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In1968, a few weeks before he was murdered, Dr. Martin
Luther King Jr. felt frustrated at the pace of change in
America and troubled by the state of the country. According
to his close friend the entertainer Harry Belafonte, Dr.
King said, “For all the steps we’ve taken toward integra-
tion, I’ve come to believe that we are integrating into a
burning house.”

Belafonte responded, “If that’s what you think, what
would you have us do?”

Dr. King replied, “I guess we’re just going to become
the firemen.”

For innumerable reasons, this sentiment feels just
as relevant today as it did in 19068. Despite the progress we
have made, America remains a nation where healing the
racial wounds and injustice of our history must be our
shared imperative.

So, we might ask ourselves, where are the firefighters
today? Who are our firefighters for justice?

I believe that in 2017 artists are chief among this coun-
try’s firefighters for justice. Artists have the courage to tell
the truth when those in power do not want to hear it.
Artists hold up the mirror and demand that the nation pay
attention to the gap between the promise of America and
the lived experience of far too many of its citizens.

No one does this better than Kerry James Marshall.
Brilliant, fearless, inimitable, beloved, Kerry is one of
America’s greatest cultural treasures. To view his work is to
stand in awe of his courage, his intelligence, his integrity,

Harry Belafonte with Michael
Shnayerson, My Song: A Memoir of
Art, Race, and Defiance (New York:
Vintage, 2011), 325.
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and his humanity. This was all on display during his remark-
able retrospective Kerry Fames Marshall: Mastry, which
graced the walls of The Met Breuer from October 25, 2016
to January 29, 2017, and presided over the closing of one
chapter in American history and the opening of the next.

Indeed, during this current moment of dismay and
consternation, as so many false narratives about black peo-
ple and our communities are proliferated across the country,
Kerry continues to boldly assert an authentic narrative of
beauty, sensuality, and complexity. His work addresses
what he calls the “vacuum in the image bank” and brings
black figures and black stories to the walls of our nation’s
most venerated arts institutions—not just filling that vacuum,
but shining a light on the incredible beauty of black life.

One need look no further than his astounding
School ofBeaut]/, School ofCultwe (2012) [see inside back cover],
which reminds us that these two concepts go hand in hand—
by changing notions of who or what is beautiful, we might
also change the culture in turn.

In this way, and in so many others, Kerry has not
only made a name for himself and helped make space for
black artists over his long and remarkable career but also
paved the way toward a more equal, more just society.

As Madeleine Grynsztejn, the Pritzker Director of the
Museum of Contemporary Art Chicago, was quoted in an
article in the New York Times, Kerry “is painting for a
future United States. The expanded history he is creating
for us to see today will be the norm tomorrow.”

Randy Kennedy, “Kerry James

The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Marshall, Boldly Repainting Art

“Kerry James Marshall: Mastry,” History,” New York Times,

press release, October 24, 2016, September 9, 2016, nytimes.com/
metmuseum.org/press/exhibitions 2016/09/18/arts/design/kerry-james-
/2016/kerry-james-marshall. marshall-met-breuer-mastry.html.
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I am confident—perhaps radically so—that our democ-
racy will be sustained and improved because of artists like
Kerry James Marshall, who are actively standing up for the
values we hold dear. This is why at the Ford Foundation
we are so proud to support visionary artists like Kerry and
exhibitions like Kerry Fames Marshall: Mastry—because we
believe in the power of art to address the narratives that
perpetuate inequality, to engage our fullest humanity, and
to inspire empathy and action.

I'hope that you enjoy this volume of transcripts
chronicling the creative convening that was inspired by
the breathtaking exhibition, and that Kerry’s work and
words move you to feel, invite you to think, and inspire
you, in your own way, to become a firefighter for justice.



Sandra JackKson-Dumont

Frederick P. and Sandra P. Rose Chairman of Education,
The Metropolitan Museum of Art

Introductuon
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Introduction

“There has to be a point at which you can no longer tolerate
a view of beauty and the projection of desire as a kind of
singularly white-oriented ideal.”

