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Introduction by George Woodman: Good evening. (long pause) Hi.  Can you hear me?  Can 
everybody hear me?  (Response: No.) Can you hear me now? (Response: No) Make it louder… 
or be quiet, or one or the other.  Can everybody hear me all right?  Not really. (long pause) Okay.  
Woooowww…. (applause) It is a privilege to be able to welcome you to this lecture this evening 
by Fred Wilson.  Fred is very well known to the Skowhegan community; he’s had a long 
association with the school…. And in some respects an introduction seems superfluous.  On the 
other hand, I’m sure that some of you have not met Fred before, and will have this wonderful 
opportunity.  I think introductions are not to be dispensed with; they’re a ceremony of some 
importance.  And the importance I know from experience… If you’re a speaker, and nobody 
introduces you, you sort of feel like you wandered into the room by mistake and just got caught 
there. (laughter) Fred Wilson was born in 1954 and lives in New York.  He has also briefly 
inhabited my dreams. (laughter) I had a dream last night when I was at a gathering of many 
people, many of them very prominent in their fields…. And of course Fred Wilson was there. 
(laughter) He was not the center of attention, however; the center of attention was Betty, who 
had everybody transfixed, because she announced that she was beginning a new career as a 
picnic analyst. (laughter) I was there also; but I’d lost my hat in the subway, and felt that I had to 
explain it to everybody and it was terribly embarrassing. (laughter) Out of my dreams… into the 
reality of Fred.  
 
 He is, I think, one of the most important artists of the 1990’s.  He’s had many, many 
exhibitions—many exhibitions in museums, where he has exhibited the museum in which he 
exhibits.  His honors include fellowships in the NEA, the Rockefeller Foundation, and the 
McArthur Foundation.  The museum is where we look at art.  Fred has made us look at the 
museum, and enlarged and changed our conception of it through his critique.  In reflecting on 
Fred’s work I would just like to share a few thoughts on, what to me, makes Fred’s work so 
effective.  Fred’s critique is made through objects, not arguments.  Things are irrefutable.  Fred is 
a real artist; that means he understands finish, display, situation, the theater of objects.  He knows 
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how to seduce, capture, and hold the viewer’s attention.  He’s painstakingly careful in his work.  
I think his critique’s an effective critique because I have the sense that he respects and cares for 
his viewers.  Much of the art that I see today seems to be either indifferent to the viewer, or 
unaware of the viewer, or quite often even contemptuous of the viewer.  We feel estranged from 
the work.  Fred makes the viewer—at least this viewer—feel that he is as important as the artist; 
and that the artist would like to reach him or her.  I’m grateful of Fred… and like you to 
welcome him. (applause, whoops) 
 
Speaker: Thank you, George; I appreciate that.  This is… thrilling, to be here, especially after 
I’ve heard almost every single in the room of what they do; and I have—no one’s [sic] knows 
what I do, or haven’t seen me—hear me speak about it.  So it’s really a thrill to be—I feel like 
become a part of the community by telling you what I do as well.  So… I’m going to show you a 
whole lot of slides; I feel like I should be saying “Welcome to Hell,” you know, ‘cause it’s so hot 
in here, (laughter) but… at any rate… (sighs) we can turn off the lights now… ‘cause it’s going 
to be cooler. (laughs) I… I don’t remember what the first slide is.  I—I like to start out by… 
talking about how I came to do what do.  I have just a regular—Sometimes people ask me what 
is my background; and basically my background is just… went to art school, and… started doing 
the kind of works that I do from… working in… various museums…. I worked at the 
Metropolitan; I worked at the American Museum of Natural History; I worked at the American 
Crafts Museum in New York; and… from working in those various museums… I sort of 
gathered ideas about museums and… when I had a chance started to make works from those 
experiences.  I’ll talk about that more a little later, but—While I was working in museums, 
mostly in the education departments of those museums, I was also a museum guard at… The 
Neuberger Museum is another… museum—University museum… I was making works.  And I 
mostly made very large outdoor public art works—Let’s see if we can… in Manhattan.  This is 
the final—the final one that I did.  I did var—these images.  I had traveled—I like to travel; and 
whenever I got the chance I did.  I was—and this project was… I really got the idea for it from 
working in… or living in Peru; and flying over Nazca where all those images in the desert are, of 
animals and geometric shapes.  And so I began to become interested in what could be a… a kind 
of contemporary image… on the—sort of on this landscape… on the surface of the earth.  And I 
made these works that were the images of individuals.  This one is—some of them easier to 
understand who they were.  I did a project of Mohammed Ali… and a bunch of other people, 
and… you know, and Mohammed Ali said he’d come, and then he didn’t show up; but actually I 
was glad, ‘cause what if he didn’t like it—What would I do?  He’s just sort of pummel me to the 
ground, and I… So—But anyway, so… I started doing images of dead people. And so this is 
John James Audubon… interested—It’s difficult to see, but maybe I can… This is his… This is 
his eye here.  Another eye. His nose.  His mouth.  And mostly the project, most of these images 
could only be seen from them tall buildings; they were kind of… landscape forms…. And… it 
drew people; people came to the site, and sat on this platform, and could not really see the image; 
but you could see it from the buildings, which was part of the idea.  In the trees I had birdhouses 
made in the style of architecture of the places that Audubon lived.  You know, he lived in Haiti; 
he lived in the American South; he lived in southern France; and… it is bird—this drew birds to 
the site; and all the birds… Which is also another thing I wanted to do… in this area.  It also 
drew… the homeless to the site; and the local businesses didn’t like that so much; and so they 
made me take it out.  But the birds’ houses remained for many years afterwards.  This was a… 
one of the first ones I—or a few I did indoors.  This is of… This is called “No”—This is so 
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weird; it’s so loud.  This is called “No, Noah Noah, Portrait of Gauguin, History of Tahiti.”  
(laughter) And it’s sort of an island shape; but it’s also Gauguin’s face, kind of from one of his 
drawings of himself.  And… again… this is—this is his eye up here, his big nose, his—you 
know, his mustache; and kind of making into an island form.  But on the surface of this—it’s got 
a multilevel sculpture—are objects from the history of Tahiti.  You have a Bible in a platter of 
blood… and a stack of National Geographic’s with a microscope, and a little native figure under 
the microscope… these gourds with… catechisms and lilies and rum bottles… and… this French 
colonial character on a—standing on a broken mask…. And then this Polynesian figure with a… 
with a rather large… dildo…. (laughter) Well! You know… all—talking about aspects of what 
when on in Tahiti at the time of Gauguin.  I really—at that point I realized that I was more 
interested in the objects on the sculpture than the platform—than the larger sculpture.  And I was 
more interested in the history of Tahiti than the biography of these individuals.  But I always felt 
that I needed a place to put them, a place that they could be located in.  I didn’t really want just 
to have the objects, you know, in a regular gallery space.  They seemed context-less; and I think, 
from all my travels, and from just being a person in many different contexts; and seeing how 
different people see me in various contexts—or see anyone in various contexts from different 
countries, different places—I’m sure many of you have had this experience.  People see you the 
way the can see you.  And they see you by the place that you’re in, rather than actually where 
you’re from.  So I didn’t want these objects just in a white cube; I wanted them to be within 
some kind of a context, which this was for me.  
 
