCCGESTS ARRIVAL AT THE

The sherw semema bo be coalescing around the kdea of
absence ard presenoe. How (s identilty conatructed?
What are the narcatives of ore's own life, and, for
Americans, ane thode narratives by feceisity formed
against the background of slaveryT Who are the
eller "masters™ from which we Bee? Who s the
sidhienee | am wabng for and doos my sarmtive

changge i 1 am not concermed with addressing while

audiences? If the crate s that which brings the “ar
odvpect™ 1o the museum, what are the implications of
that container brin; the “object” and what does it
mizan that that confainer suggests the body bul does
mod condadn iE™

Fig. | Untidesl, 170, Threw wivs] anad enined-swslia boas, sadh
approinsaicly 762 s WA w610 o {0 3w 2 ik Collatio
of the artist, couriesy Man Prodeich Callery, Mew Yok, Phaso by
Dherarnis Con iy,

The following fict was edited from a serses of mler-
whews with the artisd in July and August 190,
Pigliis Bosenzoeny, Assocnlte Cerafor
PR Can :ﬂ:l;-!i" in some bisgraphical information:
whisre you grew up, whs encouragnd o ba think aboul
becvsrriingg an artisd?
Gl | was bom and grow ap i the Broas inoan aversge
wnﬁnﬂ clazs family. MJ.' parents lr:pu.ralr.'d when | was
young My mother sent my brother and me to private
prrwll.m:u;h:la:tup when wee were b the first grade. |
s pln'n.}'n emomarajed e A ard, W ot to be anaridse. |
Ehumaght seriously stunib becoming an artis when [ gol
to college and realiced that | was mat caf oul o be an
architechune major, as | had planned, because | wasn't
very interested in math and physics Srudio art courses
WO rt'qulrui for architecthune majors, so 1 declded o
maor it an end see what happoned. Painting became a
kimd of refupe for me, The thee | spoent in e shidio was
the only e wihsen | could clear my heasd and concen-



trate. | was inberested in Abstract Expressinnism, and |
am sure [ had absorbed part of that mythalogy: the
bieroic artist struggling againsd internal demons, But thal
was an impartant e in my development becsuase Bl
taught me 1o frust my vislon and working method.

IR Why allis] yous start using stencils?

Gl In ke mald-1980s [ haed reached a crisis of sorts in
terms of my abstract work and was lopking for a way to
incarparale ideas from theoretical and Hlerary texis
Usirgg bext as the work ifself seemed a vy coonomical
soliilion. 1 started wsing stencils becanse they wers
cheap, durable, and an efficlent way of conveying mbor-
malion using paint, which s 8 ¥ery scnsudias, Lanitide,
and imcificient material. | was uslng quintes, andd the
stencils allowed me to infroduce @ bit of distance and
impersonalizy i the process. The first works [ did with
siencils had wery Fh:l.mh-rt:. backpgrounds Later | just
sbenciled owver 8 while ground-—which is the way we are
wsed 1o seeing text—but | repeated the quetes. 1 was
interested in what happened f you broke a senbefie
doavn kn terms of its legibility and the meaning of ik
pclivicdual parts, and how Wi leive bevaks and the
aocyrmmalatsan ol paint om the stencil teased thee brmces of
olher meanings aut of the senbenoes.

"R The stonciled dquahes. ane very branibifial in a hand-
made way. Does the meaning of your work change
when you use mose mechanical printing technlques?

GL: Curipusly, the more “hands off” the production
mithod, the more persopal investment s evident 0 the
work The work i this shosw 15 smong the most avbobic-
graphical 1 have over done. We read paislings as “per-
sonal”™ because they are so identified with the artist's
hamad, but even ihough my work plays with (he dea of
unmediabed acoess (o the artist (the sentences | use alien
have the word “I* in them), it is in some ways very
detached. | use stencils and quintes from other people’s
texts, after all, | am benested in e berder between
whai is mechamdcal, repetitive, impenional and what s
awtohiographical

P le thai what inferested vou i Bhe slive namates?
Thery are aubtobbographical yet formilass

GL: | recently became interested In slave narratives
becatrse their modes of addoess and the conditions
under which they were writhen had cerlain parallels o
my quistions about audiences and cultaral authority.
The Pmpm-l_'t ihe narmativis was taoalelld; Gesl, o cre-
it comsensun. B matlon that 1l..|.1.'|.lr:,.' AR Af IRRHTESN
wae immoral and should be opposed: and, second, o

convines white people, by the very act of writing, thual
the author of the narrative and. by extension. the masses
of eralaved black people were indecd human and wor-
thy of frewcdom. | was interested in confemporary Eraces
of the conditions under which former caplives wnode
thelr narratives.  For exampbis what ane the condilions
andler swhich sorks by black arizets enter the maseom?
e we ember only when our “visible difference” s evie
dent? Why do many shows with works by colosed peo-
ple {and rarely whites) have tithes that include "race”
and “identity?™ Wha = my work for and what o difler-
ent audiensrs dermand o (1T Tona Mormson L] that the