“All I want to say is that freedom is not conferred. Freedom
is assumed. You assume you are free. You take it, you do it,
you act it, you behave it, you implement it. That’s what
freedomis.”

—Kerry James Marshall

On January 28, 2017, The Metropolitan Museum of Art
presented a daylong public gathering titled Kerry James
Marshall: A Creative Convening. It marked the closing of
the extraordinary exhibition Kerry fames Marshall: Mastry,
on view at The Met Breuer from October 25, 2016 through
January 29, 2017. The book you hold in your hands is a
transcription of that day, which was, in the words of
Thelma Golden, “a combination of school and church at
the same time—what I believe museums should be.”

As people spilled into the Grace Rainey Rogers
Auditorium at The Met Fifth Avenue on the day of the
convening, they brought with them an amalgam of exhila-
ration, anxiety, and anger. The mix of feelings and energies
was due in part to the program’s remarkable lineup of
speakers. I quickly realized it also stemmed from the fact
that this anticipated day of critical reflection stood squarely
in the shadow of two noteworthy events that were, in real
time, shaking the world’s sociopolitical stage, igniting
long-overdue conversations, and exposing raw, deep-seated

See the conversation between

Marshall and Molesworth, page 64.
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See the conversation between

See ibid., page 77-76. Golden, Jafa, and Tate, page 218.
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emotions. These events were the inauguration of the forty-
fifth president of the United States on January 20 and the
Women’s March, one of the largest coordinated protests in
American history, on January 21. In that specific moment,
a week after these seminal events, we were facing an
extraordinarily divided country following a particularly
divisive American presidential election. While the conven-
ing was not specifically planned in reaction to the events of
January 2017, it certainly felt like a sort of medicinal treat-
ment for them, or at the very least a safer space to interro-
gate the realities of our time. In that sense, The Met became
what museums have the potential to be in profoundly radi-
cal ways—a site for the dynamic exchange of actionable
ideas, a communal space.

Reflecting on Kerry James Marshall: A Creative
Convening, I recall people taking up residence in their seats
for the entire day in what seemed like an act of comfortable
endurance. I remember watching folks seated next to each
other huddle for quick exchanges or even embrace after
being stirred by a speaker’s words or performance. I also
recall overhearing whispers of “I really needed this.” I think
these murmurs referred to the fact that, more than ever, we
yearned for the kinds of discussions that Kerry’s remark-
able body of work provokes.

It was a gift, a pleasure, and a profound experience to
have such a brilliant artist as Kerry James Marshall mount a
show at The Met Breuer within the first year of its opening.
His profound engagement with the history and power of
artis truly inspiring, as is his extensive knowledge of The
Met collection. Kerry’s work, in addition to demonstrating
exceptional formal rigor, asks fundamental questions about
the nature of art and about the role it plays in representing
history, people, and society. While Kerry engages deeply
and thoughtfully with the past, his art resonates with the
cultures, challenges, and responsibilities of the present.



Introduction

Part of The Met’s mission is to “connect people to
creativity, knowledge, and ideas.” (4] Kerry James Marshall:
A Creative Convening was the outcome of conversations I
had with Kerry about strategies for realizing that very goal.
‘We asked ourselves what kind of gathering would engage
people in ways that moved, catalyzed, and intrigued them.

While Kerry is flattered by creative responses to his
work, what he longed for were interrogations of the ways
in which the artwork actually “works,” or labors. He and I
discussed the notion of mastery as a farce. We debated the
fact that the mastery of anything lies not in the product but
in the pursuit; the product is simply a material manifesta-
tion of practice. As a result of this series of deep talks
exploring different vantage points, Kerry and I sought to
build a day of criticality among diverse voices that might
reveal the conditions necessary for one to pursue a path of
personal excellence. What binds people across all profes-
sions—artists, scientists, art historians, those working in
creative youth development—is that everyone is seeking
excellence. We wanted the day to serve as a point of entry—
it was intended not to yield answers but rather to sustain
debate about the role of mastery as it relates to art in soci-
ety, social justice, and one’s own personal voice. Our hope
was that this convening would further complicate arguments
about the art-historical canon as it specifically relates to
Black bodies, artists, and practitioners in the creative eco-
system. We also wanted to explore the intersections of
museums, various disciplines, and daily life, as work does
not happen in an echo chamber but in the world.

