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Introduction: [Inaudible]

Mel Edwards [hereafter ME]: That’s the nicest introduction I ever had anywhere. It’s been a
nice day already in spite of being lost, and it’s good to be here. I always had heard of
Skowhegan. I like James Fennimore Cooper’s The Last of the Mohicans, evidently this is
somewhere in the vicinity, if the similarity of the sound of names means anything. No that’s all I
wanted to do. You know, you’ve seen the shirt, right? That’s enough of that part. What I’ll do
basically is show you my work from my various sophisticated beginnings to my very awkward
condition of the moment and hope that you can empathize with some of the things that I’ve been
trying to do. Basically I grew up in Texas, in Houston, that’s where I’'m from. And I went to
school in California. I’'m going to try to do this quasi biographically because while there’s a
general art world out there, the work is personal, no matter what. So, in a certain sense,
biography is important to me. Not just for the sake of chronology, but because I keep trying to
feed on what I thought before, and what I seemed to have changed to think or developed to think
at this point, both in the work. And even if it doesn’t show in the work, that it’s a part of what I
do.

This slide is taken is taken in Isle Efe in Nigeria. Isle Efe, or Efe, Isle just means home or house.
It is the original place of the Yoruba peoples in West Africa, in Nigeria. They’re actually in
more places than that. But this was in a sense for me a pilgrimage. A kind of return to roots, or
at least to a place, because this is the Staff of Oranmia, who was one of the founders of the
Yoruba peoples. And it’s in Isle Efe, and it is sculpture, and it dates from about 800 AD, that’s
approximate. And goats do mean something. Next slide.

This is a blacksmith, or a Otoomphwo in Ghana, and again on my first trip home to West Africa,
I got to meet a blacksmith. This is a village called LaSabu. As I go through the slides, you’ll see
the significance of these things to me. Or, at least some idea of it, because one of my great great



grandfathers was a young adult blacksmith trained in the old country and was sold in New York
City to a family in Alabama, and that’s my mother’s family. So maybe there’s something in this
photograph. Next.

This is Mr. Amos Nomaio who is a traditional bronze caster in Benin City in Nigeria, or the
Kingdom of Benin in the old days, it was. He’s the uncle of a close friend of mine, and he’s now
a friend of mine. Mr. Nomaio comes from a family that’s been casting bronze since at least the
year 1380 and he gave me his blessings to continue what I was doing. Next slide.

This is an older piece from again, Nigeria. Yoruba, it’s terra cotta, or clay.

OK this is the first piece of mine that I’ll show you and it’s from about 1962 and my work
basically is in welded steel, welded or bolted or put together steel in terms of material. I rarely
work with other materials. Before I got interested in sculpture, basically it was painting that I
was most interested in. This dates from about 1962. Again 1962. The piece before this was
called Blood Flower Poet, and this one was called the Liberator. Next slide.

If you’ll remember, as if you’re old enough to remember, the mid or early 60s, it was a period of
extreme awareness in terms of civil rights. I was very much a part of that in many ways. In my
work, there are certain identifications I try to make with people I admired, or situations I
admired. Sometimes it affected the form of the work, and sometimes it didn’t at all, it was more
a matter of affinity, and through titles. But this one was called Homage to a Black Ex Patriot,
and it was really related to the political situation of an artist named Paul Robeson. Next slide.

This one was called Another, and it was named in relationship to the title of a book by James
Baldwin called Another Country. I guess it was the first book of his that [ read. Funny thing
about other people’s works of art, you never know what out of it is going to mean something to.
And literally, in that book, probably I think it’s the concluding lines of the book which where
the character Rufus was jumping off the George Washington Bridge, and in a sense, challenging
God and everybody else while in the middle of committing suicide which is not something I’d
ever want or intend to do, but I like the idea of the challenge. He cursed at God and said *here I
come,? and jumped. Next slide.

This one was called Black Thing. In the context of, this again is about 1963. In the context of
other works, this was one vertical, three dimensional piece a part of a pair which were to be in a
room with 24 other pieces which were small works that hung on a wall. The collective title of
the small works was The Lynch Fragments, and they’re a series of small, very intense, I hope or
think, kind of works, which it seems I go back to every now and then. They’ve changed
somewhat through the years, but you’ll see them in a few slides. This was about the third one of
the Lynch Fragments. It’s title was Afro Phoenix and you can kind of take the literary aspects as
you like, you know. The art history aspects symbolize the early putting together works,
assemblages, or those kinds of processes. The early or parts of the 20th century probably have
something to do with it. There was an eye on Africa and it’s remained. Next slide.