So many years I didn’t—I kept continue making these sculptures, but always felt that perhaps 
there was something more I wanted to do, but I just didn’t know what.  In—Well, to support—I 
wasn’t selling anything at that point; but in order to support myself I worked in a non-profit 
gallery in Tribeca… and running a program called “The Business of Being an Artist;” and then I 
was offered a job in the Bronx called… in this place called Longwood Arts…--Longwood Arts 
Project… starting a gallery.  And the gallery is still there, actually.  This is a long time ago.  
When was this?  When did I start this gallery?  Yeah… Whitfield?  When did I start—(laughs) In 
the like—Well… 1986, okay.  And…so one of the things I did when I first got the gallery was… 
try some of the ideas I had been thinking about when I first did—when I was working in 
museums.  I had originally wanted to do a project in several different museums, using 
contemporary artists’ works, and putting them in different museums.  And of course no museum 
in their right mind was going to let me do that at that time, but—When I got my gallery I decided 
to try that out.  And so one of my first exhibitions was called “Room With a View; the Struggle 
Between Culture, Content, and the Context of Art.” And… this was the regular gallery space, the 
white cube space; and I invited thirty artists to collaborate with me on this project… and asked 
them for two works each.  And I told them I was going to experiment with their work… and I 
guess this was the—you know, late Eighties; you know, this was in the South Bronx; and you 
know, they figured well nobody’s going to see this show anyway, Fred—Take the work and do 
whatever you want with it.  I mean, basically…. And… so each had a work in this one gallery 
space; and then I put a second work in another space… which—two other rooms I had 
redesigned, one to redesigned to look like a turn of the century salon space, and one room to look 
like a… ethnographic museum… as best I could in… you know 1940’s public school in the 
South Bronx.  They were probably—You know these were—this was a classroom, probably a 
science room; and—‘cause it had all the cabinetry in there.  And… I just painted that room the 
drab color, and added the objects.  And…in the center there, an artist named Linda Peer placed 
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these sculptures of hers on a bed of sand in her installation, and she left.  And after she left, I 
came behind her and added this rather ugly white barrier around her work.  Of course I didn’t 
consult with her, but this was my ethnographic museum…. And… you know, what ethnographic 
museum asks artists how they want their work displayed?  Well, they don’t generally; and they 
never did before.  So… I didn’t either.  So everything in this space was arranged and organized 
as one would do in an ethnographic museum, or—you know, a natural history kind of museum, 
and… the artists came the next day and saw what I did.  I felt fine in doing this ‘cause they had 
works in the regular gallery spaces also… the way they would normally have it displayed; so this 
was another arrangement.  I had school groups coming in… children coming in; and they’d come 
up to the white barrier… and there’s a little label, and the label said, “Pile of Heads, Ceramic, 
Late 20th Century, Found in Williamsburg, Brooklyn.”  And that’s all it said.  And, you know, 
everything was labeled like that, with all the correct information; but leaving off perhaps the 
most important thing to artists… and that’s their names.  But again, this was my ethnographic 
museum… and you’re hard-pressed to find any names on anything made by anybody in those 
museums.  (pause) Here’s another grouping from that exhibition, all these objects made by 
various artists… and… put together by their—by their… you know, just the way a museum, an 
ethnographic museum might put things together by their function… or by any other reason but 
aesthetic issues; and just place them all together. Now it wasn’t only… It wasn’t only children 
that I fooled; I had a… curator come in.  And she looked at this horse skull in the center there; 
and she said, “Oh, you have a collection,” meaning a sort of collection of primitive art.  And… I 
said, “Well, no.  Actually, Valerie, that’s a sculpture by Jimmy Durham that was in your gallery.  
You had a one-person show of his work in your gallery a month ago!” (laughter) And… and 
she—You know, I promised not to give her last name out, so she’s okay with me telling that 
story.  But anyway…. It really—it changed… This room changed how we felt about the art and 
felt about the artist.  Everything seemed to be made somebody you could not know; everything 
seemed to be exotic.  And… this was—this was amazing for me, because this was the experience 
of having worked in all these museums, of going from one museum to the next museum seeing 
artwork—certainly at the Metropolitan and the American Museum of Natural History, where you 
have works by some similar—people from similar backgrounds throughout the world… 
However, they’re discussed and displayed in various different ways; and people react to them in 
different ways.  This was what was going on for me, and I just wanted to… see—try for my—see 
it for myself; and… you just played right into that.  (pause) This was my version of a Salon, like 
an historic house, in this place; I put up these velvet walls and… this mantle is by a former artist, 
former Skowhegan director and now director of the Queens Museum, Tom Finkelpearl - but he’s 
not making art any more; but that mantelpiece is an artwork of his.  And, you know, there was 
harpsichord music playing in the background… and, you know, it was a very genteel kind of 
space… and, you know, what historic house would be without its roped-off chairs?  So I added a 
couple in there to myself, and just to… kind of make it look right.  And… And this space—The 
artwork in this space had a kind of an authority that’s associated with wealth, that the works in 
the regular white cube just didn’t have.  And… so—Even the white cube had an effect on the 
viewer, and you saw it in relation to these other spaces.  The works in the room felt cold; they 
felt like… you know, that some of the numbness—some of the emotion of the works were 
numbed by the whiteness of the space; and you could only see that because you went from room 
to room.  So this was a watershed event for me.  I really, you know, had been thinking like this 
had been going on in museums, and I just… wanted to—you know… The way I work is I sort of 
feel things, think things, and I just do—do projects to see what happens when you take it to this 
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degree to figure it out, figure out these ideas.  And… so I just began—At this point I realized 
what the context was for the objects that I’d been wanting to put together; the museum was the 
perfect context.  Here… you know, museums encompass all different topics, all different 
histories, all different subjects… and all different interests that I had.  And it was a place that was 
also public, because I’m really interested in the public.  It purports to be public, but… you know, 
whether it’s public or not, it’s—you know, you know that’s up to question and scrutiny, which is 
what I enjoy doing.  And…so it was the beginning of this… work of mine; although, after this 
point I stopped using, you know, living artists’ works, for the most part, and started working with 
my own collections.  This piece is called “The Colonial Collection.”  It was in a contemporary 
gallery called… Gracie Mansion Gallery.  And… you know this was one of these galleries in 
Manhattan where the doors open up and you walk right into the gallery.  And people would get 
off the elevator, and they’d see this—“Oh. Oh, I’m looking for contemporary art.” And then 
they’d get back on the elevator, and they’d go away.  Well… sometimes that happens with my 
work; I… I have to live with that. But—(laughs) I just painted that room that dark rust color; and 
it said “Truth.” You know, it just said, “this has got to be serious,” you know.  And I just painted 
the wall.  And… just various collections—in the in—of things… And in this vitrine, which I also 
had made, there was a label that said… It had insects, in boxes; and it had various African—
names of various African countries… And the label said… “French and British Collection, 
1914.”  And… you know, I had a curator come to me and say, “Does the British Museum know 
what you did with that mask?” because I had a label that said, you know, “British Museum,” or 
“Musee de l’Homme,” you know with—depending on whether it was a French or British flag.  
And… you know, I bought these in front of the Museum of Modern Art, like everybody else 
does in New York City, you know, from traders, you know. (laughter) But, you know, you put it 
in this beautiful light… and wall coloring—It just looks like it’s worth a lot of money.  But really 
this piece—that—this part of the piece was called “Spoils,” really thinking about… you know, 
the collections around the world of things from various countries, not only Africa—not only 
countries in Africa—where they got—came to those countries… Well, you know, they didn’t 
walk out of those countries, so… They’re still spoils of war, in many countries’ collections and 
museums in the world.  This piece I just hung, and did nothing to, except change the label.  Now 
no museum in their right mind would have this label… (laughter, applause) (clears throat) but 
this is my private collection, so I can say whatever I want.  But you know museums have whole 
euphemisms for covering up the messiness of history and—their history—and the world’s 
history.  What I love—One I love, at the Smithsonian there was a sculpture, by the—a Zonka 
sculpture—and it said “Colonel So and So acquires this sculpture from the Zonka tribe, 1899.” 
Well, in 1899 it wasn’t a—a Christmas present, let me put it that way. (laughter) And… you 
know, so “acquired” is one of those words that covers up the messiness of history.  This is piece 
was at Metro Pictures, the gallery that represents me in New York; and…-- when they were 
downtown, in SoHo—and…the show was called “Primitivism High and Low;” it’s—was the 
name of two Museum of Modern Art Exhibitions…. And… they’re also again two rooms, which 
had my various collections of things.  Here you have these four vitrines which I had made; and 
these skeletons in the vitrines… and each skeleton had a couple of labels—“Someone’s Mother,” 
“Someone’s Father,” “Someone’s Sister,” “Someone’s Brother…” (laughter) It’s called 
“Friendly Natives.”  And… you know, I’d been traveling around the country as I do, and seeing 
many collections, especially university collections, that had remains of native people in their 
collections.  And somehow, when they—you know when they collected them at the turn of the 
century, in the face of the genocide that was going on, and the—pulling these remains out of the 
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ground to sort of purportedly talk about their humanity, they get into the museum, and… all of a 
sudden they’re not related to anyone.  They’re… humanity goes away in the process of 
display…. And many institutions still to this day have a hard time returning these… You know, 
thinking that they’re descendants of anyone.  And… So, anyway…. This piece is called “Seat of 
Power,” two Baga Nimba figures, a Victorian chair, and… a Bible on top.  You came around the 
wall…-- I mean, there were many other things; I’m just sort of skipping through the whole 
show—came around the wall, and you had these…uniforms… Now this is not about the beauty 
of guards’ uniforms in American museums.  This piece is called “Guarded View;” and these are 
the uniforms from four different in New York City, the museum guard uniforms of four different 
museums.  And, as I said, I had been a guard years and years ago; and it was something 
interesting about being a guard: I always felt that we were on display… but I also felt we were 
invisible.  And I always—that ten—such a weird tension; so I always thought I’d do a piece 
about that someday, and I did.  This is it.  And… so it’s really about that.  Also… the fact that 
many museums in New York, and I daresay probably around the country… like to talk about 
their minority employment in their museums, and…-- But they never say—and they get money 
from—you know tax deductions from… the government for having minority employment; but 
they never say where they’re employed—in the guards, in the food service, in the maintenance… 
and never anyone upstairs, deciding what gets put on display… you know, what gets collected… 
and so of course that changes who comes to the museum… So that’s all a part of why I did this 
piece.  The Whitney actually asked me to give a tour of one of their exhibitions; and I told them, 
“Listen, I’m not a scholar; I can’t give a tour about, you know art or historical tour, but—I’ll do 
it if I can be in costume!”  And they said, “Oh, sure.  The artist wants to be in costume; that’s 
great!” I mean—they thought I was going to be in bunny costume?  I don’t know what they 
thought. (laughter) But… So I had lunch with all the docents and the education staff, and I… --
Some of them I’d known for many years, and I said, “Okay, excuse me.  The lunch was good; 
I’m going to change into my costume now.”  They said, “Okay.”  So I—Of course I know guards 
in many different museums; and I changed to a guard’s uniform and stood by the sign that said 
“Fred Wilson speaks at 2 o’clock;” I stood there.  And they all came down, and milled around in 
front of me, waiting for me to show up. (laughter) Yes, they did. (applause) And… So then I 
said, “All right, let’s get this thing going;” and you know, then they were all very embarrassed 
and everything; but, really, you put the guard’s uniform on and you just… disappear.  And it was 
great, because I walked around talking—I—marking on the walls, ‘cause there was a lot 
problem—the text was very problematic as far as-- you know marking on the walls around the 
texts… And… the public was—you know saw this guard talking in art historical terms about the 
art, and… and this—people in rapt attention following him around the room… And the guards 
came off their stations, and said, “Oh, I always wanted to say that about that piece….” And 
things like that.  (laughter) It was great fun.  This piece is called “Pentorais; a Gallery of Ancient 
Classical Art;” and this is also at Metro Pictures.  And… it was… I had been seeing in many 
museums images—I mean, galleries of… plaster casts.  And they were always in these light blue 
rooms; I don’t know what this light blue room means… You know, the sky in Greece, maybe, or 
Wedgewood… Anyway, it looked good, so I did it too, and… so, since I have lived in Egypt, I 
became interested in the relationship between Egypt and Greece.  And… so I re-named… the—I 
came to find out, after doing some research, that-- nothing very… controversial, but that the…-- 
many ancient Greek gods had Egyptian deity predecessors; and so I just re-named these Greek 
gods with their Egyptian deity predecessors.  And then… the gallery itself had all these objects 
of Egypt and Greece sort of coming together rather forcefully, and… a lot of plaster lying 



