Charting the
Atlantic Sublime

Kobena Mercer
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| first saw Frank Bowling’s Map Paintings in 2002. London-based
curator Gilane Tawadros had brought them out of storage for an
exhibition she was preparing for the fiftieth edition of the Venice
Biennale. Unstretched canvases were rolled out on the floor and,
with the aim of documenting a body of work that had gone unseen
since the 1970s, a photographer stood on a ladder in an attempt to
capture an image of paintings such as Polish Rebecca (1971)
op. 84-5 and Marcia H Travels (1970) p. 40. It was impossible. It was
not just that their sheer size, at some two and three-quarters by
five and a half meters, for instance, exceeded the frame by which
the camera lens tries to discipline the field of vision. The difficulty,
in not being able to get back far enough so the eye could encom-
pass each painting as a totality, had everything to do with the
far-reaching challenge these works throw down to the boundary
conditions of opticality that are foundational to the life of painting.

To witness the rediscovery of Bowling’s oeuvre over the
last fifteen years, which have seen him elected to the Royal Acad-
emy of Arts in 2005 and awarded the Order of the British Empire
in 2008, is to see at first hand that art’s history is not fixed in the
past but is actively written by the present. Art historians strive to
achieve the narrative effect whereby readers will be convinced
that the canon being narrated is authoritative, immovable, and
unquestionably true. But to be present at a moment when a hith-
erto dormant body of work comes out of the archive, with the
power to shake up our received view of modernist painting, is to
realize that such “truth effects” are readily undone when material
from the past comes back to take us by surprise. As well as ask-
ing why Bowling’s Map Paintings went into storage in the first
place, the timeline of their return into our contemporary moment
calls for a fresh look at the story of post-painterly abstraction in
light of Bowling’s world-crossing journeys from colonial Guyana
(British Guiana), through postwar London, and thence to New
York at the height of the epoch-shifting 1960s.

In the presence of theirimmense scale, one’s eye isde-
centered from the visual field. The almost wrap-around dimen-
sions of the Map Paintings disperse one’s perception, which is
invited to roam all over liquefied color fields whose surfaces
sometimes blister into haptic relief. As well as unmooring the co-
ordinates of vision that ordinarily position the viewer in mastery
over what is viewed, the sensory evocation of the oceanic and the
riverine envelops the viewer in multiple affective registers. As our
attention is absorbed by heterogeneous surface incidents that
spread across each canvas on a microscopic scale, we enter an
imaginative realm that embraces the macrocosmic dimensions
of ecological and geological time as it exists beyond anthropo-
morphic measurement. Being plunged into such a space of de-
Centering is not merely pleasurable but blissful in the sense that
Roland Barthes distinguished the ego-confirming values of plea-
sure from the way bliss arises instead from aesthetic experience
“that imposes a state of loss ... that ... unsettles the reader’s his-
torical, cultural, psychological, assumptions.™ Understanding
how a painter could induce such vertiginous effects by experi-
menting with material processes of staining, dripping, stenciling,

and spraying requires that we set the context for the works in
Mappa Mundi art historically, at the crossroads moment of “1968”
when the language of formalist criticism was antagonized by the
emergent cultural politics of the United States Black Arts Move-
ment. But Bowling’s art needs to be approached philosophically
as well. Bringing formalist and materialist concerns out of their
habitual dichotomy, and placing them instead into a cross-cul-
tural dialogue, his Map Paintings traverse the aesthetic category
of the sublime from an entirely new angle of inquiry, namely that
of a late-twentieth-century diasporic cosmopolitanism which
came to voice by radically questioning the cultural foundations of
Enlightenment Man.

In 1948, when Barnett Newman proclaimed “The Sub-
lime is Now” he foresaw the postwar shift of modernism from
Europe to America, yet his argument for an abstract art that
would fully engage with the worldly turmoil of twentieth-century
life was gradually eclipsed by the formalist view of abstraction in
which, as critic Clement Greenberg defined it, only the medium
of art-making itself was to be the primary concern.” The critical
writings Bowling published in the 1968-72 period are highly sig-
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fig. 1
Frank Bowling, Cover Girl, 1966
Acrylic, oil paint, and silkscreened ink on canvas, 1448 x 101.6 cm
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color-field abstraction. Early and predominantly figuratjye paint.
ings such as Cover Girl (1966) fig. 1 combined a fashion model jn

an op-art dress, replete with yellow and red target, with ambient
spores and horizontal bands of saturated color forming an p.

