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  FIGURE 1. Go, 2003. Oil on panel; five panels, each: 48 × 120 × 2½ in. (121.9 × 304.8 × 6.4 cm); overall: 240 × 120 in. (609.6 × 304.8 cm). Brooklyn Museum; Mary Smith Dorward Fund and Healy Purchase Fund B, 2003.90.1a–e. © Kehinde Wiley. (Photo: Brooklyn Museum)

 


  Foreword

 

  ELEVEN YEARS after Kehinde Wiley’s first-ever solo museum exhibition, Passing/Posing, opened here at the Brooklyn Museum in 2004, we are proud to present Kehinde Wiley: A New Republic, a celebration of this major American artist and of our institution’s long-term commitment to him. An overview of Wiley’s prolific career from 2001 to the present, A New Republic features spectacular portraits of black men—the artist’s signature works—along with exciting new developments: portraits of women, monumental sculpture, and “paintings” in stained glass. The exhibition allows us to regard the remarkable sweep of his multifaceted career. 

Wiley’s work consistently reaches out to engage the Museum’s visitors. Three large male portraits and an illusionistic ceiling painting of break-dancers (figure 1), from the Passing/Posing series, have long been on view in a chapel-like space in our Contemporary Art Galleries and are among the most visited works in the Museum. This ensemble, along with Napoleon Leading the Army over the Alps (figure 3), which holds pride of place in our lobby, inspires conversations about issues of self-representation, entitlement, power, and privilege so relevant to our lives in this era of cultural transformation. 

With its many knowing references to the grand European tradition of painting, Wiley’s work affirms the significant role art from the past can play in forming a contemporary vision and, in turn, how that vision can illuminate older art. This play between past and present is particularly important at the Brooklyn Museum, where a distinguished historical, global collection provides a context for art of the here and now. 

Brooklyn is now one of the world’s creative capitals. Kehinde Wiley: A New Republic is the most recent of our many exhibitions over the past years showcasing art created by the brightest and most talented based in the borough and now applauded worldwide, among them Swoon, Wangechi Mutu, Fred Tomaselli, Mickalene Thomas, Lorna Simpson, and the Bruce High Quality Foundation, along with the many artists in Open House: Working in Brooklyn (2004), Crossing Brooklyn: Art from Bushwick, Bed-Stuy, and Beyond (2014), and the series Raw/Cooked (2011–13). 

I extend my gratitude to Eugenie Tsai for organizing this exhibition in collaboration with the artist, and to Lance Singletary for producing a spectacular installation design. I am also most grateful to Suzi and Andrew B. Cohen for their extremely generous long-term loan of Napoleon Leading the Army over the Alps, which reminds me and (I hope) all our visitors every day of the critical role that museums play in communicating the history of art. I would like to acknowledge Ellen Holtzman and the Henry Luce Foundation for their generous and steadfast support. Warm thanks to our great friend Sean Kelly of the Sean Kelly Gallery, New York, for his visionary support of Kehinde’s work, and to his gallery colleague, Janine Cirincione; as well as to Julie Roberts and Bennett Roberts of Roberts & Tilton, Los Angeles, and Meghan Clohessy of the Wiley Studio for their essential roles in bringing this exhibition to life. 

We are truly grateful for the generosity of the funders who have made this exhibition possible, including the Henry Luce Foundation, the National Endowment for the Arts, and Grey Goose Vodka, with additional support provided by John and Amy Phelan, Sean Kelly Gallery, Stephen Friedman Gallery, and Roberts & Tilton.

Most of all, a major Brooklyn shout-out to Kehinde Wiley, whose talent and exuberance inspire us all.

We extend special gratitude to Elizabeth A. Sackler, Chair, and every member of our Board, whose confidence and active engagement make it possible to maintain the high level of exhibition and publication programming exemplified by Kehinde Wiley: A New Republic.

Arnold L. Lehman

Shelby White and Leon Levy Director

Brooklyn Museum
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  FIGURE 2. Saint Andrew, 2006. Oil on canvas, 96 × 84 in. (243.8 × 213.4 cm). Courtesy of Sean Kelly, New York; Galerie Daniel Templon, Paris; and Stephen Friedman Gallery, London. © Kehinde Wiley

 


  Preface and Acknowledgments

 

  I HAVE enjoyed the privilege and pleasure of working on the exhibition and book Kehinde Wiley: A New Republic. Yet one of the great challenges in a project of this scope is the question of how to do justice to the subject, not only by representing a generous selection of work, but also by eliciting new ideas about the artist. After all, much has already been written about Kehinde Wiley and his art. 

To provoke fresh insights, the format of this book departs somewhat from existing conventions of long-form scholarship and critical writing, presenting instead a series of short commentaries, each devoted to an individual work or series of works, and commissioned from thirty-five invited individuals. Because Wiley’s paintings make reference to sources from both art history and contemporary popular culture, the writers we invited are not only art historians and critics but also poets, fiction writers, and cultural commentators. The chronological arrangement of the plates allows Wiley’s career to gradually unfold, accompanied by the multiple responses of our nearly three dozen writers. 