 7

around, and… you know, stuff like that.  A few more things…. And this is, you know, this is the 
head of Bast and the body of Artemis, you know, Bast bursting from the body of Artemis—You 
know, they’re directly related—the body of—Artemis is a huntress, and Bast is a Cat god; you 
know, there’s a direct relationship.  This is Cleopatra, in hieroglyphs…. (pause) (laughs 
)(appreciative applause) You know, I have to use humor in my work, because you know it’s a 
part of my personality; so I have to—just put a little—it just—It comes out, so you know I just 
don’t stop it; you know, and just sort of…. (laughter) That’s my… Jansen’s up there on the top 
there… I’m so glad when… I think I must have felt like that in art school, but anyway—that’s an 
African art book underfoot, and… Oh!  This one I sometimes put in there.  It’s—This was a little 
piece; it’s… the head of Anubis and the body of Hermes, both of them being communicator 
gods, relating to the Underworld, very much related to each other; I really like this little piece.  
And it was in a museum auction; and… live auction, and… several collectors were vying for this 
piece; and the price of it was going up and up and up.  And… you know, I was getting very 
excited, ‘cause I was going to get a little of that money, and so was the museum, and… And so it 
actually went for a lot money, for this little thing, much more than it was worth at the time; 
and… afterwards the collector who won it came over to me, and she said, “Oh, I’m so thrilled to 
have it!  It looks like my dog.” (laughter) Yes, she said this.  She paid a lot of money for it; 
someday it’ll get to a collection—I mean get to a museum, where they really—you know, it’s not 
Fido, you know what I mean?  (laughter) (sighs) Well, after having done all those projects… you 
could almost see the museum curators, like a light bulb going off over their heads; and they’re 
like… Wait a minute.  Fred Wilson… Fred Wilson, you know, makes these fake museum 
displays… and we are a real museum…. We could invite him to our museum… and we wouldn’t 
have to pay for shipping; (laughter) and… he could rearrange our things… and—you know—
we’d have a show. (laughter) (laughs) Never thought in a million years anybody would—
(laughs) But anyway… a contemporary museum in Baltimore, aptly titled The Contemporary, 
which was a museum without walls, invited me to do a project there; and… I chose to do it at the 
Maryland Historical Society.  It had to be… the—you know, was the oldest museum in 
Maryland; and it was… Well they—I liked it because they hadn’t thought about museum display 
in a very long time.  You know.  And this is one of their galleries.  And I felt really 
uncomfortable there; I felt really… It just—I had a visceral response; I just wanted to run out of 
there screaming; I just didn’t like the place, and (laughter) I figured—Really!  And—I just—
Whenever I have that kind of response, you know—You know it’s all this… art.  I like art.  You 
know.  It’s all about America, you know.  I… know something about America; why am I so 
upset about this?  I figured, well I want to do it here because I have this response to it.  And I 
want to understand it; and so… to my surprise the director said, “Yes, we’ll let this Black man, 
who’s an artist, who’s never worked in a museum come and move our things around, these 
priceless objects!”  You know, it’s just amazing.  Anyway, he did.  (laughter) And…so I looked 
at every object; and I… chose things for it to put on display.  I talked to everyone in the museum, 
and… eventually did this display that you’ll see.  And… I called it—Well the museum director 
wanted to title it… You know, I didn’t have a title, ‘cause I just didn’t know what it was going to 
be about at that point; and he said, “Well, why don’t we call it “Museum Held Hostage?” And… 
(laughter) I said, “Well, what—“ He was a little nervous; he was a little nervous.  I said, “No, 
we’re going to get along.  It’s going to be fine.  It’s going to be good; it’s going to be a good 
experience….” (sighs) You know, like (unintelligible 343) he was being nice.  Anyway… and I 
called it “Mining the Museum,” because I was digging through things, perhaps blowing up ideas 
about museums… and certainly wanted to make it mine.  And that’s kind of where I took it from 
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there.  And… I—You know I just found—This is the first thing you saw off the elevator, this 
globe, the word “Truth” across it… It—You know, it just seemed to be a very contemporary 
object, although it was made in 18—you know, middle of the last—of the 19th century.  And… 
And I though it said a lot about, you know, questioning truth in museums and history and… So 
that was the first thing you saw—Nothing… That was just by itself there.  And then there was a 
label talking about that; and a label for the… mounts, which said “Empty Plastic Mounts,” you 
know, “Made in 1960’s… Maker Unknown,” mostly just to get people to understand that 
perhaps everything says something about something; and these mounts may say something about 
this—you know, the 20th century, as the globe says about the 19th, the globe being a scul—a 
trophy for truth in advertising, used till 1938; and… I guess in ’39 they gave up that idea; I don’t 
know. (laughter)  It was surrounded by… busts; I found these busts.  Now supposedly everything 
in Maryland—everything in this historical society has something to do with Maryland.  Well 
these three busts, these great—great men—I’m putting that in quotes—none of them are from 
Maryland.  But, since they were there, I figured I’d just put them in the show… You have… on 
the far left you have Henry Clay; on the far right you have Andrew Jackson; and in the center 
you have Napoleon.  Now… (laughter) how he got to Maryland I don’t know.  But since it was 
there, I put it there.  On the other side I—There were these three other… pedestals, with no 
busts; and I put… labels on the those pedestals: “Harriet Tubman,” “Frederick Douglas,” 
“Benjamin Banneker.”  (applause) Yes!  (laughs) Anyway… all three from Maryland… nowhere 
would you find anything about them in the Maryland Historical Society.  So… I mean—I think 
they thought I was going to do a Black History Month show, and… just sort of be the—you 
know bring the Black community to the museum—which I really wanted everybody to come and 
see it; but I really was more interested in learning about the museum’s own history, certainly its 
history in relation to race.  And certainly it would—I couldn’t understand that from the 
contemporary curators; so, looking at the history of its collecting was the way I understood.  And 
certainly things that were not on display—or things that were omitted—said as much as things 
that they had.  And here—now every museum has things that they don’t want to discuss… 
problematic sculptures… you know things that you know—and you know, what do the museums 
do when there’s something that’s slightly problematic; well… they put it on display anyway, and 
hope nobody notices… anyway.  So… here we have these cigar store Indians… and… these 
sculptures never look like any Indians that I’ve ever known.  In fact, the one on the far left is… 
was carved by a German immigrant; and he used his daughter as a model, and she’s basically a 
Fraulein in Brownface, if you really look closely.  But… So I just had—I left—I wanted to put 
them on display, ‘cause they are very engaging sculptures; but I had them facing away from you, 
facing the wall, facing the photographs— I asked the curator, who actually, I should say, 
described herself as a cross between Nancy Reagan and Barbara Bush—and she was—(laughter) 
We got along very well.  You know, after a while she got used to me, and she actually confessed, 
“Oh, yeah, well I actually went to high school with Jim Morrison, you know;” but it took her a 
while to confess that.  (laughter) Anyway, on the wall—Anyway, I asked her—You know, 
whenever I’m in a town I try—sometimes I—I—Actually I’m interested in meeting with 
the…native community; and so I asked her, you know, about the Indians in Maryland.  And she 
said, “Well, there are no Indians in Maryland.”  I said, “Oh, really.”  So I went out and found the 
community and borrowed photographs, because that was what they didn’t have in the museum; 
most everything was from the museum except that.  and so I put these photographs on the wall, 
sort of these… facing them; but you couldn’t take in the face, the image of the face of the 
sculptures, but you had the image of these photographs.  The… the sculptures say “Portrait of 
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Cigar Store Owners” underneath there.  And the map is of the Chesapeake Bay…which was 
there from the last show that was up.  It was a show of duck decoys… just to let you know a bit 
of the scholarship that was going on (laughter) at that museum at the time.  But anyway…  Well 
the curators didn’t like the show either, anyway.  But… So I kept the map up, which had all the 
duck hunting clubs on it; I just added native tribes from the region onto that… map.  And then… 
this space… These are paintings I had seen in the other floors below; I brought them up—but 
there was something really strange about these paintings… And so I wanted other people to see 
them.  In fact—Well, this one here, I should say… (long pause) That one I—That one actually 
wasn’t on display.  I asked them for a ripped painting.  And every museum has a ripped painting; 
they just don’t like to… confess to-- that they have ripped paintings.  And so I—they brought 
this ripped painting; and there was this rip across—It was perfect for me; there was rip across 
this 19th century white gentleman’s face… and so I took that painting and made a videotape of 
the…maintenance man… and talked to him about what I was doing, and… you know… and… 
So as you stood there this Black man’s face sort of completely lined up with this white 19th 
century gentleman’s face; and he looked at you… and blinking at you, which—cause he was 
standing there.  And then he said, “Nobody knows I’m inside of you… except Mama.” (tentative 
laughter, then laughter) Etcetera, etcetera. (laughs) And basically I was trying to—I was really 
interested because my grandmother would talk about… you know when she was in Missouri 
she… She most—She recently died; she died  at 104, so she remembers people moving up—
moving from the South to the North, and going through Missouri and… you know going—and 
disappearing into white communities because they were so light-complexioned they really had 
no… They had a difficult time in wherever position they were… and so they just disappeared—
left their family behind and became part of… the white—White America.  And to me that was 
just a question of, you know, this is kind of an invisible community in many of these paintings; 
and what would they be thinking—what would their thoughts be about that process of leaving 
everything you know to become something else.  But anyway the other paintings were not 
ripped; they were just paintings I found, and there was something odd about these paintings that I 
wanted people to sort of see, see what I was seeing in these paintings.  So we have here… seven 
children in this painting; there are five in the center, and here’s one boy here—This is his 
collar—and another boy up here, in the doorway…. And each of these paintings had a Black 
child in them.  These are 19th century paintings… These are slave children.  And, when they’re 
on view, there is nothing about these children in any of the—You know, they talk about 
everybody else in the painting but these children.  You know, I did research in the archive, found 
information about the children; it was there because… these… the archive—you people give 
their whole—all their belongings to the museum because they’ve been around for so long…. 
So—and rather than putting the names on the walls, which would have been very easy to do—I 
actually put their names in another location so you could sort of—have to find out what those 
names were—But rather than do that I wanted people to discover them kind of the way—in a 
certain way like I had.  And so you’d step in front of the painting, and a light would illuminate 
the two children, so you could see them pretty much as well as you could see the children in the 
center.  And a voice would come on.  I made audiotapes with black children in Baltimore.  And 
they’d say things like, “Where’s my mother?” “Who calms me when I’m afraid?” “Who washes 
my back?” Things like that.  And as you walked around the room these voices would come off 
the paintings and you’d—you know, you’d hear them. (pause) This one… You can see a little bit 
of the glare of the light—This one the child said, “Am I your friend? Am I your brother? Am I 
your pet?” And of course, as we know the horrors of American slavery, he could have been all 
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three.  And you see the black child has the bird, and the white child has the bow and arrow… and 
he’s kind of like the Golden Retriever… for that child.  This was a sort of a very…kind of… I 
can’t say it was a difficult project for me, because as I was… you know when I was just sort of 
uncovering and digging and thinking of these things… I was able to sort of do it, do the project, 
so it was kind of a cathartic experience rather than being a very depressing one for me.  