They’re all about, this series of pieces are all about 12 -13 inches in height or projection.
They’re not masks. Although some people like to refer to them that way. Maybe the



psychological implications in them might feel that way to some people, but they are intended to
be as psychologically intense as possible, however you can make that happen, or I could attempt
to make that happen. This one for instance is called Mojo for 1404. When I said the work is
personal, 1404 was the address of my family’s house in Houston. That was the number. It was
my grandmother’s house for 50 years, which is where I grew up. Next slide.

This one was called Hard Thing, hard in the sense of difficult. It’s owned by a painter that I
traded a piece with called Benny Andrews in New York. There was a painting of his that I
wanted, and he wanted one of these. There’s nothing extraordinary about that right, that’s what
artists do, but that’s the way we deal with each other.

This one was called Crooks. Ifthere’s an implication of other things, in these objects, there’s
something that went on in much of traditional African sculpture that I was interested in but
wasn’t sure how to do or how to make relevant specifically to my life as I was living it, or am
living it. But that work often had to do with the modification of fate. Various sculptures have
things like crosses or stars and crescents or things that mean things to people: rabbits foot, horse
shoes, ways of modifying fate. I thought that aspects might work in my work and so you’ll see
literally crosses and horseshoes and stuff. Whether I have that particular faith or not is not the
point. Next slide.

This one was called Remember. But they’re all out of that series. The original group of which
all of these are from 1963 to 1966. Next slide. Out of them grew a group of fairly, were more
specific in terms of context, formal context which was simply that they all had the common
denominator of a convex disk from a farming, you know disc harrow and the form developed out
of that form, or projected out of them. And they were called a disk, and rarely had an individual
title, as all of the Lynch Fragments did. Next slide. And they date from 1964. Next slide.

This one, well it did have a separate title, it was called double chain. Next slide.

In that same period, while the other objects either vertical in the sense of sculpture traditionally
has a history of, there were works that went all over the particular environment. That is, if the
space were room space, | had various chain and rod and other abstract structures that I had made
and put together and assembled in spaces. This was called My Bell and One Thing, which is
really dedicated to my Aunt, whose name is Modie Bell. Next slide.

But in other words, the work, or the ideas of three dimensions being, having a lot of
implications--well people wrote more about the uniqueness around 1965 if something laid down
or stood up. I think sculptors really always thought you know, that you either did it that way, or
you did it some other way, but whatever you’re trying to do, you did it. And, what it made it
sculpture essentially was that it was three dimensional. But what made it work as a work to you,
well you had your own terms for it. When I moved to New York, and that’s what this slide is
about. I should explain, all those years, those pieces were made in Los Angeles, I guess I didn’t
say that, but that’s where I lived at the time. When I moved to New York, I got with some artists
that I met, and we wanted to do some collective things, some things which weren’t our individual
things, but that dealt with certain kinds of social aspects in the society. And what we thought the
idea of painting on walls as a thing meant to change the environment was something we should



see if with could something with. We were not interested in images or messages in that sense,
but in the actual change which simply changing the place physically meant. So we worked
together for a period of about three years, from 1967 through (E70 I think, or (E71. Next slide.

Most of our works were in the upper part of Manhattan in Harlem. Some community groups
already had things going, that is they had decided to change spaces physically, and our additions
to their changes had to do with the painting aspect. Next slide.

We didn’t go very far up on our buildings, as some things did. We decided to keep our works at
the level that people were apt to actually live. So, it was a little different than some other
approaches. The works were collective, they were never the works of any individual artists.
They were always collective. And nobody ever knew our names in relation to the work. That
came a few years later. The group was called Smokehouse. Next slide please.

That’s the group.
Q: Is that William T. Williams?