Fig. 3 Heney Bex” Broen Mew Yok Publs: Lbrary Mictuss
ol tion.

writers of alave narratives often stopped short of neally
describing the horrors of slavery because they feared
that while audiences, even sympathetic ones, would b
permed off 1F che aooounts wene ko graphic. What arc
CEEmpOrary caamples of that? What do black sudi-
erces ol wanl 8 bhoar? [ see the posilive image fnega-
tive image debale now mging in the Black commounity &s



end of a joursary. A plysical jourmey in literatuy

and eveh, bn fum, requently seppes 5 joursy
tnka one's self; a quest for self-knowledge.! Glenn
Ligon's work has often explored ways in which bedentity
is constmucted En nelation b0 thers oF o suit cxpectations
of a spevilic andience, and thus impossibility of
arriving at a single troe seli. Ligan is perhaps best-
known for paintings based on texts related to these
themes by such asthors as James Baldwin, Ralph
Fllsson, Mary Shelley, and Jean Genet

i this exhibsition, which has four discnete dlemenss,

Ligan continues to probe issues of seli-definition.
Wonden bosis, using Enbermational spmbals ibat define
fragility, emit banely audible sounds (a beartheat, Rilkie
Holiday singing “Strange Frui” and “Traveling Light~
disco music by Koyal House, fig. 1). The boves vary
sligghtly in stee amd comtruction methed, but all take
theit propaetions from the ane in which a slave, Humy
“Box™ Brown, was shipped from Richmanad, Visginia, io
Ireedom in Philadelphia in 1849 (fig. 2).7 In the same
gallery are lithographs imitating 19th-century advertise-
menits for the retum ol escaped slaves (fig. 3). All name
and describe the antist himself (he asked friends 1o
describe him without giviag & reason and used ther
descriptions 1o create the peint). In arusthor par of the
exhibition, three quotes from an essay by Zorm MNeale
Hurston, which Ligon hud abio used in g series of 1990
paintings (fig. 4), are stenciled directly on the walls.?
Accompaning them ane eichings with chine colié (s
process by which a trin pheew of high-quality paper is
glued to a less-capensive backing paper) that mimic
Frontispioces of e I%ch-century narratives published by
white abolitionists in which former sdaves recounied
Eherir Hves under slavery and the siorses. of their ESCapes
foover), Ligon has replaced ihe Bible verses and antis
shivery poems that ofen appeared on ithe Bike pages of
the 18th-oentury narratives with quisies vom
ragy suthors such as Hilton Als, bell hooks, and others.
Likor the ranawsy posters tha discribee him, these narra-
tives iell the sory of the antist. As Ligon expressed it

T!" DISEMBARK SUGGESTS ARRIVAL AT THE

The shaw soemi o be coalescing arousd the kiea of
absence and presence. How is identity constructed?
What are the marratives of one's own life, and. for
Americars, are those namatives by necessity formed
against the background of slavery? Wha are the
other “manters® from which we flee” Who is the
audience | am writing for and doss my namative
change if | am not concerned with sl semning white

audiences? If the crate is that which brings the “art
14.5'wl'1ull'rmm.wm:mﬂ‘u-hhpli:umﬂ
that container beirg the “object™ and what does jt
meean that that contabner saggests the body but docs
Ut COMw i il e

Fig 1 Lintited, 1950, Three wrsnd and suvid modis boses, nach
spprosimately 76.2 « 914 x 610 cm (36 5 30 % 24 in.). Calledion
of the astisa, coartesy Mux Froteich Laallery, New York. Pheta by
Dhennis Loy

The following text was edined from & sorios of e
views with the artist i July and August 199,

Fhyfts Rosenaoeedy, Asociate Cunnlo

PR: Can you fill in some biographical information:
whene you grew up, whe encouraged vou to think abou
becoening am artis?

GL: | wan bomn and grew up in the Brons In an average
working class fasmily. My paronbs separated when [ was
young. My mother seni my brother snd me 1o prrivate
school on scholanship when we wore i1 the first grade, 1
wias abways encouraged o do an, if not to be an artist |
thought seriously abwnd becoming an artist when I gt
to college and mealised that | was. ol cul out b e il
archidiecture mujos, as | had Planned, Begause | wasn'
iy inberested in mach and physis. Siudio ant courses
wiere reguined for architecture majors, 20 | decicded o
mugor in art and see what happened. Fainting became 2
kind of refuge for mae. The time 1 spent in the studio was
the anly time when | could clear my head and concen-
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Biine uniithed woodien bodes with varioss dements. 1993, each approx-
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