The stellar roster of presenters—twenty in all—
explored the role of creativity, hard work, social justice,

The full mission statement

can be found at metmuseum.org/
about-the-met.

16



Sandra Jackson-Dumont

and imagination in art history, performance, science, and
other disciplines. The event was a mix of rich extended
conversations and exciting nine-minute presentations.
Transcripts of all the presentations are included in this
publication except for Huey Copeland’s magnificent talk,
which will be published in his forthcoming collection of

critical essays.

Also included is a “bonus track”—the

transcript of An Evening with Kerry James Marshall, a dis-
cussion at The Met between Kerry and Bill Rhoden, which
took place six weeks prior to the convening and examined
success, power, and identity in the arts and in sports.
Every museum experience is an opportunity to foster
meaningful dialogue, engage with timely issues, and see
beauty in all its forms—pretty beauty, ugly beauty, unimag-
inable beauty. We think of Met Education as an active
laboratory of art and ideas that catalyzes learning, creative
expression, and multidisciplinary experimentation. It is
my hope that Kerry James Marshall: A Creative Convening
was another incremental investment in making museums
significant engines for crucial dialogues about the world

we live in.

Nine minutes was used as a
guideline for the length of each
presentation because it takes
approximately this long to walk
from The Met Fifth Avenue, on 82nd
Street and Fifth Avenue, to The Met
Breuer, on 75th Street and Madison
Avenue. Kerry James Marshall: Mastry
was one of the first exhibitions
mounted at The Met Breuer, the
Metropolitan Museum's third loca-
tion newly opened in 2016.
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An expanded version of
Copeland’s talk will be published
in Touched by the Mother: On Black
Men and Artistic Practice, 1966-
2016 (University of Chicago Press,
forthcoming).
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Tomer. This incredible collection of colleagues helped
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NOTE TO THE READER

‘We hope you find this documented discourse as insightful,
refreshing, and energizing as the live event. At the time of
the program that inspired this publication, a book was
neither planned nor expected. Rather, it exists because
of overwhelming demand for the transcripts of the talks.
Transcripts have been lightly edited for legibility and
reflect the truest representation of the day. A PDF version
of this publication is available online. [ 7] Please also see
video documentation of the convening and An Evening
with Kerry James Marshall.

"This book has two features intended to emphasize the
connections between the various transcripts. First, margi-
nalia on the left-hand pages highlight five themes that run
throughout: blackness, creativity, freedom, mastery/mas-
try, and portraiture. These marginal indices list the pages
where the themes are addressed. Second, footnotes offer
cross-references, citations, or suggestions for further read-
ing, as well as supplementary information about people,
publications, and events that the presenters discuss, for the
benefit of the reader. The professional title and biography
given for each presenter reflects his or her status at the time
of the convening.

metmuseum.org/KIMConveningMorning
metmuseum.org/KIMConveningAfternoon

metmuseum.org/MetPublications metmuseum.org/EveningWithKIM
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PERFORMANCE

TOoShl Reagon

“A D1 part or Knowing
how 10 get through. how
10 execute greatness. 1S
Knowing exacitly who
you are.”
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A Creative Convening

Toshi Reagon is a one-woman cele-
bration of all that’s dynamic,
progressive, and uplifting in
American music. Since first taking
to the stage at age 17, this versa-
tile singer-songwriter-guitarist
has moved audiences of all kinds
with her big-hearted, hold-nothing-
back approach to rock, blues, R&B,
country, folk, spirituals, and
funk. Her current project is an
opera based on Octavia E. Butler’'s
Parable of the Sower.