However, it affected people going through it.  But for me it was… you know, it was very… you 
know it was very enlivening.  I have to say, the director, when he walked by this painting he 
says, “You know, I never noticed that black child in that painting.  I’ve been walking by that 
painting for so—“  But you know—the museum—you know, you were not meant to see these 
Black children in the paintings; this museum was not about… the slaves; and it—wasn’t about 
even average Marylanders…. You know it wasn’t about immigrant Maryland.  It was about the 
elite of Maryland, and that’s the things they collected and that’s what they focused on.  And so… 
museums have a way of… making you not see things because they want—they’re focusing on 
something else.  And under the heading of “Metalwork, 1793-1880,” I found these wonderful 
silver objects, and then… also in their ledger books I found these slave shackles… also made of 
metal.  And I kind of organize my exhibitions kind of mimicking the style of display that 
museums do.  So it’s not about some fancy display that’s changing the meaning; it’s just… 
shifting things slightly.  And they used typical connoisseurship fashion, so I did the same thing in 
this… display.  Interestingly the volunteer who helped me with this, her mother donated the 
silver.  And she dragged her mother—She said, “Mother, you’ve got to see this,” and dragged 
her mother to see the show.  So it had—this show had an effect, you know, not only… related to 
American history, but also specifically to Baltimore, in many ways.  Sometimes… Well, I could 
go on and on, but I can talk about it some other time.  I like working with labels, but since this 
was my first museum project I couldn’t—didn’t want to do that—change—take away their 
labels… you know, presume that I could do that.  So I just—I left their label, and then I put a 
label on the other side of the painting.  So this painting is called “Country Life;” it’s painted by 
an artist named Ernest Fisher; and it was painted in 1850.  But in 1850 people were not naming 
their paintings, necessarily, in America.  So someone else named it “Country Life.”  Maybe it 
was the dealer… the director… the collector… someone—someone named it “Country Life.”  
So… I figured, well, if it wasn’t the artist, I could name it too.  So I added my name on the other 
side of the painting; and I called it “Frederick Serving Fruit.” (laughter) (pause) And under the 
heading of “Modes of Transport,” we have the sedan chair of the last royal Governor of 
Maryland; and a painting of who had to carry the sedan chair; a model ship that was turned into a 
slave ship after the War of 1812, and… you know, this is a live model—a full scale model in the 
Baltimore Harbor called “The Pride of Baltimore….” And beneath it are these logs of… 
livestock, including slaves… and then these two baby carriages… all under the heading of 
“Modes of Transport.” And I placed—I found his Klan hood in textile storage, anonymously 
donated… obviously never had been put on display… and you almost see the curator’s like, “Oh, 
God, he found the Klan hood.” (laughter) You (laughs)—And you know I’m really pleased that 
they allowed this to go on view… and that they were concerned that someone would take it who 
either… you know liked the Klan or hated the Klan.  But it remained… and it stayed on view for 
the entire exhibition; and… and you know, it just—There was a photograph of Black nannies 
with white babies on the wall as well.  And, you know, skipping through the whole—This was a 
very large exhibition—Here we had these really wonderful chairs that I found; it’s called 
“Cabinet Making;” it was the name of the area here.  And then there was this big wooden thing 
on the floor, in the basement.  And I said, “Well, what’s this thing?” And she said, “Oh. That’s 
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the public whipping post.  We don’t know what to do with that thing.”  (laughter) I said, “I know 
what to do with that thing.” It was used till 1958 in front of the city jail; and then they got it.  
And so it was like this huge Crucifixion—Crucifix—and so I placed in this kind of voyeuristic 
crucifixion scene here…. And then… I was—I didn’t want to leave it with the victimization of 
African Americans; it just was… you know very heavy there, and… however, there were other 
things I found…. Those spears are actually pikes; the painting is of Harper’s Ferry; and those are 
the pikes that John Brown was going—trying to get to start insurrection against slavery at 
Harper’s Ferry.  Now… I saw this doll’s house; and I said, “Oh, I think I could do something 
with that;” and I went to the volunteer who would like arrange the dolls’ house in the children’s 
area; and she said, “Oh, no, not the dolls’ house!”  Is nothing sacred? You know.  (laughter) 
But—I said, “Give me that doll’s house!” (laughter) Anyway it was—No, I mean really—The 
dolls—You looked in the dolls’ house; and you know the Black dolls are in one area of the 
house; the white dolls another area of the house; the female dolls in one area of the house, the 
male dolls in another area of the house.  And you know you had all these stereotypes… just all 
there for the children to take in, uncritically.  So I figured, well, let me just sort of mess with that 
a little bit. (laughter)  And it’s difficult to see, but—you get up to the—because the slides are not 
that great, but—there are—you know, you look in the dolls’ house, and there was overturned 
furniture; and there were bodies lying around.  And then you had this larger Black doll which I 
put in there, facing off with the master of the house.  And… you know, one child said, “Oh, 
that’s Super-Slave!” Well, it wasn’t exactly (laughter) what I had in mind, but you know…. You 
know, it’s kind of like getting the idea—somehow getting the idea.  But… you know I’d been 
reading about Nat Turner’s Rebellion; and… because they had a little diary entry in one of their 
books about someone remembered that.  And so this was about kind of a rebellion that went 
on…. A lot of other things went on in this project, but…. And then the last galleries had objects 
that I’d seen throughout the museum that looked very familiar to me; and many of them were… 
things made—you know things that they didn’t show that much or never showed at all; and it 
turns out—I did a little research and found out they were made in Africa, or by Africans who 
came here in the 18… You know, African Americans who were enslaved here, but were used—
were made soon after they came.   And so I made a simple display of that.  Here on the desk is a 
book that was probably the most important thing they had of African American history, by 
Benjamin Banneker, who was a free Black man in the 1700s; and he surveyed Washington, DC 
for Thomas Jefferson; and he made this astronomy to give to Thomas Jefferson to prove that 
Blacks had the same intellect as whites.  And… so… I made images from the book, and you 
have them on—above her head—they were sort of changing over—These sort of eclipses (669) 
on the moon would chang…e as you stood there.  And she’s reading his dreams, which he wrote 
in the book; and also who tried to kill him.  And so this was the end of that exhibition.  
Now…that was a very popular exhibition; it was supposed to be open a month, and it opened for 
a museum conference, where three thousand museum professionals saw it—And… they were… 
You know just word of the show got out, and so they kept it up for… a year, and sixty thousand 
people came to see the exhibition.  It kind of (applause) (laughs) –It changed my career…. You 
know… the Historical Society didn’t know what hit it…. You know it was quite… something.  
So I was asked by every historical society in America to come and work on their stuff and… But 
I had sort of not—didn’t want to go to another historical society—for a while—(laughter) and so 
I… So when the Seattle Art Museum invited me I jumped at the chance; and did this project… 
which—The Seattle Art Museum, if you’re not familiar with it, has a variety of collections…. 
It’s an art museum, not a history museum, and everything from the ancient world… to… 
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African/Egypt/Asia… Native American things and… European and other kinds of things.  So… I 
said, “Great, but I don’t want to put in one—spot—location; I want to put my work all over the 
museum.” So this is what I did.  And for—to get them to understand that I brought them to their 
own Great Hall.  This museum was designed by Venturi and Rauch, and, in his infinite wisdom, 
he placed these Chinese temple rams facing towards you, rather than facing each other, which 
changes kind of the—some of the philosophical meaning—but anyway, it fit his design.  And I 
said, “If you can do this permanently, certainly you can have my work scattered around the 
museum temporarily.”  And they said, “Well… all right,” so… Oh, here I am; I forgot—Here I 
am telling this now—I don’t usually point at people, but there I am doing it.  (laughter)And… 
what these women were doing with their pen; some subliminal… kind of thing happening there.  
(laughter) Anyway.  But it was great because they all had to get together; they all had to talk to 
each other from different departments, which museums rarely do.  And so they kind of got—they 
got into that ‘cause they could talk about art and not mundane, kind of bottom line things.  So 
one of the first things I did was take this little area and light everything as if it was art.  
(laughter)…’Cause I wanted people to see the museum, see it as this constructed space… for 
them.  And… here in the Ancient Galleries I placed this Masai and Samburu wigs and necklaces 
next to… Egyptian sculptures with very similar wigs and necklaces…. Even Teddy Roosevelt 
said the Masai and the Samburu kind of looked—you know were dressed very similarly to the 
ancient Egyptians.  And then… this Egyptian headdress (head rest?) surrounded by Masai and 
Samburu headrests (headdress?).  The Masai are nomadic people who live at the source of the 
Nile.  And I really just did this because I wanted to—not to say who the ancient Egyptians were, 
but just to sort of put that idea out there, that there’s this relationship that is being discussed by 
various people.  And for the public to think about.  And here I placed this Egyptian sarcophagus 
lid amongst… the African things, again not in scholarly fashion; but just put it there to sort of be 
a part of… you know, within Africa, ‘cause I don’t know where museums think Egypt is… 
floating in the Mediterranean somewhere, you know…. Anyway.  And here, in the—also in the 
African Galleries… (laughter) Yes, I put that man’s suit there… And… you know… because… 
in these museums they—rarely will they have anything that relates to anything that touches on 
modernity, touches on urbanism, touches on anything that is somewhat familiar to us; because 
somehow we sort of understand something about them by the differences rather than any 
similarities.  And I think that’s problematic, because, you know, just at the point where 
someone—a woman was with her child; and she explained to the child—this, the curator was 
standing there, heard this—what the man’s—what the suit was doing there.  She said, “Oh, well 
that’s what the Africans wear when they have dinner with the Americans.” You know (laughs)—
It’s like—I can’t make these things up; it’s really—you know, museums kind of—just you try to 
sort of—make—conform your things to how a museum would think about things.  On the label 
ramp are images of African architecture, but they’re international style architecture—
skyscrapers, Mobil stations, cathedrals, you know… not huts and things; because, again, people 
don’t associate that with Africa, in museums certainly.  And here is the Gallery of Early 
Twentieth Century Art… and the next slide is what I did to it.  Basically moved things around 
and—nobody missed this; I mean once someone came to a curator and said, “Well, have you lost 
your mind? I mean, yes, it’s—yes, it’s very energetic, and things look really beautiful, but I can’t 
really—you know, the Giacometti’s in front of the DeKooning; and the Matisse is in front of the 
Arp!  You know, it’s beautiful, but they don’t—can’t breathe.  Why did you do that?” And the 
curator said, “Well, I didn’t do that.  Fred Wilson did that.  And actually he did that because 
that’s how we have the American Indian and the African things displayed on the floors below.” 
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And so I figured I wanted to see what happens to an object when you cluster them like that.  And 
the only way to understand that is by doing it with something that’s never—that’s never done to; 
and… adding that sort of dark lighting, and the specialist—you know, very dramatic wall colors 
and such.  But these objects were made at the same time as their African collection—the things 
in the African collections, so…. And here is the Late Twentieth Century Gallery; and… then the 
next slide is what I did to it.  I basically moved the furniture… added a barrier and some coffee 
table books, and voila, you had a diorama of the collector’s home.  And… I made a videotape 
of… various collectors in the Portland/Seattle area, and looking at all their objects in 
ethnographic fashion, just because they have dioramas in the museum of, you know—a Chinese 
scholar’s studio, or the… longhouse, or whatever.  And not when you get to contemporary art.  
