





De(i)fying the Masters

Lrealing anongmous, hevorcally scaled portrails of contemporary African-American males,
Kehinde Wiley exploves many grand precedents of European painting, while offering a wry crifigue
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Strategic omissions of pictorial
elements, in effect deflating the
power of the source image, become as
important as Wiley's appropriations.
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imberdew in his stsdio. This appmach resulfs in
whesd hi calls “antiportmit painting.”
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dentieal arch-shaped formaal, were ung on the
vills beneath a B-by-20-fond ceiling painting
titled Go (2003), Peering upwnrd, viewers
nuld comemplate, in place of the customary
religious worthies in ascent, young African
Smerican men breakdancing in a sky with bil-
owing, chomls, All ame garbed in caswal strect
vear, their perspectivally large feel elul in
brmml-name boots or speakers. Some of the
iccampanying wall paintings imply hisemncy
iy Faling out the fMzures” legs up to the knisss
Faat seweral others emphasize the model's liwer
extremities, recalling the highly sttentve trest-
et of angels' feed In Benalsance paintings
Two warks placed st the end of the room, in
Lhae puesiblon of an altarpeece, festure & spiritus]
[eonagriphy nod only of gosture but also of
light. In &L Clemiend off Podua [(2004), after o
staired-glass window by Ingres, a hale of gold
encircles the model's hesd while his ames ane
hveld partially cutstretched in o sion of relighnes
wandler, Altheath there might secm to be dis
«ord betwesn the chapel-style presentation
amil the deiving clythmes that seleoed thooagh:
il the gallery space, the self-mythologizing
that undergirds hip-hop culture makes Wiley's
IIl|l‘|||:'|'_l,'-:||'|'|'|l,|'.',I||l.|':'.1.1 THS apl

A trip to Lialy originally prompted the
“Passing Posing serwes, ad Wiksy's work
in some was recadls that of Fred Wilson at the
200 Venlee Biennale—a presentation in
which Wilson explored historical depictions of
Africans in that onee- powerful multienhieral
clty. In his use of figure substitutions, Wibsy
ilso manifests a thematic affinity with Yinka
Shonibare, who posed coolly as the epomamois
hepo of “Diary of a Yictorian Dasidy” his 1008
bt serbes of elaborte period vignettes,

In addition to placing black maodels in
Buropean paindings, Wiley oflen coybuges with
Ui souroe works (oo for more ransforma-
L wary, anlertaking both a clnse examination
il @ erithgque of Eorope's grand fradition.
“What's meet important in my work, foomy own
mind,” the artist sas, *is that the history of
Vestern European painting is the hisio-
ry ol Westem Furopean white men by ozl
tions of dominanee.” 5o in Decoralion {:.I"
the Sacrament in e Chapel of dine,
Sewarrechion (2003), he has taken away the
lag festured in the original Tiepobo painting
ik foepd the pole, adding o bull ab the bodiom
Lo corvert it into & stall. Wiley alters the pole's
rientition and design Lo slgnily a culiural
ift: shung over the black model's back, the
Lall becomes a pobertil weapon,

Wiley's horrowlngs also create a surprising
vithele for commentary on byper-measeuliniey in
bilack cubiure, “Blick musoulingy has bien codi-
Fiesill b, Mol 'I.'.T.I.I'I.'_" b ek “0'm nol In'j:g
Lo provide o direct corrective, bt § am trving to
Pdnid o history of signs &= thisr melate bo black

people in the modis . . . There §s a certaln desire
i by work fo te the urban streed and the way
i's been depleted with clements thid are noi
necessanly oodid as masculine” Wisit he calls
“Toration™—ranging from Islamic to Baoque (o
Rocusen dislgn=—overlows onto the fures in

felling wans. In Fevestitire of Bishop Harold as
the Duke of Francenia Ne, 2 [2004), after
Ingre=, the confident figire s accompanded by
flouting yellow roses, and could &= well be the
recipient ws the genenstor of ihe sperm oeming
aroumd hine (Wikey describes this moch-used
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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.

bt @& =a send-up of obd master Fhlrrlim.!I & e
pdliiale cun shol. b And Tor adl of the e
Lhait '|'|'|||':|'-. Thgumes eciichis, he requently libels
Lheemn vl Temade names or alescrplors mom Uhe
ok |mage,

Wiley's most humaorous doabde-edged commen
R cans: of ||-|;|4'|.'|i:|||.'. |:|i.{|||!. '.1.]||-:|| hl' :l..n-.|.||£ﬂ|
[ thee ppearancs of e drag qoeen and oper
singer Shequbida, dressed (5 a Yenetian gown,
Along with black male performers classieally
traimed al the Jublliard Schaol of Musie,
Shequida performesd hip-hop hits in the faux
|'||u.|h'|. In saeh & context, 'p:L\hi.IIH' i b
renid as more than a heavily losided racial
term. 1% also polings to sexual posturing
within masculine identity |tsell, ami
b the siriking difference betwoen
open gaymess and life “on the
thowm ko,

Wikey's engagemenl witly arl
history is as ambivalent s his
tike an gender conventions. His
first solo museum show coinckded with
the Brocklyn Museum's John Singer
Sargend portrait exhibition, Both artisis look
b Elsropeean precedaents for an suthontatve
ternplate for thelr American subijects. Bt Wiles
whio admits to beang “im awe of thie echnical
commail ol I!i!"\. sINIECE J.”ih[!"- s t"”l:i'h'h.'ﬁ
asmerts that he ks intermogiting this trelitken and,
ab the sune thme, empiving B ool” He sstemall
cilly tikes a “pedestrian” encmmter with Alricen-
American men, elevates it to herobe scale, and
revesdls—ihrongh subile formal aliertions—thai
ihe postures of power can sometimes be seen as
st thet, i pose,
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