Vocals and guitar
TOSHI REAGON

Violin
JULIETTE JONES

Toshi Reagon anointed the convening
and set the tone for the day.
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Good morning. [audience responds] I wasready to go;
they held me back. [1aughter] This is Juliette Jones.

[Applause; music; she sings:]
MY NAME

The caustic distance,

Heading for a shore of trouble,

Where is God?

Oh, the vacant answer,

Taken from the air,

To be in life alone.

What kind of Shelter breaks across the water?
What kind of captain leads this charge?
Oh, the sail is open,

Forced against the wind,

What was before is gone.

My name, my name, my name.
Who knows my name? Is there a sender?
My name, my name, nmy name.
Who knows my name? 1 try to remember.

We breathe the violence,

We stand the violence,
Invasion of my all.

Oh, ihe face is open,

Looking for an answer,

Be it old or small.

Caught in my action,

L was actually doing someihing,
1had a plan, I had a place to go,
Oh, caught in my action,

Gone away forever.

110 be no more.
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My name, my name, my name.

Who knows my name? Is ihere a sender?

My name, my name, my name.

Who knows my name? I will to remember.

My name, my name, my name. Where goes my name?
[Applause, cheers]

A big part of knowing how to get through, how to execute
greatness, is knowing exactly who you are. [She sings:]

YOU CAN TALK ABOUT ME

You can talk about me. You can say what you please.

Hey, you can talk about me. Vou can say what you please.
Well, nothing that you say sure going to worry me.

Yeah. Vou can talk about me. You can say what you please.
Oh, you can talk about me. You can say what you please.
Nothing that you say sure going to worry me.

Nothing that you say sure going to worry me.

Nothing that you say sure going to worry me.

[Applause; she sings:]

Oh, yeah. Oh, yeah. Oh, yeah.

I wish some people would clap their hands this morning.
[Audience responds] Yeah! [she sings:]

Music and lyrics for My Name by

Toshi Reagon, ©2012 Black Elephant Music and lyrics for You Can
Music, Brooklyn, NY, administered Talk about Me by Jessie Mae
by TRO-Workshop Productions, Inc. Hemphill.
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[Fig. Al Kerry James Marshall,
Voyager, 1992.
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FREEDOM

1 say, freedom,

When she call my name,

Oh, I wonder if She'll call again?
Call again and I'll answer. Oh, yeah.
Call again and I'll answer. Oh, yeah.

I don’t think we met before.

1 heard some ol’ folks talkin’ about you like you
were the Lord.

Call again and I'll answer. Oh, yeah.

Call again and I'll answer. Oh, yeah.

<
© ; S 1 say freedom, you must hang out amongst ihe stars.
&~o®  Kind of hard for you in a world like ours,
oo Wetalk about you night and day,
B f ; Thinking that we'll find a way.
— O - N
§hog
SR&EX  Freedom, overhear,

Oh, I know it’s not always clear,
Some of us, we’ve had our fill.
Who's gonna stand up with you ?
L L I, Iwill. Oh, yeah. Oh, yeah.

Oh, you, you sound like someone we really need,
Soul-searching armies looking for a victory,
Call again and I'll answer.

Call again and I'll answer.

We lost our water from hurt and greed,

But I can cry you a river of Struggle and need.
Call again and I'll answer.

Call again and I'll answer.

42
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Isay freedom, you must hang out amongst ihe stars.
Kind of hard for you in a world like ours,

We talk about you night and day,

We're thinking we might find a way,

Freedom, overhear,

Oh, I know it’s not always clear,

Some of us, we’ve had our fill.

Who's gonna stand up with you ?

L L I, Iwill. Oh, yeah. Oh, yeah. Oh, yeah.

Oh, they trying to build more and more,

They don’t even know what ihey building for.
Call again and I'll answer. Oh, yeah.

Call again and I'll answer. Oh, yeah.

I'm talking about freedom to have air to breaihe.
Freedom to walk the land beneath your feet.
Call again and I'll answer. Oh, yeah.

Call again and I'll answer. Oh, yeah.

Hey. Freedom, we talk about you night and day.
Hey. We ihinking we will find ihe righteous way.
Who's gonna make the sacrifice?