stract ground behind her, whereas the paintings Bowling began
to produce in his Broadway studio from 1967 onward dispenseq
with the human form and manual rendering such that the repre.
sentational element was now carried by the fragmented Shapes

of stenciled geographical outlines and by photo-generated im-

progress as based on a West-centric repression of human diver- ages silkscreened atop or beneath vast stretches of acrylic, .
With an epidiascope borrowed from Larry Rivers, who m ol

sity, Bowling was the first to ask a set of questions that were post- T
colonial avant la lettre. Bowling had known from trips to New York in 1964 and 1965 when i

Being ahead of their time, his queries did not findanad-  he stayed with Rivers and worked with him in his Long Islandstu.

equate reception since discourses of formalist criticism, on the  dio, his map- -based experiments crossed the lines between ab-
one hand, and black aesthetics, on the other, spoke past one an- stract and pop at a time when many saw only an lmpassab/.

other like ships in the night, as if they were incommensurable lan- boundary. But equally if not more important was Bowling’s ease 1,, s

guages. It was not that Bowling offered a conciliatory synthesis, moving across social lines of race as well. As he metlasperlohns %
but rather—like a flash of lightning which momentarily makes  and others at his initial home in the Chelsea Hotel, Bowling 8[30:49*

nificant in this regard as they reveal an artist wholly committed to
modernism'’s intellectual vocation~-to call all received wisdom
into question—and provide us with an interpretive key with which
to grasp the scale of ambition driving his Map Paintings. Grap-
pling with tensions between the all-or-nothing absolutes of high-
modernist discourse, which saw abstract art as a quest to tran-
scend history's ever-changing turbulence so as to reveal time-

less truths, and the worldwide upheaval brought about by social
movements that saw the Enlightenment narratives of rational
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visible what is covered in darkness— his art and his writings be- got to know Mel Edwards, Al Loving, Jack Whitten, and otherAfri— ¢
gan to register the limits of the binary foundations on which mod-  can American abstract artists. In a milieu fraught with the Iega- i We
ernism had been built. In the sense that the sublime concerns the cies of segregation, now facing upheaval in every domain, Bowl- " W
human encounter with something so vast and so infinite as to be ing’s positioning as a diasporic subject who was both black and | ’ j .' pink
incomprehensible to our understanding, it is when Bowling’s art British put him in a unique location from which to put his recom- b nalit
brings us up against our perceptual finitude that the agency of the binant skills to work. Thanks, in part, to his Britishness, Bowling o 0‘; with &
oceanic and the aquatic within his painting asks us to ponder “the knew the expatriate English critic and curator, Lawrence AIIowax ical in
inhuman” as a condition of modernity that is all the more powerful Color i:
inasmuch as it ordinarily eludes our vision. Icy mountains, inhos- Louis, a
pitable deserts, and tempestuous seas were among the sources stractior
of the sublime for eighteenth-century thinkers, yet in distinguish- although
ing the sublime from the merely beautiful their twentieth-century and other
counterparts came to include the anthropogenic violence of po- ette) put hi
litical terror, genocide, and environmental catastrophe within “the corum of h
encounter between an ‘I’ and that which has the capacity to anni- notices key
the idea of p

hilate it completely.” Our question, then, as Bowling’s art plunges
us into an oceanic realm of decentering, is to ask how his painting
gives rise to an experience of the sublime that is at once terrify-
ingly unsettling and also blissfully enjoyable as well.
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Late Modern Routes

During Bowling's 1959-62 years at the Royal College of Art figura-
tive and abstract paradigms were widely regarded as mutually
exclusive, yet his painting embodied a border-crossing ability to
combine elements from both. Friends with Elizabeth Frink, Fran-
cis Bacon, and others whose existential figuration took off in the
1950s, he was also classmates with David Hockney and the
“Young Contemporaries” of 19960s pop who disdained the institu-
tional approbation acquired by abstract expressionism.* Having
first traveled to New York in 1961, then on a travel scholarship af-
ter graduation in 1962 that enabled him to revisit Guiana as well,

Bowling arrived in Manhattan in 1966, with this combinatorial out-
look in full flow as he moved from recognizable depiction toward

fig. 2
lasper lohns, False Start 1959
Qil on canvas, 1708 x 1372 cm




an advocate of early pop as @a member of the Independent Group
n the 1950s, when he also embraced abstract art in his Art News
Jrticles; it was Alloway who encouraged Bowling to write the es-
says published In Arts Magazine pp. 164-215, where Bowling was
. contributing editor between 1968 and 1972.° And, by virtue of
his blackness, Bowling was also attuned to the dilemmas of Afri-
can American abstract artists marginalized from the high-mod-
ernist mainstream even as they disputed the representationalist
demands of the Black Arts Movement. Bowling's essays matter
not because they somehow “explain” his Map Paintings, but be-
cause they illuminate the agonistic space in which modernism’s
future was being contested in the mid-1960s. Although there is
undoubtedly a biographical dimension to his Map Paintings, it
was the border-crossing intelligence of Bowling’s migratory life-
world that animated the translational practice through which he
opened up a hybrid interchange among disparate discourses, for
in the transatlantic genesis of his painterly experiment “the map
__is a placeholder for the enormous task of bridging a stylistic
divide in painting at a time when few voices outside formalism
were being heard,” as Courtney J. Martin has astutely remarked.®