ME: That’s William T. Williams. Yes it is. I had met him that year and this is 1968 I think.
Next slide. This piece is from 1969 and is at Cornell University and stainless and painted steel.
In about 1967, some of the free standing works, which I didn’t show, but I’d gotten involved in
painting, somebody asked me a question why, somewhere in there, why hadn’t the fact that I had
been a painter affected my sculpture? My statement sort of at that time was that I guess the
reason that I sort of made the switch, and for me it was a switch, the reason I guess I began to
take sculpture so seriously was that there was something that I wanted to do, which you couldn’t
do in painting, not that a sculpture couldn’t be painted, but simply that what was attracting me, it
was coming out sculptural and I felt the need to push it. But, around 1967 and (E68, enough of
the idea of color and I got it I think because I developed a simpler approach to the surface of
form at that point that I felt the possibility or need for it and started to. And for instance, this
combination of stainless and painted steel and the idea of the possibility of reflecting the color
into the stainless which under certain light was striking and in other lights not but was a set of
possibilities. This is the same piece that you just saw before. Another slide. That’s another
view of the same piece. That kind of thing became something I was interested in. Next slide.

Q: Was a commission given to you for that sight?

ME: They said they wanted a piece of my sculpture and they had a certain amount of money, and
I said I’d rather make another one than give you the one you want. And they didn’t mind
because they were getting a much larger piece of sculpture for the money. And I was able to do
something that [ wanted to do. This is the Johnson Museum at Cornell. Next slide.

The title of that piece was called Homage to My Father and the Spirit. If you haven’t guessed it
by now, I’m fairly sentimental, and you know, maybe to the point of melodrama. I intend to
keep it that way. I figure nobody else is going write about my family so you know, I’'m going to
do it. This one is dedicated to my grandmother, my father’s mother, it’s called Coco. It was
made in 1970. It’s symmetrical and it rocks. The rocking is a little bit asymmetrical or



syncopated because the chains have a gravity drag. Next slide.

That’s another view of the same piece. The chains were, some were galvanized, and some were
not. Through the years, the ones that are not galvanized have turned much browner. It moves if
you move it. Since then, there probably have been about 40 versions of pieces that rock, and
looking very different from each other, and the playing with, or playing against the possibility of
motion has come into the work. To me it was related, although it looks very different, at least in
the case of this piece, to the suspended pieces, because the parts of the suspended pieces could be
changed or re-altered or put in different positions depending on the particular exhibition
situation. Next slide.

This again is from 1970 and it’s a piece called double circles and it’s two pairs of circles. It’s in
Harlem at 143 and Lenox, and I was sort of happy to put a piece in Harlem and on Lenox
because in my listening to music through the years, there was a piece by a musician called Eddie
Lockjaw Davis who played a lot with Count Basie who was a very strong and beautiful tenor
saxophonist and he played something called Leaping on Lenox and I used to play it way before I
ever knew where Lenox was. before I was making sculpture anyway. I like to make those
sentimental connections.

Next slide. If you want to know whether the piece or public sculpture and enjoyed, the truth is
yes. A few months later the piece was strongly graffitied. Somebody wanted to photograph it
for an art history thing and they photographed it and then the editor called me and said, would
you like us to take out the graffiti, and I said, well you’re taking out an essential aspect of public
sculpture, and that is that it has life that’s directly related to the life of the people in the
neighborhood where it’s put. And if that’s what’s going on at this time, and if you’ve ever
ridden a subway train in Manhattan, well, my piece looks like that. Next slide.

If you remember the kind of simple repetition or repetition in the piece that preceded this, the
repetition of steps in the circle and step structure, then in my mind, this was being paralleled in
these works which are not at all solid. That is they’re barbed wire and chain. And the elements
are all equal and I was working with placement of the barbed wire at equal intervals so in
systematic terms, there were similar systems, but the works looked extremely different from each
other and that was what was important to me because these were going on at the same time. So
you know, the public work as an idea that’s permanent, and of course a piece like this which is
environmental and impermanent. Anyway, the first group of the barbed wire pieces was shown
in 1969 at the Studio Museum in Harlem, along with 100 foot links of chain and that sort of
thing. There was version that occurred which was 40 feet long and divided a Gallery space so
that people had to go out of one door into the other if they wanted to see the rest of the show.
And Lawrence Alloway and I had a big argument about that. He said, look, you got your barbed
wire up, you made your symbolic point, now leave a place for the people to walk through. And I
said, you know, it’s not a symbolic work Lawrence. It’s a physical fact that I want the thing to
divide the space. If you don’t want me to do it that way, that’s one thing, but I won’t give up in
the context of that idea and I don’t want you to misinterpret the idea. The symbolism is there
because people read materials for what they understand them to be. But the work itself is there
for reasons which are of my own doing. So that kind of thinking sort of goes on. Irealize that
there’s a double aspect to any work of art, that is what you intend, what your public intends, or



anybody else who might interpret. Next slide.
Q: How large is that?