Who's gonna live for what is right?

Who'’s gonna make room in this circle of ours?
Who's gonna bring you home from the stars?

Who'’s gonna believe that love is real?

Who's gonna stand up for you?

L L I Twill. I will. Iwill. Hey, yeah. I, I, I, I will. I will.
I'm talking about freedom.

Hcy/,yeah. I, I, I, T will [sustained applause, cheers].

Music and lyrics for Freedom by
Toshi Reagon, ©2015 Black Elephant
Music, Brooklyn, NY, administered
by TRO-Workshop Productions, Inc.
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CONVERSATION

Kerry James Marshall
& Helen Moleswortith

“There has to be a point
at which you can no
longer tolerate a view
of beauty and the pro-
jecuonordesire asa
Kind of singularly
white-oriented ideal.”

—KERRY JAMES MARSHALL
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Kerry James Marshall is an artist,
educator, and author. He earned a
BFA in 1978 from the Otis Art
Institute, Los Angeles. After
being an Artist in Residence at
the Studio Museum in Harlem (1985),
Marshall moved to Chicago, where
he continues to live and work.
Working across a wide range of
media, Marshall has exhibited both
nationally and internationally.
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Helen Molesworth is the Chief
Curator at The Museum of Contem-
porary Art (MOCA), Los Angeles.
From 2010 to 2014 she was the
Barbara Lee Chief Curator at the
Institute of Contemporary Art
(ICA) Boston. Her writing has
appeared in publications such as
Artforum, Art Journal, Documents,
and October. She is currently at
work on a survey exhibition of
Anna Maria Maiolino and a large-
scale commission with Adrian
Villar-Rojas.



Kerry James Marshall and Helen Molesworth

HELEN MOLESWORTH So I have been given the task of being
Kerry’s interlocutor this morning. I have been talking with
Kerry for almost twenty years now, which means that we
talk about what most old curators and old artists talk about:
real estate [laughter]. But we’re not going to talk about real
estate just yet. If we run out of things to say, we’ll get there.
But I've prepared three questions, and I have a bonus fourth,
if there’s time, because Mr. Marshall is a great talker
[laughter]. He’s a master at talking [1aughter]. But the facts
of Kerry’s biography are reiterated endlessly. He was born
in Birmingham, Alabama; moved to Los Angeles; studied
at Otis College of Art and Design [formerly Otis Art
Institute] with the late, great Charles White (1 1; came to
New York to be in the Studio Museum in Harlem residency
program; met the love of his life, Cheryl Lynn Bruce; and
moved to Chicago.

I want to pause for just a minute, because of where
we are, on the Studio Museum in Harlem segment of that
biography. In the late sixties, William T. Williams and
Mel Edwards worked with the Studio Museum to create
the artist-in-residence program [applause]. (2] The foresight
of those two artists, and of the people who ran the museum
at that time, changed the ecology of the art world in this
city and, in doing so, slowly and demonstrably changed the
ecology of the art world as we know it. In my lifetime in
the art world, the two women involved with the Studio
Museum were Lowery Sims and Thelma Golden [applause
and cheers]. A lot of people are in this room, in no small

Noted artist and educator
Charles Wilbert White (1918-1979)

cofounded the Arts and Crafts Longtime friends and collabora-
Guild, painted murals for the tors, William T. Williams (born
Federal Arts Project, and founded 1942) is a painter and educator,
the Committee for the Negro in and Mel Edwards (born 1937) is a
Arts, New York, in 1949. sculptor.
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measure due to them and to the artists before them who
created the program. It’s just nothing short of a pleasure to
give them a shout-out from the stage of The Met. So thank
you to the Studio Museum [applause and cheers].

Okay. I’'ve got my hotel notepad. I made alittle cheat
sheet. I'm nervous; there’re a lot of you. Okay. Hi, Kerry.

KERRY JAMES MARSHALL Lady Molesworth [laughter].