Color is of paramount importance for in the midst of the
pink haze shimmering in False Start (1967) or the sumptuous to-
nalities of Schlesingerblue (1968) pp. 74-5 one is not confronted
with a cold frontal surface but receives instead a phenomenolog-
ical invitation into an affective space of enveloping dimensions.
Color is freed from line, as it was for Helen Frankenthaler, Morris
Louis, and others grouped under the label of “post-painterly ab-
straction” that Greenberg coined for a 1964 museum exhibition,
although Bowling’s luminescent yellows, fiery pinks, lush greens,
and other high-key colors (which would be at home in a pop pal-
ette) put him at odds with the muted pastels and earth-toned de-
corum of his counterparts. On closer inspection, moreover, one
notices key differentiations that reveal Bowling’s departure from
the idea of pure opticality with which critic Michael Fried cham-
pioned Kenneth Noland, Jules Olitski, and other color-field
nainters, whom he praised for eliminating any vestiges of illu-
sionistic depth so as to unify canvas, shape, and color into a per-
ceptual whole. Fried’s notion of a pure opticality that delivered
painting to “a space addressed to eyesight alone” recapitulated
Greenberg’s master criterion of medium specificity, forin formal-
ist criticism a successful artwork was one that self-referentially
showed its own making so as to reveal its total being in the blink
of an eye.” But where abstraction was thereby charged with the
ultimate end of transcending all that was inessential to art, the
view that “each art would be rendered ‘pure,’ and in its ‘purity’
find the guarantee of its standards of quality as well as of its inde-
pendence,” as Greenberg put it in “Modernist Painting,” meant
such purification functioned in foundationalist terms as an all-or-
nothing absolute.? Against the grain of such rule-bound thinking,
Bowling generated hybrid impurities in his studio, emancipating
color flows from linearity and manual handling, while allowing
Chance and accident into the picture-making processes as well.
Painterly qualities of “openness and clarity” arose from a mode of
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per lohns’s False Start (1959) fig. 2.

Mismatching a word such as “blue” over a patch of or-
ange brushwork, for instance, Johns exposed the conventionality
of signs, worrying the line between representation and the real
thing, just as his flags and targets had done. By the time Johns
turned to cartographic sources in Map (1962) his semiotic inquiry
Into the codes by which arbitrary marks are made meaningful on
the basis of shared conventions led him to dissolve the very
legibility of the North American continent in grey-on-grey brush-
strokes. Where such a painting detaches the sign from its referent
to show that the map is, indeed, not the territory, the conceptual
upshot of Johns's strategy, revisiting the Duchampian tradition of
the readymade to trouble the border between art and life, was
diametrically opposed to the formalist anxiety that modernist art
should always assert its autonomy from the real space of the
everyday world since, for critics such as Fried, that was how, “by
virtue of its opposition to the banality, worldliness, and graceless-
ness of objecthood, art takes on transcendental significance.™

Abstracted from a map, a painting such as Rivers’s Afri-
cal (1961-62) fig. 3, falls short of such exalted transcendentalism
for its figural markings refer to life outside the picture plane, yet
for Bowling, who valued formalist criticism for its discipline but
did not identify with its purism, the figural was crucial as an

fig. 3
Larry Rivers, Africa 1, 1961-62

202 v 1372 I
OIl on canvas, 1 0.8 x137.2Ccm
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intermediary zone between figuration and abstraction occupied by

inchoate material as it exists in a state of signifying potential prior
to being given distinct form or bounded shape. Coincidentally,
Bowling traveled to Guyana in 1968 to film a program in the BBC’s
Monitor arts series (which went unrealized), just as Rivers toured
Ethiopia, Kenya, Zaire, and Nigeria with French film-maker Pierre
Gaisseau to make a documentary shown on NBC's Experiments in
Television in 1968. Being responsive to world-turning events, as
Bowling's early paintings of Patrice Lumumba p 35 had been, was

never mutually exclusive to experimental trial and error that inves-

the material properties of color in water-soluble pigment.”
Bowling’s photo-generated

tigated

With regard to this figural element,
ghly important too.