To prepare the reader for the collage-like juxtaposition of these varied voices and approaches, we have also produced a brief history of interpretations of the artist’s work, retracing the thematic strands that have emerged in the discourse on Wiley to date and outlining the context in which our commentators add their new insights. Against that background, the plate section commentaries offer a snapshot in time of how so many different people are thinking about Wiley at this moment in his career. 
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 Kehinde Wiley: A New Republic is the result of the collaboration of many individuals within and outside the Museum. I would like to thank Arnold Lehman, the Shelby White and Leon Levy Director of the Brooklyn Museum, for giving me the opportunity to work on this important exhibition. I extend my deepest appreciation to Rujeko Hockley, Assistant Curator, Contemporary Art, and Adrianne Koteen, Research Assistant, Contemporary Art, for their dedication and diligence in preparing the materials for this volume and exhibition, as well as to Marguerite Vigliante, Department Coordinator. I am grateful to Deana West, Registrar for Exhibitions and International Loans, for managing the many details of the incoming loans; to Alice Cork, Picture Researcher, Digital Collections and Services, for tracking down the needed photographs and related caption information; and to Brian Pinkley, registrar at the Wiley studio, for active support and help. A very special thank-you to Connie Choi, and to the other catalogue contributors, who graciously agreed to participate and produced compelling pieces under a short deadline. I am grateful as well to Larissa Harris, Curator at the Queens Museum, for generously sharing portions of her research on Andy Warhol’s series 13 Most Wanted Men. And, of course, we are greatly indebted to the lenders of the artworks, who made this exhibition possible by agreeing to part with their treasured works for an extended period of time. 

Eugenie Tsai

John and Barbara Vogelstein Curator of Contemporary Art

Brooklyn Museum
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  EUGENIE TSAI

 

  WHAT MAKES Kehinde Wiley’s Napoleon Leading the Army over the Alps (2005; figure 3) such a compelling work of art? This question comes to mind nearly every day as I pass by this popular painting in the lobby of the Brooklyn Museum, where it attracts spectators of all ages, eliciting responses of surprise, curiosity, and delight. Perhaps it is the size of the canvas, which holds its own as it presides over an enormous public space. Perhaps it is the flashy gilded frame. Perhaps it is the subject: a young African American man in contemporary urban dress—camouflage pants and shirt and Timberland boots—astride a rearing steed. Perhaps it is the odd sense of dissonance between the contemporary black male subject, who could have walked in from the neighborhood this morning, and the title of the work, which identifies the subject as a renowned European general from the historical past. Heightening the feeling of dislocation is the picture’s setting: a rocky outcropping inscribed with names of past great military commanders and silhouetted, with the figure, against a rich red ground with a gold decorative pattern resembling brocade. 
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 FIGURE 3. Napoleon Leading the Army over the Alps (detail of plate 6)

A label informs us that Wiley’s painting takes as its point of departure a nineteenth-century history painting titled Napoleon Bonaparte Crossing the Alps at Great St. Bernard Pass (1801; figure 15), by the French artist Jacques-Louis David. Reproduced on the label, the comparative image reveals that Wiley’s painting preserves the pose and composition in David’s piece while swapping out the heroic figure of Napoleon for an unnamed African American man. Wiley’s deliberate riff on this art-historical masterpiece skillfully engineers a collision between past and present that raises questions about race, gender roles, and the politics of representation. In this regard, Napoleon Leading the Army over the Alps is emblematic of Wiley’s artistic enterprise. Since 2001, his practice has been based on transforming historical portraits originally commissioned from Old Masters, intended to convey the status and power of the sitter, into monumental contemporary paintings that, by placing black subjects front and center, draw attention to their absence from canonical works of art history and from our cultural narratives. Kehinde Wiley: A New Republic, the first museum survey exhibition of the artist’s body of work, presents a selection of his portrait paintings as well as recent explorations in sculpture and stained glass, allowing us to see how his expansive career has unfolded from 2001 to the present. 
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 Wiley’s work as we know it today evolved during his residency at the Studio Museum in Harlem, New York, where he went after receiving his MFA from Yale in 2001. While walking down a street near the museum, he found a crumpled piece of paper that turned out to be a mugshot issued by the New York Police Department (figure 4). The suspect was a young African American man in his twenties; the image was accompanied by his address, Social Security number, and notice of infractions. Picking up the piece of paper, Wiley took it back to his studio and pinned it to the wall, where it became a catalyst for his subsequent work. Conspicuous Fraud Series #1 (Eminence) and Smile (both 2001; plates 1, 3) and Mugshot Profile in Blue (2002; plate 4) set themselves against that kind of reductive, depersonalized identification image. Another work, Mugshot Study (2006; plate 8), painted after his residency, portrays the same suspect whose photo Wiley had picked up a few years before. In part by eliminating the official information along with the heading NYPD MUGSHOT PROFILE and the annotation CONFIDENTIAL: FOR LAW ENFORCEMENT USE ONLY, Wiley’s translation of the small photo into a painting restores the young man’s humanity.
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 FIGURE 4. NYPD mugshot profile, c. 2001. Collection of Kehinde Wiley