Hv I did that so he would say that in front of everybody
[laughter]. I have a nickname. OKkay, I thought we’d talk a
little bit of shop, and then build up to some of the bigger
philosophical ideas at play in your work. So, just a little bit
of shoptalk. When we as viewers come to your pictures,
they’re already made. They’re full, they’re complete. We
understand their complexity. We have a profound relation-
ship to them. But the pictures are so complex. So, I wonder
if you could talk just a little bit about how you make your
pictures. Do you see the whole image in advance? Do you
ever fail when making them? When you fail—-if
you fail-what do you do to alter that route? I"ve been to the
studio a lot. I’ve seen pictures midstream, I’ve seen pic-
tures that you didn’t let out of the studio for a long time.
I've seen lots of G.I. Joes and Barbie dolls dressed up in
amazing costumes. I’ve seen hundreds of books and maga-
zines strewn about the studio in various ways. But I really
still don’t quite know how it starts and how you get from
beginning to end.

kv Well, it happens at about midnight [1aughter].

Hv  Good, you’ll be home just in time to start painting
tomorrow.

KM [Laughs] Well, it happens at about midnight. I gointo a
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little trance. And that’s when the trolls and the imps and
the fairies come in and do all the work. And when I wake
up in the morning. . . [laughter]

tv  You’re Santa Claus!

kM  ...there’s apicture there [laughs]. No, there’s a picture
there. So how does it all happen? Well, I started with that
little narrative as a metaphor, because in a way, when I
started out, it seemed to symbolize what it meant to be an
artist. That making art was somehow—was tantamount to
doing magic, and that it was something that happened to
artists, that artists sort of went into a trance. They sort of
flailed about a little bit or they did a few things, and then
somehow this thing sort of magically appeared in front of
them, and they had no idea how it came about themselves,
much less the ability to tell somebody else how it came
about. So I always thought there was alittle something
wrong with that narrative, because when I was drawing
myself, drawing things myself as a child, it never seemed to
happen as easily as the kind of magical narrative suggested.
And I think I was, really early on, fortunate to under-
stand that artwork is work. I mean, when you make things,
you’re making things. You’re making something from noth-
ing, in a way. But that something from nothing is coming
from real things. It’s real material. You’ve got paint, you’ve
got pencils, you’ve got paper, you’ve got canvas. Those are
real things, and you have to somehow understand how to
manage those real things. It helps to know something about
the properties of those things and what they’re capable of
doing, and also how they had been utilized to make things
before. So, early on, to me, this all seemed to matter alot.
Ispentalot of time early on trying to really come to terms
with what those things could do. And, in the process, I
think I really began to think about making art the same way
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you would think about making just about anything else that
you make from raw material. You don’t just go dig up steel
out of the ground and then put some screws and bolts in it
and end up with a car. You start out with a material that
looks nothing at all like the steel, that looks nothing at all
like the car. And then somebody decides that a car needs to
look this way, and that these parts need to fit together a cer-
tain way, in order for the thing to run. That takes a lot of
time and a lot of effort and a lot of energy. But it also takes
alittle bit of imagination, because there’s no real reason why
a car should look a particular way. It can look any way any-
body wants it to. So when I start making a work, I always
know what I want when I start out. Always, I have an idea.

Hv  Isitanidea or a picture?

kM  Well, the idea is usually accompanied by an image,

a certain way of daydreaming what the thing could possibly
or potentially look like. So I start with this thing that I think
it ought to look like. . . I start building in all of the things
that I think will get me close to the thing that I’'m trying to
make concrete. I visualize a thing, and then I try to make it
concrete. It usually starts, as most artists’ work does—
especially if you’re making work that has images in it—with
anotation, with a kind of shorthand note that gives you a
sense of what the arrangement of the parts and things is
going to be, or what kinds of things are supposed to be in
the picture. And then, after that, it’s not unlike writing an
essay. It’s not unlike designing a house, or designing a car,
or making a garment, or anything else. First of all, you have
to have some idea what its use is going to be. And in the art
world, things do have a certain kind of utility. Then, in my
case, I set about, in a fairly s