silkscreen templates are hi

fig. 4

Frank Bowling, Who's Afraid of Barney Newman, 1968
on canvas, 236.4 x 1295 x 27cm

Acrylic on C

To notice that the colonial house with palm fronds in Cover Girl
and other figurative works such as Barticabather p. 30 and M;,
Guyana (both 1966-67) p. 30, carry over into the abstract color
field of Where Is [ ucienne? (1971) p. 87 Is to acknowledge the
permeable membrane through which formal concerns aboyt
art's ontology were brought into contact with turbulent historica|
events within the two-way traffic of Bowling’s visual thinking,
Knowing the image is of the artist’s family home in New Amster-
dam on the Berbice River makes it a mnemonic inscription of the
past,ina moment where Bowling’s diasporic “routes” gave him a
home in several places, not just “roots” in one. Moreover, we can

e that the figural element’s almost illegible quality is of
owling as it is a painterly manifestation

called the trace. Whereas formalists

wanted autonomous artworks to be wholly self-sufficient and
thus fully present to the beholder—"“presentness Is grace” as
Fried put it"— post-structuralists understood all sign systems to
generate meaning through «differance,” spelled with an “a,”
which meant that, far from being either-or opposites, presence
and absence are always interwoven in textual structures of defer-

ral and delay whereby every signifier is haunted by “something
other than itself,” and thus comes to be traced both by what is left

behind and what is yet to come.”
The figural silkscreens in Mother’s House with Beware

of the Dog (1966) p. 29, and Plus Mother’s House (1968) p. 71, like
the child whose portrayal is just about readable in Bartica (1968~
69) p. 76 and Middle Passage (1970) p. 81, inscribe something
memory-like that can be said to survive the necessary losses
through which every self must leave home to acquire a life of its
own. But as itis technologically mediated, rather than rendered
by hand —thus withdrawing any expressive authorship from the
scene —the trace structures among the dripping, pouring, and
are always markings of differance that are also open
toward a futurity not yet present in the world. Interweaving
absence and presence, such moves amount to a late-modernist
intervention that introduces double-voicing into a hybrid text of
recombinant elements, drawing us to understand loss not as @
terminal ending but as a letting-go in which winning freedom
from past constraint carries dispossesive force, which is exactly

what was at stake in the concept of the sublime.
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Alluding to Barnett Newman’s series of four pa
1966, Who's Afraid of Red, Yellow and Blue?, the work signifies on

the hierarchy in Newtonian optics between primary colors (which
are indivisible) and secondary ones (which are mixtures). It ques-




tions the idea that scientific knowledge guarantees unchangeable
truth by performing a substitution that highlights the contingent
happenstance whereby the Ethiopian tricolor, established in 1897,
began to proliferate as African and Caribbean nations won inde-
pendence from 1957 onward, when red, yellow, and green became
the signifiers of Pan-African identification, which was in turn fur-
ther disseminated in the visual culture of Rastafari.

/"\’ |

Bowling’s tongue was firmly in cheek, yet amid the up-
town/downtown partitions of the New York art world, his double-
voicing addressed both the exclusionary tendencies of high-
modernist discourse and the defensive mindset whereby “black
art” activism seemed afraid to pass judgments among African
American artworks. “It is as though what is being said is that what-
ever black people do in the various areas labeled art is Art — hence




Black Art,” he argued in one essay, reiterating the pointin a 1971

hly asked “Is Black Art About Color?" when he wrote,

text that impis
, com-

“most of the noises being made about black art sound ..
jon, not the actual delivery

pletely concerned with the concept
ect.” Cultural na-

(the actuality!) of a positively articulated ob)
tionalists who failed to distinguish individual artistic achievement

mirrored the liberal condescension that also treated all black art-
ists as a homogeneous set. Yet, for his part, Bowling sometimes
wrote in absolutist terms—"“Quality is the only criterion from
which to judge” —that upheld the binarism whereby formalist dis-
course claimed universality for Euro-American art, while dis-
missing “other” modernisms as particularistic.” In facing the

paradox whereby Bowling's essays seem, at times, to close down

the very problem space his paintings were opening up, itis vital to
grasp the benefits of distance afforded by the back-and-forth
travels of a diasporic life. “If | hadn’t been in New York, | wouldn't
have been able to come to grips with Black Art; there would have
been no way of doing that had | remained in London,” he saidina
1976 interview, having established homes in the US and the UK.
He acknowledged the vantage he gained from his numerous At-
lantic crossings, “and it is through this that I've come away know-
ing that there is something very distinctively Black—as there is
something very distinctively Jewish, or Scots/Irish, but there is no
Black Art. There is Classical or Tribal Art, but not Black Art.” Yet in