ME: Well that was really a diagrammatical version. What you just saw in the slide just simply
showed the principle of the chain hanging off of the barbed wires. That particular one was not to
my mind per se, but a diagram of the process. The largest one that I ever made of that kind was
about 40 feet long with a 12 foot height if I remember correctly. The height was determined
simply by the height of the ceiling. This is small, it’s about the size of a dictionary, and the
horizontal lines have to do with the influence of poetry. Next slide.

Actually these are fragments or parts of pieces, and the suspended barb wire section is a
prototype for a piece that was at the Whitney in 1970, and the tubular chain and barbed wire
connected section was the diagram for a piece that was at the Studio Museum in Harlem, again,
in 1969. The little barbell looking piece on the left is actually interesting toy. Interesting to me
because it simply is two circles of steel and a hexagonal bar of steel connected, but the circles are
titled parallel like this, they lean equally. So when you push the barbell across the floor from
you, the wheels do a kind of motion like this, you know. And being male, I interpreted that
motion as female, and I like the piece. Next piece.

That’s playing the barbed wire against my environment. My studio was on Avenue B and
Second Street at the time on the 5th floor. So, it’s one way to see New York. Next slide. If you
remember the chain rocker, here is a small version, but barbed wire. This one won’t rock
because the barbed wire’s taken over. Next one. This was a piece which combines several of
those aspects. It was dedicated to a young friend of mine who was killed in the Vietnam War.
His name was JB Washington. He was really a close friend to my brothers because he was 10
years younger than me, and I watched them play from the age of diapers to young manhood. My
brother didn’t go to Vietnam, JB did, he died, this was dedicated to him. But it’s camp cots, or
military cots at least symbolically with red paint symbolizing blood, some spray chain images.
There’s a barbed wire curtain which envelops the room. And through the windows, you can’t
see it in this slide, but there’s an autumn afternoon with the forest in it’s color. And it was in
Dayton, Ohio at the Belinga Black Study Center at Wright State University. Next slide. That
was 1972. If my work seems to be going back and forth, that’s the way it goes. This one was
called Ijalla for February 21. February 21 was important to me because it was a day that a
politician I admired was killed. His name was Malcolm X. Ijalla is a traditional form of praise
poetry among the Yoruba peoples for warriors and blacksmiths. Next slide.

Back to the repetition again. This is 1974, and this one’s called Intrytry, and of course it’s a
series of triangles connected differently. The pair of triangles on the left would fall down if it
weren’t that the chain which connects them allows there equal balance to pull enough toehold
them up. The title Intrytry comes from the Jimmy Cliff song, you can get it if you really want it,
if you try, try, try.

This one was called Saturday Night Color System, for the poet Leon Damask, who was from
French Guyana, South American.



Q: What is the material?

ME: Painted the steel. The textured part is diamond plate. It’s been in other works and is
usually used any way accept horizontal. Next slide. This one is called Felton, and it’s painted
steel, and again it’s from 1974. It’s in two parts The units where the circles are, are separate
from the other structure, the half circles and they were a way of playing with ideas that were in
the rockers, but not having them rock, to sort of ritualize or circle a space. It’s a little hard to
see, but there will be another piece later on that’s called Thelma Ree, which is a further
extension of this idea, and which was important to me and you’ll see it further developed. Next
slide. This one, which is not Thelma Ree is called Cross Alimpopo and was dedicated to the
poet from South Africa name Kiorapetsa Kosetsili who was a friend of mine and told me of his
flight from South Africa and how he had to cross the Limpopo River in the middle of the night in
a shallow place because of his political activity against the apartheid regime in South Africa.
Next slide. This jumps back a little bit in time to 1969, but was a group of painted pieces that I
sort of worked out while I was working on the large stainless piece that you saw earlier. Next
slide.

This is 1977, is a smaller piece, table size, about 23 or 24 inches in length. It was an homage to
the architect Joe Black, who died in 1977. Yea, my dates are right, 77 and has of course ideas
I’d been using and at the same time, that old architectural principle of the post and lentel except
it’s in steel and therefore I-beam and bar. But he was a friend and architect my age who, we
were planning some sculpture and architecture collaboration and in June of that year and in
November he was dead of cancer. We hadn’t anticipated that. Next slide. This one’s called
October. This and the piece before it have a group of half circles which are exactly the same
element because the past six years, I’ve had these ¢ or half circle elements cut and made and I’'m
working on a series of variations that, I don’t know, maybe it will take 10 years, maybe it will
take 15 years, but to work out a group of pieces that for a long period of time will look different
from each other, but have some actual part exactly the same in each. And this one is a rocker.
Next slide.