You know, who needs to understand what that is about, in that way?  So… here we have… 
photo—things from the—Since it was an encyclopedic museum, I placed—I borrowed all these 
things from various collections, and then I had them photographed.  And what you have is 
photographs of the faces of these different things.  You have Asians as depicted by Africans and 
Europeans; Africans as depicted by Asians and Europeans… and Europeans as depicted by 
Africans, Asians and Native Americans.  And, you know, this is early contact, you know.  And I 
really thought is was interesting how, you know, “syncratic” the faces become.  This piece is 
called “Portrait of SAM,” you know, portrait of the Seattle Art Museum; but also Uncle Sam, 
you know.  It relates a lot—for me it relates a lot to my background, ‘cause my background’s 
such—I’m such a mutt, basically, of various cultures.  But also I was thinking that, you know, 
when you try to depict someone else, as an artist, you end up depicting yourself; and I thought 
that was really a great analogy for museums in general.  This is in Winston-Salem, North 
Carolina.  This is Old Salem, a historic village; and I really liked doing something there because 
it was a collection of buildings.  And… it was sort of—this little area was sort of created this 
way… and they decided we’re going to stop at this date, and they’ve just started re-creating this 
area.  And I was invited, when they asked me, to sort of look around.  “I want to do something 
here,” and they said, “Oh. Well, you know, there were slaves here, but we treated them very 
well.”  And I was like, “I didn’t ask,” you know.  (laughter) But anyway, whenever I go to places 
people think that’s what I want to know, so… fine; they tell me, and I decided whether I want to 
do something about that topic or not….  And they had—true they had very few slaves; but the 
Moravians who lived here didn’t believe in ownership, private ownership, in the 1600’s—they—
God owned everything, and they… got married by lot; and you know, so… they didn’t have that 
many.  But—I—Since nobody—There was no visible… There’s nothing visible about their 
presence, I decided to sort of make them visible in a certain way.  And had little… silhouettes 
made of… local—the Black community—put around where the people had lived.  And… in this 
one building I place objects which I found around, and placed them in the galleries… here, just 
relating to them—the only information I had on the Blacks was the memorials when they died.  
And so you’d stand it front of these objects and they’d read the memorials: “Rose, who worked 
in the still….” “R.H. who died in childbirth.” And these are just objects I found in various… 
basements of different museums.  And here you have a… I like—always like juxtaposing 
things… You have a leather Bible, and a slave whip; and the label says, “Leather Bound,” 
because this was a religious community.  And then I—you know, I looked at the whole setting, 
and here was this one building and… you know, it was kind of dilapidated, and I said, “Well, 
what’s this?”  They said, “Oh! That’s the Black church.  We use it for storage.”  And it’s true 
there were no more Black Moravians in the area; so they were using it for storage.  And I asked, 
“Well can I do something with this place?” They said, “Sure. We’d love you to do something 
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there.”  So we cleared out the stuff; and I realized that in front was a graveyard… but there were 
no stones.  And if you went to the other graveyard, there were beautiful stones.  And I said, 
“Well, where are the stones for this graveyard?”  And they said, “Well, you know, we don’t 
know.  We’ve never—We don’t know what happened to them.  They’ve been—We’ve never 
seen them.”  So I decided I’m going to find these things.  And I looked in the attics and I looked 
in the barns… I looked behind the church.  I looked everywhere, could not find the stones.  And I 
had other people looking; nobody could find the stones.  So I went on about my business, and I 
made little silhouettes, again, of the local community, which is like—used to be connected to the 
Black Community right next door, but they put this big hedge between them now—and put these 
little silhouettes where the stones might have been.  And after you’ve gone through that building, 
before you walked up past these things…. This is a museum—This is a place that didn’t have 
labels, so I didn’t have (BREAK IN RECORDING, TAPE SIDE B) 
I lifted the floorboards of the church, and there they were…  (audience: Aah) They hadn’t been 
seen for a hundred years.  “Timothy, a native of Africa, 1802…” They were just—somehow they 
were just thrown under the church at some point; and some of them were holding up the joists of 
the church, and—you know—a long time ago, ‘cause no one—no one had—You know there’s 
no records of them at all, and there they were.  So I left them there, because the archaeologist 
there wanted to sort of study them as they were first; and so I just lit them and you could walk 
across the floor and go into the church; and then there were these… Since it was a historic 
building I couldn’t attach anything to anything, so that everything was kind of balancing; and 
here, these Moravian shoes sort of welcome you into the church… and I had a little pathway that 
you went in.  And in one room I placed these gourds, and… in another room these tools… kind 
of—sort of somehow Africanesque objects to me; and… relate to birth and death and… other 
things.  And then you walk into the sanctuary.  As you walk back to the sanctuary you heard 
singing; you heard people rustling in their pews…. And when you got back to it… there was no 
one there… just these structures…. These were actual models I had made of various buildings 
from the Black community that had been taken down over the years… for construction of maybe 
a highway… enlarging the you know the white town… you know, buildings that disappeared in 
the night; or against… you know—just—nobody had—the Black community didn’t have much 
control over things like that.  And so these were kind of ghost images of that space.  And… 
there’s two voices emanated from the pews, an old woman and a child; and the old woman 
said….—The child said to the old woman, “Were they happy here? Were they safe here?” And 
the old woman said, “I don’t remember, I don’t remember….” And… these were two people I—
from the local community that I brought in to sort of do this for me.  And… you know I did this 
because basically…how buildings, you know, hold memories; and when they’re gone a certain 
part of that memory is lost; and just really to ask—not only the white community but the Black 
community to sort of think about preservation, and what is worth preserving, and why you 
preserve things.  And… I should say the reason why I did this project was because my 
grandfather is from Winston-Salem, and he died there; and I hadn’t seen him… or my step-
grandmother for twenty-four years.  And so when I went down there I had no idea where they 
were.  My father lives in Europe; I… You know, he didn’t know where his—his step-grand—his 
stepmother was.  So I… I went down and found my step-grandmother, and… -- which was great; 
and when I asked her about my grandfather’s home, and the area… she said she didn’t 
remember, because everything was… sort of gone.  (pause) Also I found, in their little museum 
there’s a little box of—a little box of dolls—a little tiny box that was not on display; and I looked 
in the box, and these little dolls looked up at me; it was really creepy.  I was like “oooohhh.” 
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(laughter) And… and I wanted to photograph them ‘cause they looked like they—they sort of 
had a presence for me; and I had the museum photographer photograph them, ‘cause I didn’t 
want… anything that—You know, I didn’t want to put anything into these objects.  I wanted it 
just to be a regular museum photograph; and to me they had some kind of presence.  And so I 
made these sort of… photographs of them, kind of portraits… of them.  And they’re little tiny 
dolls, just about that big, you know…. (pause) You know these are dolls that they would never 
exhibit, for one reason or other.  Either they were broken… or they were stereotyped… or they 
were—you know, like this one was—I don’t know what that was doing in the collection.  And… 
-- or they were—you know.  And so I sort of arranged them in this kind of a family tree-like 
arrangement, just made up in my mind, just relationships.  And it was called… “Old Salem, My 
Family of Strangers.”  That’s what Old Salem called anyone who—Excuse me—The Moravians 
at a certain point called anyone who was not a Moravian, they called him a stranger.  How am I 
doing here? Well…. (long pause) Oh! Well, you know, I’ll keep going; whoever wants to leave 
can leave; I’ll just keep going.  Can we have the next carousel?  (pause) But—you know, 
because I was looking at all those… those kind of handcrafted lovingly made dolls, that some of 
them you know just were stereotyped looking dolls, I began in flea markets looking at other 
things, things that I would normally sort of turn away from, not want to look at, thought were 
problematic, sort of got me upset or annoyed; and you know, because I’d been looking at these 
little dolls I decided, well, you know why am I—Why are these objects getting me upset?  I 
mean, I’m bigger than they are; I mean—you know.  But…So I decided to make works.  
Whenever I sort of feel something in my body that makes me kind of… you know, 
uncomfortable, and I… and I want to sort of understand my reaction to things, so I just make 
work until I sort of fully understand what it is about it.  And so anyway this is a photograph of a 
cookie jar, which is about this big, you know, one of those Mammie cookie jars, which—the 
photograph is—it’s about that size, just slightly smaller.  It’s called “The Tragic.”  And I went 
around to a lot of flea markets all over the country, and pull out these things… and I had a 
video—someone with a video following me around as I did this, and – you know, some people 
didn’t want to be on tape; other people were like “Isn’t this cute?” Things like that…. But 
anyway—and so there’s a series of photographs I did.  This is called “About Face.”  I always 
view them as kind of… like mug shots, or images of diseases, or something…. This is… 
“Before” and “After….” And then I began—I like putting things together, so just—this is just—I 
had these huge white tables made, and just placed objects on them; and I’m really interested in 
how you juxtapose things, how they have a dialogue.  This is called “Funny.”  “Inside Story.”  
“The Conversation.”  “For You.”  This is called “Mine/Yours.”  And this is called “Made in 
Boston,” because I started—you know—I first made those pieces in… Winston-Salem and 
other—in Atlanta and places—Then I started seeing them everywhere I went,  and—‘cause you 
know, sometimes when you’re working with something all of a sudden you start seeing it 
everywhere?  And I  began seeing it everywhere; and so, whenever I saw them anywhere—I used 
to dislike them, but now I just—I started to buy them, and make a piece with them; and kind 
of… made peace with it for myself.  And I’d just sort make a piece from things I found.  So I 
was finding them in… you know—I’d find them in Christ Church, New Zealand, and Italy, 
and… you know—everywhere, and just made pieces with things I found.  Oh, yeah, and then 
there’s a… I got—just got sick of their smiling little faces, and… (laughter) and so I kind of—
you know there’s kind of—I wanted to show some of the malevolence within them, even though 
they’re smiling, and just sort of—This is called “Inside Out.” And just sort bringing out that 
malevolence, and so the whole idea of the show was called “Collectibles;” and I was just trying 
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to—If you want to collect something, you know collect this, you know?  (pause) This is called 
“Atlas.”  I also tried to make things sort of change their meaning by just kind of shifting this little 
waiter man into an Atlas, with a Black diaspora and the Black world.  This is in Atlanta; this is… 
I made these pieces out of… what do you call it? Lawn ornaments?  This is a little kind of a 
classic figure with that little fisher boy sitting on his face there… in the middle of the lake in 
Piedmont Park.  And then I did a series—I was going around Atlanta looking at—in the park—
looking at these different little monuments; and I did research on them, and no one knew what 
these monuments were, but they were still there after years and years; and so I just—you know—
wanted to sort of make a new monument out of—sort of make them present.  I mean, you know, 
the “hoohoo” trees, I mean who were the Knights of the Lumbermen?  I don’t know; it sounds 
like… some—a group in, you know… in San Francisco or something.  But anyway… the 
Fraternal Order of the Lumbermen.  Anyway.  But anyway… So this is—I went around sort of 
reclaiming these monuments.  And then at the British Museum I was invited to do a project with 
the Egyptian Collection, and … I—Of course, I didn’t want to do anything with the Egyptian 
objects too much, because… you know, their scholars there knew everything about—there was 
to know about the Egyptian Collection; and I wasn’t there long enough to sort of do any major 