About the mugshot found on the street, Wiley later observed that “it made me begin to think about portraiture in a radically different way: I began thinking about this mugshot itself as portraiture in a very perverse sense, a type of marking, a recording of one’s place in the world in time. And I began to start thinking about a lot of the portraiture that I had enjoyed from the eighteenth century and noticed the difference between the two: how one is positioned in a way that is totally outside their control, shut down and relegated to those in power, whereas those in the other were positioning themselves in states of stately grace and self-possession.” The artist went on to note that the first paintings in his mature body of work, the series Passing/Posing, “were the merging of those two lines.”[1]
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 The mugshot as an object of inspiration in Wiley’s work has interesting parallels to a group of works made by Andy Warhol, almost four decades earlier, when his career as a Pop artist was just getting under way. On the occasion of the 1964 New York World’s Fair, in Flushing Meadows, Queens, Warhol was one of ten up-and-coming artists invited to contribute a work of art for display on the exterior of the New York State Pavilion, designed by the architect Philip Johnson. Warhol created 13 Most Wanted Men, a 20-by-20-foot mural composed of individual silkscreened images that enlarged mugshots of the NYPD’s thirteen most-wanted criminals of 1962. Installed on April 15, 1964, it was covered over with silver paint a few days later, for reasons unknown, before the fair opened. Documents later came to light suggesting that the political ambitions of the then-governor, Nelson A. Rockefeller, led him to order this done to avoid the risk of his being seen as highlighting “ethnic types,” Italians in this case, and “rough trade.”[2] The obliterated paintings are known through Warhol’s subsequent re-creation of the series (see figure 5).
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 FIGURE 5. Andy Warhol (American, 1928–1987). Most Wanted Men No. 2: John Victor G., 1964. Silkscreen ink on linen, 48½ × 37⅛ in. (123.2 × 94.3 cm). The Andy Warhol Museum, Pittsburgh; Founding Collection, Contribution Dia Center for the Arts, 2002.4.4a–b. © 2014 The Andy Warhol Foundation for the Visual Arts, Inc. / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York

Although the connection between rough trade and snapshots of criminals wanted by the police might not be immediately apparent, the double entendre of Warhol’s title Most Wanted Men paid homage to the criminals as figures of male desire. This reading is strengthened by Warhol’s contemporaneous film 13 Most Beautiful Boys, the first example of his so-called Screen Tests. Begun in 1964, the Tests were three-minute-long 16mm filmed portraits, comprising in sum forty-two portraits of young men who ranged from well-known downtown figures to the anonymous. As the curator Larissa Harris notes about these two bodies of work: “The Boys and Men share more than the first part of their title. In the Tests’ very process, in which a subject, under bright lights, was requested to stay as still as possible for three excruciating minutes, we also find a hint of the punishing constraints of the police department mugshot.”[3] Essentially, Warhol’s willing participants reenacted the role of the passive suspect in the mugshot, reliving the objectification and stark inequity of that power dynamic. 

Wiley would no doubt have understood the homoerotic overtones of Warhol’s 13 Most Wanted Men and the subversive aspect of that group of works, which briefly went on view as the city’s police and licensing bureaus were cracking down on venues frequented by the gay population, in an attempt to present a squeaky-clean image of New York City to tourists flocking here for the 1964 World’s Fair. With the exception of Mugshot Profile, NYPD, however, Wiley avoided reproducing the look of the mugshot as well as the dynamic on display in Warhol’s Screen Tests. 

Wiley’s relationship to Warhol and his 13 Most Wanted Men is not one of direct influence but rather of lineage. Warhol was one of the most significant artists in the 1960s to open up the possibilities of art-making. His construction of an artistic persona or brand, and his understanding of the power of images to shape and even define historical moments, or confer status and celebrity, his leveling of high art and popular culture, and his view of art as a commodity, set the stage and shaped attitudes for generations of younger artists, including Wiley. In addition, Warhol’s studio, the well-known Factory, provides a precedent for Wiley’s current studio practice (and that of other contemporary artists, including Jeff Koons and Takashi Murakami), which now involves numerous assistants, and carries connotations of an assembly line of workers who help to produce commodities for sale in the marketplace. At the same time, Wiley’s studio practice looks back to the model of the traditional atelier of historical European painters. With his opening of a studio in Beijing in 2006, and subsequent establishment of studios in other locations around the world, where work can be outsourced, he has taken further the possibilities offered by Warhol’s model of the Factory, diversifying into what could be regarded as a multinational brand. As for art as commodity, Wiley has commented: “Let’s face it. I make really high-priced luxury goods for wealthy consumers.”[4] 
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