This is a machete in stainless for a larger work and still playing with the circles, but differently.
Next slide. This is a group of the rockers, each of which rocks differently because of its
structure. The rocker that’s stacked on top of a semi-rocker form is called Good Friends in
Chicago, because I made it there, for a show there and in the studio of a good friend, to be shown
in a show organized by another good friend. Anyway, they’re all variations on the idea of forms
or pieces that rock. Next.

That’s a rocker in conjunction with another piece dedicated to a poet I mentioned earlier, Leon
Damass. If you’re familiar with the African poets from French speaking country, that is Senegal
or Martinique or French Guyana, well they had a literary and philosophical movement called
Negritude, and Damass was one of the founders of that movement in the early 30s. The artists
probably most associated with them is the painter Wilfredo Lam. Damas lived in the United
States in the last 8 years of his life from 1970-78 and was a good friend and advisor to me. He
had died in January of (E78 and we had talked about some sculpture I was to make for a house of
his which had burned down and was to be rebuilt, so the sculpture would have architectural
aspects. His architect died, then he died, and I made this sculpture which has evolved differently



since that time, but in that first month after he died, I finished this piece which was the u shaped
unit, the rectangular plate on the wall, and the double circles on the floor to the left for him.
Next slide.

This is another machete version of that piece. Next slide. This is that piece again, but it’s
changed and in a different situation, and you see now a large additional rectangular piece and a
50 foot length of chain on the floor. Next slide. And that’s the same piece from the other view.

Q: 72?

ME: She said was this shown in Syracuse? There was a show called the PS One Show which
was an exhibition of abstract Afro-American artists. Alvin Loving, who was here, was one of
the artists in it as well. But the small pieces on the wall are a group of the Lynch Fragments.
Those are dated from 1978 and 1979, because in having a survey of some earlier work in 1978, 1
showed a group of the older pieces. In looking at them, I thought there was some ideas in them
which I hadn’t gotten to yet, and the intensity in that direction was still there, so I thought I’d get
involved again. You know, I’'m going back and forth. Next slide.

Well that’s those pieces. They are meant to hang at eye level, be approximately 2, 2 and a half
feet apart from each other and should be intense enough to confront you strongly.

Q: :Does it have a religious association ???

ME: They have those aspects. Whether the horseshoes are there or not. When I said religious, I
don’t mean you know, that one is and one isn’t. Ifit has or doesn't have. But I was talking about
the kind of intensity which is implied by a religious interest in something. You know. In other
words, they are not there to say that is a religion I believe in, although obviously if I’ve been
living as a sculptor for 20 years, I certainly believe in it as a process or a way of life, you know.

I mean in art or the creative idea, you know, living that way. Well that goes off into a whole
bunch of stuff, you know. Next slide.

Art’s hard enough, religion’s impossible [chuckles]. This is a combination of the ideas. In fact
the title of this one was Imjuju, or the Multiplication of Experience. And of course it’s a
combination of earlier ideas, the environment, and the object. Next slide. This is a part of a two
part piece and it’s called Conversation with Norman Lewis. Norman Lewis was a painter who I
admired very much, and along with that, as I’ve mentioned earlier, artists are friends of each
other. There’s an artist here tonight, for instance, Ronnie Bladen who I’ve known time. Did I
wake you up? [chuckles] In coming to New York--somebody asked me about New York
tonight at dinner and you know, about its importance. It was important enough to me to leave
Los Angeles which is a much better climate, and weather, and much better space for working
large, and that sort of thing. But New York is a more intense place for artists, and you meet
artists. I mean that’s what happens. Whether you intend to do it or not, that’s what happens.
You appreciate, or at least I appreciated that that kind of dynamic aspect. I probably live in
New York a more limited life in terms of generally living with people. But it’s a more intense
life in terms of living in relationship to other explicitly creative people. You know, because that
was the purpose for coming there, and that was usually their purpose for coming there. So it’s



important in that respect. But you know the art starts with you, and you make the place. If there
are more artists to make a place, and I suppose it makes that place more dynamic in relation to
art. But Norman Lewis was one of those artists, and I used to run into him on the street and we’d
talk. Norman died about two years ago right at 70 years of age, just turned 70. Next slide
please.