research; so I… But in the basements there were things that were… the boxes that the objects 
had—came in or first displayed in when they came to the British Museum.  And so, what you 
have here, is this big… box here is the box that—the original box that the Rosetta Stone was 
displayed in.  And you got up to it, and you looked in, and it says, “What are you looking at?” 
because I was just thinking about—People stare at that Rosetta Stone, and, you know, it’s in 
ancient Greek, “Demotic”, and… you know… What’s the other language?  Ancient Greek, 
“Demotic”, and… hieroglyphs!  You know, nobody knows—can—nobody looking at it can read 
it; but still people stare at it, and I was just kind of… thinking about that.  And… these are some 
of the other objects that were in the basement of the British Museum…. Sort of the show was 
about the framing of Egypt by the British… and literally looking at the objects that they 
originally came in… And I did research on the family of—who did all the calligraphy, even on 
the tiny mummy beads; and apparently they were a succession of family—of individuals… over 
the years, and kind of giving sort of voice to these people who no one ever would think about…. 
Oh, yeah, and they were kind of little—Some of the writing was rather Biblical in nature, or 
talking about, you know, just sort of ownership…. And then… the… This—The bust on the left 
is an ancient Egyptian bust; and the bust on the right is Belzoni, who was an early Egyptologist 
and strong man… for the circus.  And in the center was one object—I wasn’t there long enough 
to get them to let me use it, but it was in the basement; and it was this—you know, a human skull 
with skin under a bell jar.  And obviously it sat on some gentleman’s desk, and they just were 
embarrassed by that, and they didn’t want me to put it on view, so… Normally I get my way if 
I’m there long enough, but—I just—They let me put a photograph in; and it says, “Remember 
this.”  Basically about memorialization, the notion of memorialization—Remember when, 
remember me, remember this…. And in Warsaw…--just quickly going through these—in 
Warsaw I was invited—There was a large exhibition of lots of artists—Actually Nayland Blake 
was also in this exhibition, called “Translation,” trying to—how to translate our work in another 
context….  It was very difficult.  I borrowed things from five different museums… brought 
paintings up from the basement of… that they had—didn’t want to remember, actually, it turned 
out… But I brought up these paintings from the basement… and sculptures from the basement; 
and then borrowed things from the Ethnographic Museum… You know, finding red paint in 
Warsaw in ’92 was really difficult, but—You want to borrow dinosaur bones? How many do you 
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want?  I’ll give you…”  (pause) What was interesting to me at the time was, you know, the… the 
Soviets had just recently left; and with—you know you had, with the red flag of the Soviets that 
left, behind them, in the vacuum came the red flag of Marlboro, the red flag of McDonald’s, the 
red flag of Coca Cola, kind of filling the vacuum… And so you—even to the point where you 
had the upraised arm of Lenin and the upraised arm of the Marlboro man, which is on this sort of 
plastic bag.  And then, you know, I went to this little Museum of the Devils, and… you know 
that was really weird little experience, going to this little Museum of the Devils in the basement 
of our projects, and… I was with a Polish artist who went in there, and she was smiling the 
whole time, so I was—I figured, well, all right; I guess it’s okay… ‘cause we had to go through 
the Devil Gate, and we had drink the Devil Potion before could look at anything… and—
Anyway he let me borrow—I borrowed all these folk images of devils… with this is with a 
Soviet uniform… and then with this T-shirt that I found in the market that says “Country USA, 
Best There Is”, and other devils… And… Indianapolis Museum of Art I saw this—in—you 
know there’s all these wonderful Buddha… heads that is often on view… or in museums… And 
in storage I just sort of—it just sort of … dawned on me, you know, you take them off their 
mounts, lay them on their side, and—you—you know, there’s a whole different image of them.  
These are—These heads came out of China hacked from the living rock, and sold on the Western 
market, you know… And you put them on the side, you sort of see the violence done to these 
objects, just by taking them off the mount.  The mount kind of…denies the violence.  The MC in 
Chicago did a big show… and here—this is right before they built their museum, so they had a 
room with all their museum…--They designed their museum… and they had photographs—
models and drawings of the museum; and I also put the drawings up of Cabrini Green, which 
was… a sort of a… notorious housing project, sort of showing relative space of… you know—
spaces; because this museum was going to be near Cabrini Green … of, you know, living space, 
and space for art and… as well as I—These busts were from the Field Museum… by Malvina 
Hoffman, who was a classical sculptor who made these sculptures of—you know, the race types; 
and it was in the Field Museum, Natural History Museum; and in that museum they were all like 
“Java Man,” or… you know, “China Man,” or…you know, whatever—“Malaysian Man,” or 
whatever…. And… But you take them, and put them in an art museum, and all of a sudden 
they’re—you know, they’re so beautifully sculpted, you don’t—you know and take away that 
title and become people, you know.  They become someone, you know—like a really wonderful 
classical sculpture of people who never had classical sculptures made of them.  And actually 
with a little research you can find out their names, but—you know.  Anyway, and that’s a coat of 
Duane Hanson there, standing by the….  In Australia… viewing the invisible—talk about the 
invisible process of the museum…here… I put this—One of the things I did was put this 
cleaner’s cart—He was the only other brown-skinned person in the museum; he was a Sri 
Lankan, and… he would take the cart off the—off this thing in the middle of the day and clean, 
and then put it back on in the middle of the day. (laughter) And people were like, “What? Is it 
art? Is it Memorex?” You know.  And then this is a bust of Truganini, supposedly a last 
aboriginal Austral—aboriginal Tasmanian, and…-- She’s not; I met some of her relatives.  But 
anyway…. Behind this structure is another sort of mirrored window, which I place objects and 
the voices of great men—these busts, talking to each other, kind of; and she’s sort of outside of 
that conversation.  And then… at the de Young Museum—coming down the stretch!—the de 
Young Museum… I—because of being in Australia and New Zealand, and getting to know lots 
of Maori and aboriginal folks, and artists and curators, and… I developed this—I was really 
thinking about, you know, display of indigenous things… that contemporary museums have; and 
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they display them, you know, in these plastic boxes, and everybody knows that, you know, 
they’re kind of dead objects in these boxes…. So I—In the de Young I sort made a room—This 
was not really there.  This is a glass door I had put in; and it says it’s called the “Greeting 
Gallery;” and the objects-- it says “Restricted Access,” and… you know it had “Mondays…” –
“Open Mondays.”  And really it was basically for various indigenous people, native peoples, to 
come and sort of venerate… review their objects, you know… as they saw appropriate.  ‘Cause 
often people are invited, but they go to the storage rooms; they—you know if they’re going to 
sing, they’re going to dance, they’re going to burn sage, or whatever, it’s not, sort of—I wouldn’t 
want my grandmother there, so—this is a place that’s a part of the museum that the public can 
see that these objects have a life, another kind of life, not just there for just kind of aesthetic 
appreciation.  But, of course, they wouldn’t—nothing, no veneration would go on while the 
public was there; but it’s just sort of a—And by the door was this little bowl, things like this, 
very simple—This is the Maori when they go, when they review their objects, they dip their hand 
in the bowl and bless the air; and then they go and view the objects.  And so just this simple 
thing, no fanfare, just there as a way to sort of access the objects.  And here is—you know, 
there’d be chairs; there’d be—you know—plates or things to feed the objects, or whatever was 
necessary.  And there was door that said—that was another side that said “Secret Sacred Room, 
Restricted Access;” and that was for things that only certain people could see.  But indigenous 
museums have these things, generally speaking; but general museums don’t, and I think it’s 
important and high time that they had spaces for special… folks.  And here, in this museum 
also… I did a lot of different things, but here one thing is—I was interested in plexi—What is 
that? You know?  So I just made this plexi box inside a plexi box, as precious, insecure, fragile, 
small, rare.  And in the center is… gold cufflinks by Braque.  And then the display of display 
techniques… kind of another ethnographic design in… of European and American objects… 
Turning a table upside down, like African objects or other native objects are created so that they 
can’t be used… but they’re beautiful anyway.  And so here’s that object… absurd, and looks 
beautiful, but it’s actually a table.  And… this… well, you know, has no use and no function… 
and cannot be understood as what it is.  And again putting objects in front of other objects, like… 
in this museum they had an object—you know an African sculpture in front of a cloth.  And here 
everything was labeled like, “This is called a… textile,” a painted textile rather than a painting, 
and… And actually this is all about discovery, the myth of discovery, and… you have… This is 
Columbus as a boy… and Abstract Expressionism—this sort of discovery of Abstract 
Expressionism that really wasn’t a discovery… and… America which wasn’t a discovery, and… 
that whole thing.  And… All right, I’m just going on and on—a commission—public 
commission…. Boy, I really threw everything and the kitchen sink in here… called “Pangea…” 
Okay… Ayiyi… Oh! And I said I’d show my most recent things…. You know I…. I’ve been 
doing all these museum projects, and really felt the need to do some personal other things, along 
this ten years that I’ve been working.  And… my mother’s extremely ill; and… so I… you know, 
it’s just had these kind of emotional upheavals… and so I made this piece at Pilchuck, and I’m 
still making things in glass… sort of… which I—You know, it’s called “Drip Drop Plop,” and… 
there—you know—anyway, I’m still making glassworks, and… I can talk about that with 
people—what it’s about or what I’m thinking about, or what they think it is… and all that, 
afterwards.  What’s the nice thing about it is it has no—it’s not responding to any museum; it’s 
just sort of coming out of me, and I… can sort of muse on what it’s about for a long time, but…. 
And—Oh, this is upside down, but it really doesn’t matter, (laughs) ‘cause it’s just a big wall, 
and it’s… It was in my last—a ten foot wall that—behind this tile wall kind of did weird things 
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as you stood in front of it as far as, you know, visually, but… I had sound coming from behind it 
of four different opera singers singing the death scene from Othello, and four different plays of 
the same characters—of different characters playing the death—playing Othello; and it’s sort of 
this huge cacophonous sound that came from behind this wall.  And as you got to the wall, you 
read in the grout different people who were trying to escape… or were afraid of things; and there 
were these bits and pieces I got from narratives, slave narratives, that were embedded in the 
grout as you got up, but from far away you couldn’t see them—people—but they could see 
people up there staring at this wall, with all this sound coming over it.  Anyway, it’s something 
I’m still interested in.  And I did this—It was called “Turbulence;” I did this after September 
11th; and I had been thinking about the work prior to September 11th, but somehow afterward—
after I—after it happened, this became much more chaotic than I had intended it to be.  It just 
kind of just… became something else.  And so I’ve been interested in doing rather really 
personal things that I’m just not interested—I don’t really know what exactly they’re about.  
Here’s the second—another version of—another work I did at Alfred… sort of second iteration 
of that piece… Now that these objects are sort of coming up off the ground, they’re kind of 
growing; and what they’re going to bloom into I’m still waiting to see.  That will be the next 
thing, to see what they become…. And also at Alfred, they have a Museum of Ceramics, and so I 
did pieces again about… that… about the museum, and also about you know September 11th and 
the moment.  And… I’m just going to quickly through it, ‘cause I—The beech (beach?) pot had a 
different word in it—it connected up and made a sentence as you went through each pot; and… 
it’s—I don’t even remember what the sentence was, but it was also just my feelings at the time 
about… the events.  
 
