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A Mixed-Media Focus on Race

Rashid Johnson’s impressive
exhibition “Fly Away,” at
Hauser & Wirth’s Chelsea
gallery, unfolds over four
spaces, each containing very

different works in
R[}BERTA painting, sculpture

SM[TH or insl:lllali:_m_ They

form a quasi narra-
tive, loosely linked
by recurring, often
Afro-centric, ma-
terials and motifs, in which
race is the central concern,
expanded by references to
history, décor, personal identity
and art.

While many artists opt for
overblown when given free
rein in this nearly 10,000-
square-foot showroom, Mr.
Johnson approached the chal-
lenge judiciously. He has
spread out his abundant tal-
ents, giving different works
their own gallery — and for the
maost part he keeps the scale
intimate. His work is in many
ways Conceptual, but conveyed
by a strong material intelli-
gence in any medium.

The first gallery is the only
one that verges on overblown,
but it puts visitors, especially
white visitors, on alert, and the
more time you give it the more
you'll get from it. This gallery
holds six large paintings, each
with up to 36 black, expression-
istic faces in a big grid. Rather
than painted on canvas, the

Continued on Page 21

ART
REVIEW

Fl}" ﬁway Rashid Johnson’s show
at Hauser & Wirth includes,
foreground, “Untitled (shea
butter table),” and, on wall, = v

“Falling Man.” i

\

JAKE NAUGHTON FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES




Smith, Roberta, “A Mixed-Media Focus on Race,” The New York Times, Weekend Arts |l, September 16, 2016, pp. C15,

From Weekend Page 15

faces are rendered as if with a big, soft
black crayon on white ceramic tile
redolent of Western kitchens and espe
crally bathrooms. The point is uvimm
takable — filth versus purity — but it is
vontradicted once you notice that the
on is really a mixture of wax and
black soap. (A little Googling reveals
that it is often called African black soap,
known for its healing properties, and
first made i Ghana) So there's no

hu ary, just two forms of cleanliness,

I ;,r.n fiti tag,

eves, the 1|.u’!|t'11 (AT © stacked like
pretures i a vearbook, or pe
ina cellblock. They bring to mmtl 1hv
work of Basgpuiat, Dubuffet
Simmons, but mainly they
with am arena filled witl

v or fear-

“Untitled Anxious Audienc
works both ways in an art gallery. It
helps to remnember that anger and fear
are the emotions woven Ihmu}-h “Be
tween the World and Me,” Ta-Nehisi
Coates’s haunting memoir of growing
up black and @ Amer One
phrase worth remembering: “the peo-
ple who believed they were white”
il you'll see that
the faces are also slashed with repeat-
ing lines that form loose, often diagonal
s, asaf the artist himself found them
arable. This is another point about
=~ Johnson's art: He sometimes walks
i fine, angry line betweer making
and somethimg like vandalism, cres
andd destroving,

The next, much smaller gallery
Luns three complex, o provisal I[]11.I|
paantings, each titled “L
Collage,” that create an Edenic tHJ:I.
Sort of. Mr Johnson has collaged Lrge,
diamond-shaped photographs of palm
Irees ¢ h tropical plants onto now
colorful expanses of ceramic tile. Some-
tumes big ellipses are cut Irom them,
ihliminal suggestion both of
nrasks and Ku Klux Klan hoods. In the
best painting the ellipses rain down like
spearheads. The works are completed
(or elegantly defaced) with spray paint,
seratehy dibs of black soap and big,
virlvery pours of the melted soap mix-
tlure,

In thew ¢

md use of pho
FEPIEsSent i new
- Johnson, and combine
ol the work of Richard Prinee
and Julim Schnabel with his own sense
of urgency. They scem a bit muddled so
far, but that may be part of the |1n|n|
Ambiguity 15 a frequent tacti
could refer toa A
paradise, or to evading slave
who tore Afvicans from the paradise
they already inhabited

“Fly Away ™ 15 on view through Ocl. 22 at
Hauser & Wirth, 511 West [8th Street,
Chelsea; 212-790-3900; hauserwirth
com. Antoane Baldwin will perform on
Tuesdays and Wednesdays, 3-5 pame, and
Saturdays, -4 pom
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If you choose to leave the large arena

of face
vou'll find yourself in another small
| banguet hall

pallery, :

Three handsome paintings (or reliefs)
adorn the walls, contrasting murored
tile with either white tile or burind red

nn the
« by

large inverted stick figures forn

untings through a second door,

the mirrored nh & |h'.|l L||Jlllil'|'!“ each
piece, all titled *
I'lI[[II]!l'I'Il.II'\".l'.

or real life. Once you see this mirror
man who only reflects, the works take
on asudden desperation,

The mood fits the sculpture at the
gallery's center. Titled “Untitled (shea
hutter table)” it consisis of a la

walnut table burned with hrands ad

g loser ina video game

Above, one of a sel of six \-\.-urL‘; by Mr.
ntitled Anxious Audience,

Hauser & Wirth in Chelsea; left,

lopsidedly draped with
(another valued non-We
ity) on wh

v Persian rug
stern commiod
chunks of the
yellow One of the world"
first moisturizers and a major ingredi-
ent of black soap, this butt made
from the seeds of the African shea tree.
Prized by the ancient Egypt s
still used by cosmeties my, acturers
todday. Here it sugpests soft gold that
has been fought over — many chunks
are shattered — or perhaps David Ham-
"s disintegrating snowballs,

' Iminates in
large gallery with “Antoing
type of ins o My
developed over the
hirs not shown in New York hefor
onee exultant and instructive, this
looming rectangle of black metal shelv-
ing is profuse with leafy potted plnts
and some cact — a hit of real Eden o
pore over, become mtimate with, The
shelves also hold recurring stacks of
hooks by black authors, from WL E. B
Du Bois's 1903 “The Souls of Black
Folk™ 1o Mr, Coat 2005 effort

Rendce Green's “lmpo
Office™ (1E2-93) may come to mind:

Johnson titled
“part of the ¢ vclulurmn al

“Antoines Organ.”

sshelving that presented ma-
terial mapping the flow of hap-hop
among several cities. Mr John
son's work also mcludes four short
videos he made in the early 20005,
mes humaorously focused on
blackness e’ also more shea but-
ter, sometimes crumbled on Persian
rugs, sometimes carved with expres-
sionistic laces. Most planters were
hand-built and glazed by Mr. Johnson,
and often excecdingly beantiful. This
N IS i new, promising move
Funally, hugh inside the shelving is a
gleaming upright piano on which the
pranist and producer Antoine Baldwin,
also known as Audio BLEK, plays his
own flowing jazz compositions Tues-
days and Wednesdays, from 31w 5 pom,
and Saturdays from 1 to 4 pan. They are
transporting, but the piece is equally
engrossing in silence,

“Antoine’s which miught be
called a conse ory in the form of a
lihrary, |~.un1~.l<n ng. It [quu,h!!nll\-

knowledge, nature and art, along \\llh
incessant growth and exchange — a
combination that should foster toler-
ance,
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At Rashid Johnson's exhibition, “Fly Away": left, one of three works titled “Untitled Escape Collage”; right, visitors to the show are reflected in one of three works titled “Falling Man.”