Consequently these piece consisted of two rockers, one of which was stabilized so it couldn’t
rock, and the other one which you saw first could rock. In other words, one could talk and be
still, and the other could nod in agreement, because Norman had a proverb for me and anybody
else who might interrupt him, he said *shut up, you can’t hear with your mouth open.? He was
nice man, I liked him, and I guess that’s what the piece is really about. Next slide.

This was arrangement in that same show with the piece for Norman which was at 55 Mercer last
June. You see again the work is now in conjunction with the Lynch Fragments and there were
25 of them in this show, one of which was attached to a vertical standing thing which you can
see in the far left. Instead of being titled individually were given the political slogan title of Lute
Continua, or the struggle continues. Next slide. In the same show, this is the other work. This is
a variation of the rockers. If you remember the first rocker, which was the red one with the
chain, and as I said, its title was Coco, it was the name of my father’s mother. It was my
grandmother and she died last year, so I made this one called Memories of Coco. So

[AUDIO ENDS]

ME: I have friends who are musicians and they go crazy over it. They say, you try to limit me to
what you think an idea was and I was trying to make constructive work. And while it had
aspects which do coincide with those ideas, sometimes a title is a box that’s too small to hold the
ideas involved. And

Q: 72?

ME: Well sometimes you need them to help with the understanding of either the work or the
person. It’s been a problem for quite a while, not just for me. For a lot of artists. But I just
decided that I would do some things with titles which made me feel better, so I can name one in
relation to my father. You know I could name one in relation to my grandmother, or my
daughter, or you know. I sent a catalogue a couple years ago to my other grandmother, and it
had a piece with her name on it, and she was surprised. So she sent me some information back
about the junk in the garage, you know. [chuckles] You know, evidently she appreciated it
enough to try and help me with what I was doing. [chuckles] I guess that’s what I really want
out of it. Now that reciprocal response, you know, comes at different levels from different
people in different situations. You know, sometimes it comes in the request for a much larger
piece, and then do some of your larger ideas. Sometimes, you know, somebody just writes bad
things about you.

One thing, for instance. The Lynch Fragments really evolved out of; in addition to what I said,
they evolved when I lived in Los Angeles. And to make the social political thing a little clearer,
life was so oppressive in Houston in the years that I grew up, that a whole generation of my



friends and schoolmates live in Los Angeles. And if there’s a reunion of my high school, you
can get together a thousand people within two years of my age and they all live in Los Angeles.
You know we were there, and we were thinking, and knew what we had been through. Some of
them turned out to be musicians, artists, or you know, other kinds of adults who work or lived,
you know had a human life. But they had to migrate because of the politics. So that’s a specific
experience and one which I utilized. But sometimes what the work looks like has nothing to do
with the experience is.

I’m not sure, as I said, that it’s necessary that the plastic appearance of the work be absolutely or
even remotely related to the idea that you’re dealing with. Everybody that makes knows that
often the art takes over. If you’re going to do it a lifetime, it’s already taken over you anyway.
But in the process of dealing with one particular work, I think that’s usual, unless you have
some...well you know in historic Egypt, maybe those relationships were more, they were more
specific. But then the relationship between language, and visual and architecture and all were a
little closer than our society generally has it, except as specific artists or a specific degree of
people, when you put those things together. But they take you from individual points of view
rather than from collective ones at this point.

Q: ?7?? What are your feelings in terms of ...7??

ME: [laughs] OK. I like Billie Holliday’s music and have for a long time, I mean a long time in
relation to my life, since about 1956 or 7 when one of my cousins introduced me to a lot of her
music and other people that I knew. And they talked about the quality of her voice which was in
conventional terms, not particularly musical, but in emotional and dynamic terms was extremely
expressive and extremely musical, and extremely unique. That was what I liked. And I didn’t
know at that point that she was from Baltimore. The other thing was that I thought at that point
cause there was another musician from Baltimore who I liked very much and his name was
Eubie Blake, and he’s known for his composing and musical creativity and also his long
livedness in that he’s about somewhere between 95 and 100 and if I don’t do one just for that, I
don’t mind having a little of that kind of luck so I probably title some for that just to try and help
me closer to that number of years. In terms of the feelings, I don’t know, I just like to work and
obviously I’ve been working with the idea of the circle and changes and implications in form and
space, but those kinds of words are so general. I’m not sure what information they give you. I
would hope you could pick up that since I’ve shown you slides of the work from 1962 to you
know, roughly 1980. You should get an idea of what my visual stuff sort of feels like. I guess I
just hope for that. But I don’t know that I can be much more specific than. I appreciated her
music. [ appreciated the political activities of some young people who were in the middle of
their education, and whose political activities educated a lot of adults, which you know, doesn’t
happen often. Although proverbially, it’s there in the literature.