(AUDIO BREAK) 
 
…thinking about that history… I’ve become interested in these little images… And then… just 
I’ve become interested in black and white, as you’ve noticed; and sort of thinking about how 
black and white, you know, in the American context, and many parts of the world, but not—
certainly not all the world—In many contexts black and white has very specific meaning… when 
it really is totally meaningless, its color; it has nothing to do with people.  But if it’s used, 
certainly if I use it, all of a sudden there’s some layer of meaning laid over it.  And so… I 
acknowledge that, but I also think it’s ridiculous.  And so… I sort of – I’m sort of pushing and 
playing with it, and each—so obviously these two pots have nothing to do with humans.  
However, you know, it becomes inferred; and… one says “Slit,” and the other says “Scarred,” 
relating to what’s actually done to the pots; however, you can infer something else.  And then 
there are two other sculptures there, which I don’t have any close-ups of, one an African 
sculpture, on kind of a… sculpture made by someone in Alfred…in the Twenties.  But again, 
looking at—sort of playing with the notion of race, even though there’s no race really there.  
And… then there’s this big pot, which I had made—I went up to Alfred because I wanted to 
make a big pot; and this big pot a graduate student helped me make… And I kind of decided that 
this pot was something that… a form that I kind of conjured up; and I realized that it actually is a 
form that’s of an African pot that I saw when I was living in West Africa, in northern Ghana; and 
so… But I really, because of the situation with my mother, I always—and these are pots were 
made by women—they’re sort of cooking pots; and they sit with them on their lap, like a—They 
almost look like you know a pregnant belly when they’re making them.  They’re not this big; 
they’re really small; but I wanted to make a pot big enough to live in… and… so… that’s what 
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they did.  And there’s a little television in there and… you know, a bed and… books, and things 
like that.  And I’m interested in sort of making these vessel forms that one could live in; and sort 
of thinking about, historically…pots, uses of pots as burial objects… and, you know, like—
womb-like and… various sort of things.  And I’m making other pots like that.  And—Good God! 
Sorry about that!  Hell it was.  Thank you very much. (APPLAUSE) See what happens when you 
make me talk last? (laughs) Well I don’t know if anybody will stay around, but… I’m going to 
be around, so…. Anybody have any questions? Oh. 
 
Question: But second I want to ask—I know you were on “Unpacking Europe” Exhibition; and 
since your work have been dealing with all these issue, how do you address that, you know? 
 
Speaker: Yeah.  She was asking—I was in the show in Rotterdam, at the Boijmans Museum, 
called “Unpacking Europe,” organized by Salah Hassan; and… it was really about looking at 
Europe through non-European eyes.  And I… did this piece… about things that are thought to be 
European that are basically not originally from Europe.  And so I used their own collection of 
things… made a sort of very traditional show… but you’d have a windmill, and it would say 
“Persia,” you know, which is originally where windmills are from.  Or of tulips, and say 
“Turkey,” you know, that’s originally where tulips are from.  And it went on and on and on; it 
just—there was this—as I started, you know, it just—many, many, many, many things, which 
seem to be from the West actually originally were not.  And… so… that’s the piece that I ended 
up doing. (long pause) (laughs) Heat stroke. (laughs) (laughter) Yeah. 
 
Question: (unintelligible) Have you been ever invited to do a project like that in Africa? 

Speaker: Uh (sighs)…Egypt, but not sub-Saharan (subterranean?) Africa.  I did a big project in 
Cairo for the Cairo Biennale… and… you know, just like what you said, it really is—it’s a 
challenge to do something in another context, because… But I—whenever I—You know and 
it’s—I rethink that now.  I mean, whenever you do that you realize you’re bringing—Besides the 
fact that people see you as… where you’re from, and whatever they think of what about—where 
you’re from, that’s how they see you…. And also… how they see—how they think about where 
you’re from at that moment, you know—It’s just like when you travel to a country, and—you 
know—as an American travel to a country… and they like Americans, well hey!  If they don’t 
like Americans, Oh, boy! You know.  And it can change while you’re there!  You know.  So… 
Or if they see you as an African American, if they have some consciousness about American 
history, they see one thing.  They maybe even exaggerate it.  Or maybe they don’t.  You know 
it’s just—it varies radically from place to place; and…. So one has to be cognizant of that, of 
whoever you are and how people see you when you go to another place for what you do, so that 
what you do makes sense for people that are going to see it.  And—or at least reveals who you 
are a little bit.  Also… you… you know—it’s just—It’s… (sighs) Just let me say when I—After 
I’ve done the projects that I’ve done internationally, I’ve al—I really like them… but I also 
see… the flaws in them, in that… notions were much larger than what I—Things were much 
larger than what I thought, even though what I was doing made sense.  Like the Polish project 
was fine.  I mean, and—and this Polish artist, “Piort Yublanski”… He was one of my students 
years after, and he said, you know, he saw the show; and he—but he thought somebody told me 
about the history of Poland.  And I was like—And I said, no, I just—that’s what I gathered.  But 
he also told me that—that—And so, you know, it worked fine.  But… he also said that those 
paintings that I put on view, that I pulled out of the basement, these Social Realist paintings were 
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fine… except that I put the labels of who made those paintings.  And those artists were still 
around, and they didn’t want anybody to remember that they had made those paintings.  So I 
kind of embarrassed those artists…. You know I thought I was sort of—at least putting the 
names with it, but they wanted it to be forgotten that they had made those paintings of Lenin and 
Stalin, and you know…. So, you know, it’s not necessarily what I’ve—the price (1120) that I do 
I think are in international environment are to the best of my ability; and often I try to do them—
I try to make sure that whatever I find in that culture is something that relates specifically to me, 
like you know the history of oppression (repression?) or… the history of—In Egypt it was the 
history of the West’s relationship with Egypt, and… mostly on a cultural level, not… not 
political necessarily.  But—within in the context of the history, the current history, it takes on 
other layers and other meanings, and… And no matter where you go, that’s—you just bring the 
baggage of who you are and how much you know about the world… and what they think of 
you… And you have to be aware that that’s what happening, whatever you do.  So…. Yeah? 

Question: How much of your work now is affected by all the stuff that—all the knowledge that 
you’ve acquired through digging all these things up out of— 

Speaker: Well, it’s—That’s the great thing about knowledge, you know, is you’re always 
building on… building, building, building on everything you know… and it just—you know, 
it’s—It only gets… I mean it only gets better, you know.  And I—I’m not really, you know, 
really—I never really was interested in research.  However… I start out with and idea… and I 
just try to understand everything about it, because, whether I’m in Europe or in… you know, 
Baltimore, I don’t assume that I know anything about… the people in Baltimore.  You know, I’m 
not from Baltimore; I don’t—I’m not African American from Baltimore, so… I don’t assume 
that I know what they’re about.  So everything is—the researching is sort of to get them to know 
who I am, and for me to learn about their reality, and… from that I develop something.  And also 
from that they… you know they can… If people come to see it they see it’s me, and not… 
what—not the museum, or not all of America, or not—You know what I mean.  So… that kind 
of exchange, that verbal exchange, is really important to me. 

Question: The other thing I wanted to know is the effect—‘cause you’re doing work like the 
“Drip, Drip, Plop?” 

Speaker: Yeah, “Drip, Drop, Plop,” yeah. 

Question: “Drip, Drop, Plop.” 

Speaker: That’s really new. 

Question: Those works are so… 

Speaker: Different…. 

Question: Those are totally different from stuff that you—you know you built a career on 
digging stuff up out of basements. 

Speaker: Yeah. 
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Question: So I’m curious about, you know, sort of purging all of this, you know… this… 

Speaker: Oh… There—You know I don’t—What’s great is this—There’s—Now I understand 
what you were asking originally.  It’s not like there’s a relation between the two, really.  I mean 
everything sort of makes you who you are, so that’s—that’s great.  But… all these other things… 
you know for over the ten years… fifteen years that I’ve been making these projects in different 
locations… I’m always—I always… take notes, and always come up with ideas and make notes; 
but I’ve never—I really never gave myself the time to sort of do them.  And… Or to sort of think 
outside of responding to… situations, which I really enjoy doing.  I mean I really love 
responding to things and making sense of the world—and making sense of objects that exist 
already.  However I have realized that—well certainly with my mother’s illness- that there are 
things that I need to… internal things that I have to deal with, that have—that for me… making 
work is a way of dealing with things, and not necessarily autobiographical at all, but just the way 
for me to deal with it.  So… I still am making museum projects… but… now I’m doing both.  
And after ten years, you know, art museums look like art museums look like art museums; I 
don’t care where you go in the world. (laughter) So… (laughs) so… I’m very much—I’m very 
choosy now for what kind of institutions… you know.  I’d love to do something in a zoo, or… 
you know a planetarium, or—You know.  You know.  So—Really I’m doing something with an 
anthropology museum, which is like—I’ve never actually got to use an anthropology museum, 
so… that’s pretty fun.  So… so I’m picking and choosing the kinds of institutions… but still able 
to make my own projects. 

Question: You remember “Axifino Ari Camara”, right? 

Speaker: Yeah, oh yes, yes!  I just met him, yeah… in Mexico, yeah. 

Question: Are you familiar with what he’s doing in terms of museology. 

Speaker: I have no—We just met briefly.  But hopefully when I go down to do my show in 
Mexico City, we’ll get to know each other real well 

Question: Mm… because recently he curated a show in Senegal, African Biennial, and I also met 
him briefly and, you know, he was kind of enlightening me about his… his profession, right?  He 
was sent to Mexico during Leopold Senghor’s presidency in Senegal to study museology.  And 
when he came back to Senegal… he was not offered a job, because the government had an 
arrangement with the IMF that anyone over the age of thirty-five cannot be hired…. So the 
Mexican government told him… “Well, we’ll offer you a job—“ 

Speaker: They hired him. 

Question: “—to work as a museologist,” you know.  And he been there since twenty-eight 
years… 

Speaker: Yeah. 

Question: And now he’s recognized internationally as one of the top museologists in the world… 
And he’s African… And he was also the President of the Selection Committee at the Venice 
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Biennale.  And the thing is… I was wondering if—if there’s any way that you and he would 
really associate in his coming…. 

Speaker: Well, you know, we spoke.  And like I said, I’m going to be doing a project with a 
museum in Mexico City—or maybe more than one.  And… you know we certainly will be in 
touch.  And—and you know, I mean… We exchanged cards.  That’s as—you know. (laughter) 
Yeah, I have everybody’s cards, and they—everybody has my card.  And sometimes they call… 
you know; and sometimes things happen, you know? 

Question: Yeah. 

Speaker: I hope to—Actually really I hope to, when I’m in Mexico City, be able to talk to him 
about what he’s doing. 

Question: But the intriguing thing is… Okay, like in Co—Third World societies, right?  There’s 
a—There’s this problem with government… and culture… museums and stuff like that.  And 
when you go to these museums… they’re badly represented, you know?  And the government 
are very unwilling you know to accommodate people who have the knowledge and skills to—
you know, to deal with these issues, right?  So, for example, if I said to you… You know in the 
Caribbean we have museums as well, you know?  But when you go (laughs) the museums I 
mean it’s almost like walking through like a horror house, you know. (laughter) (laughs) See, 
you know these place are really bad… the titles—I mean the information are really bad; you 
know and stuff like that.  And… I want to know what kind of discussions you would have with 
people who run museums… when you sit down by the table and explain to them, you know. 

Speaker: Yeah, well I- I mean—I—You know I’m in lots of international forums, and we have 
great discussions.  Mostly it’s similar in the United States; they have these things, they don’t 
really—they know there’s lots of power—There’s power in what they have… and they—many 
people have scholarship and understand these objects.  However… communicating that with the 
larger public is not what they know how to do.  And so that’s kind of—that’s where I kind of 
discuss with them about…kind of… enlivening whatever the power of these objects are… for—
you know, for others besides scholars, you know.  But… you know, I like to say that since 
museums are a Western construct, which is why I like working with them, because it’s kind of 
analogous to the West; and so making a project in a museum is really also commentary on the 
entire West…. If you see them in other cultures… these are situations that were not really meant 
to happen that way.  I mean, obviously in West Africa you have objects that are—you could see 
in the—in festivals, or in—during ritual things, you know, moving through the street, you 
know—Where—why go to a museum to see it behind a glass where it has no meaning, you 
know.  So… So they’re sort of fit into these contexts and they don’t really fit.  And so of course 
they’re going to be—They’re not going to be the way they are in the West; and they’re… 
problematic.  Of course the world has changed, and they make sense to have these things; 
however it’ll have to be a new—It’ll be a new kind of… way of using—of creating museums.  
But I—for those cultures—when there’s cultures that are… When it’s with the culture that these 
things are actually used outside of—outside of the space.  But—But it’s the same—In some ways 
it’s the same with museums in America, and the West have… You know, how to make these 
places engage the public… and also maintain seriousness of scholarship that they… you know… 
You know I don’t think it’s impossible—I think it’s easy, actually.  But, you know, it takes a 
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different kind of training, I think, for the curators.  I think they should be trained like artists, I 
think.   

Question: Hi. (Speaker laughs) I’m not going to ask it.  I have a different question.  I’m curious 
about the… the criticism around your work?  You know… I was just wondering how you 
respond to it.  Because there seems—there’s a whole level of criticism about your work that talks 
about it in terms of… the subverting of symbolic codes of the museum, you know… and—But 
you get up here and you talk about doing these things just because you’re in the space and you’re 
responding to the things in the space.  And…I know—I don’t suspect that you have an agenda 
when you go into a place to present to certain story. 

Speaker: No. 

Question: So if you could just talk a little bit about… 

Speaker: Yeah, I mean I think it’s always—You know it’s—Scholars, you know, theorists have 
their way of dealing with material.  Artists have another way of dealing with material.  That’s 
what’s so fascinating about what I do; and if I start to stray, pull me back, but—Because—In 
relation to them I think it’s funny, because—because, you know, what—When I first started 
doing these things, they got excited about it, these—you know, writers and theorists and critics—
because they were writing about this, critiquing museums, but they didn’t have any idea of how 
to do it.  You know, and I’m sort of coming and doing these things… not having read anything 
that they’ve written; and actually—when I started doing them, they hadn’t written anything 
except for… The White Cube, by… “Dougherty”, and… you know—anyway— 

Comment: (unintelligible) 

Speaker: Yeah—But… I’m just doing these things because I’m… I’m a person of color in these 
institutions, feeling these feelings, and wanting to sort of—want to know why.  And have the 
ability to… speak back to the institution.  And… And by using—And seeing museums as—like 
any other communicative device, like a newspaper or a magazine, you know, they have their 
point of view.  And seeing them as an artistic environment, like an installation that—of 
systems—just like any other artist makes an installation, or still life—of systems that are 
antiquated… that the people who are organizing them don’t realize wholly what the meanings 
that they are putting out.  That it’s meanings from the past that they are putting forward that 
they’re not necessarily adhered to, but they’re just not thinking about what the—what these 
relationships—what they’re creating for the public. And I’m viewing it, as an artist… and how… 
you know, between the images and symbols and emotions and… how you feel in a space, as well 
as the information.  But I think it would be dead if I… --for me, anyway—to sort of deal with 
this wholly on some intellectual plane… wholly on some kind of theoretical plane.  I… That’s 
for theorists, you know; that’s their creative act.  For me it’s… I’m not—I’m not saying I’m a 
scholar.  I’m saying I’m feeling these things deeply; I research it so that I’m not going to make 
fun of anything or anybody… but essentially it’s my… it’s my feelings about this—what I’m 
seeing.  It’s like what every other artist does.  And to me it’s the most honest thing I can do.  
So…. 
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Question: I don’t even know if I have a question… but I just have an observation which I think… 
This is more like being in a critique because I can’t really find a question… but I just thought 
that the purity of the church—Black church building—and the floorboards… and the writing on 
the stones underneath the floorboards… What you eked out of that… I saw some of that in your 
new piece of work, which is like the wall with the cracks, and…. I just think that— 

Speaker: That’s interesting. 

Question: -- that’s the essence of what you’re trying to do.  And it’s like you’ve pulled all of that 
research on how you’ve lived your life over these years… into that kind of work, which is really 
nice. 

Speaker: Yeah, I love—I love that.  I—you know of course, I wouldn’t—have—never saw it in 
that way; so I love that idea.  But I’m really—You know I’m really interested in… obviously 
things that are not seen, things that are—and denial is something that—It’s one thing that gets 
me really upset about— And so… it’s just trying to… sort of break through that, and sort of 
make things clear—open things up.  And these little messages and symbols that are sort of 
peering through, that you have to sort of look a little closer at. 

Question: (unintelligible) 

Speaker: Mmhmm, right.  That’s true; that’s very true; that’s one of—it was like—was much 
more mine than it was theirs, because they had ignored it.  It was just a—you know, a vessel, 
basically… a very historic vessel.  (unintelligible background comments) Wanda, you had a 
question? 

Wanda: (unintelligible) (laughter) 

Speaker: Okay… Oh, oh! I’m in trouble! (laughs) (laughter) (pause) Well if there are no other 
questions… thank you very much.  (APPLAUSE) Yaaayy!  Thank you, thank you, thank you 
very much. (laughs) Thank you.  Thank you… (laughs) Oh, boy… 

 

END OF RECORDING 
 