ME: Then tend to actually stay small. Every now and then I get the idea that I should directly
blow them up. In other words, repeat them large in scale. And I can’t say that won’t make a
good work but there’s something about that scale that I think is best for them. And, every now
and then, I think, well why don’t you just stop yourself, take one of them, and explicitly blow it
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up, form for form larger. So far in my experience, larger work just tends to do something else for
me. [’ve kind of decided to, instead of be mechanical or diagrammatic, to just go with my
feelings that they should be something else. One of the difficult things about a commission from
a machete for me is that often, at the machete scale it’s one thing, and while it will translate fine
at the larger scale, I start to think about other possibilities, and that’s why with the Ohio machete,
while waiting for the check, so to speak, other pieces related to it in form and content developed,
but have other possibilities. I guess if I had all the resources that I wanted, I would do all the
variations possible that come to mind. But you have to choose because of time and money.

Q: 77?7

ME: Oh yea. How? By making sculpture. It’s the same thing, you know I am an African
American, and I’m making sculpture.

Q: But do you do that as you’re working.

ME: You don’t have to think about it. You know what I mean. You don’t have to think about
who your father was, your mother was, your grandfather was. Although actually, evidently I do,
cause I keep naming things after them. That’s the family, that’s the heritage, and whatever our
experience is is a part of it. In other words, an African living on the continent, which great great
great grandfather was, and then brought here, and the family continued and went through its
experiences here. We don’t speak that language, but then if he’d moved 50 miles away from
wherever he lived there, he would have spoken a different language too. Because for instance, in
Nigeria, there are 250 languages, not dialects, languages. So the idea of change and being
different from what was is a part and parcel of human culture, even though you are a continuance
of you know, a particular group of people. So whatever you are at this point is a continuance of
it. But if your environment is very different, it will be harder for people to classify it explicitly,
unless they just take it on face value. You know just say, well he, so he is.

Q: 2772

ME: That’s not why they’re small. No, because they make big stuff over there.
Q: 77?7

ME: No no. In fact, I made those pieces before I’d ever been to Africa. If you mean it like that.
You know, I went to Africa itself for the first time in 1970. And I’ve been about 7 times and I
guess like older people of European background who refer to Europe as the old country, I tend to
refer now to Africa as the old country. And I get letters and mail, and maybe I know a 100
words in 10 different African language and they’re useful to me in terms of thought and thinking
and why I know none of the languages well enough to actually converse, I know enough of them
to converse better with myself in way that I couldn’t when I didn’t. You know, at this point in
history, most people have so much information about so many cultures, and so much art, and so
many things, that anybody at some level can draw on almost anything. But, I’'m choosing certain
aspects of this direction, and I don’t see them as limitations, but as openers. Some people, for
them to go in aspects of these directions feel like they are going backwards. That they are going
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for instance back toward things that Picasso and you know people like that took care of at the
turn of the century. But that’s not the case. I had a conversation in Cuba in January with a
Cuban painter that I mentioned earlier, Wilfredo Lam, who is about 80 and whose father was
Chinese and his mother was Afro Cuban. He’s a Cuban. And Wilfredo was saying that this get
together to the people there that with tears in his face, he was serious, it was a beautiful, but he
said that what he had wanted to do most of all was to do something that made the world in a
contemporary way understand or see the African aspect as a contemporary thing. And while
they had been introduced in a Western world by Picasso and others, it wasn’t the same as it was
when it came from him who was you know, in line. In other words, that attempt at that kind of
communication with aspects was important to him. For me, he was one of my heroes for some
time, so you know. You have so many heroes as you go. That’s the kind of part that that part
played. There are many others. I mean I went to art school, and had art history teachers,
sculpture teachers and friends and associates in New York. You know, artists whose work I’ve
known a long time. Those aspects mean a great deal to me. But when I talk directly about my
own work, I try to talk about those things which I most emphasize in attempting to put the work
together, or the life together. More questions?

Applause

[AUDIO ENDS]
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