his concluding statement —“I believe the Black soul, if there can

be such a thing, belongs in Modernism. Black people are a quite
new and original people” —the hard-won insight of Bowling’s di-
asporic positioning voices a doubleness that eloquently decen-
ters and begins to dismantle the law of dichotomy which had,
from Renaissance to Enlightenment, always codified the dis-

| & course of difference.”
In the sense that maps epitomize what Michel Foucault
meant when he defined discourse as the power-knowledge me-
dium in which how we come to know the world shapes our capac-
ity to act upon it, Map Paintings such as Night Journey (1968) fig. 5
began to decolonize the entire archive of the imperial world pic-
ture. Where one sign system won out over others, with Mercator’s

1569 cylindrical mapping overtaking the Peter’s projection sys-
tem, the darkness into which the global North disappears in this
painting is thrown into relief by the yellow lightning flash that
highlights the edges of Latin America and West Africa. With color
set free from any fixed correspondence between signifier and
signified, such a trace structure does not represent or symbolize
the Middle Passage so much as it bears witness to something
unrepresentable in slavery’s relationship to modernity, which is
conventionally eliminated from the field of vision regulated by the
imperial world picture. “Man is an invention of recent date. And
perhaps nearing its end,” wrote Foucault in 1966, describing the
break-up of liberal humanism’s epistemological order in the de-
colonial moment when insurgent movements all over the globe
revealed the West-centric foundations behind countless univer-

salist truth claims. Foucault wagered that “man would be erased
like a face drawn in sand at the edge of the sea,” pyt while hls'
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William Turner, Siave Ship (Slavers Throwing Overboard |
ng, Typhoon Coming On), 1840 (
Oll on canvas, 908 x 1226 cm ' |

world still had edges separating water from land, Bowling coun-
tenanced an oceanic realm of boundarylessness that was tterly

terrifying for those who clung to the civilized-versus-barbarjzp
dichotomy that we can hear when W.H. Auden said “the seg, jp
fact, is that state of barbaric vagueness and disorder out of which
civilization has emerged and into which, unless saved by the ef.

fort of gods and men, it is always liable to relapse.””
Newman's art, like Auden’s poetry, faced a world tor
apart by the Holocaust and Hiroshima, in which, “in 1940, some of

us woke up to find ourselves without hope = to find that painting
did not really exist.”® In his Stat/ons of the Cross: Lemba S3-

bachthani (1966) fourteen abstract paintings articulated an ethi- {f '
~al mode of address in which, “after giving viewers the sense of
loss: after pushing viewers to ask questions related to the disas-
ter of the Holocaust, and then making them aware of the condij- _:
tions of survival,” Newman called on his viewers to acknowledge % C
events of such horror and violence as to be otherwise overwhelm- i
ing.”” More so than Alloway'’s role in curating these works at the bo
Guggenheim, Bowling’s call-and-response relationship to New-
man reveals that in Night Journey he translated the latter’s zip, bea
registering the zero-degree difference between the picture plane disp
and its surrounding space, into an inscriptive “gulf,” an abyss of aston
loss that also, in its luminescence, radiates hopeful futurity.® If we ga
“slavery broke the world in half,” as Toni Morrison said, then Night mere L
Journey's bisected picture space confirms the view that “modern ward by
life begins with slavery.” And the sheer scale of what Bowling’s ing nonh
Map Paintings ask us to bear witness to—the catastrophic vio- dence, as
lence from which modernity itself arose —also upholds the view away from
that the dark underside of Enlightenment rationalism is often pure reaso
rendered visible whenever the testimonial narratives of Jewish of the femil
and African diasporas become mutually imbricated.” momentary
Oceanic feeling, a term that originated in religious aesthetic exf
studies, connotes the euphoric state of being blissfully at one shatterings ca
with the world, whereas being completely without space-time sibilities of gre
boundaries risks the loss of the embodied condition that makes ecology ‘Z’ ::r;;:

us human. The sublime is sometimes misread to mean taking
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pleasure in the sight of suffering caused by terror, a view as egre-
gious as when “the unrepresentable” is used to deny the occur-
rence of traumatic events rather than as a term that registers the
limitations and partiality built into all conventions of representa-
tion. The Atlantic sublime Bowling navigates, however, combined
intimacy and extremity as it brushed against the grain of postwar
movements that decried oppression in the name of universal
Man, opening instead onto a decolonial space of decentering
which asked the viewer to bear witness to the inhuman not as a
moral failing in an otherwise sound civilizational structure but as
foundational to the condition of modernity tout court. The wide-
screen ratio of epically scaled works such as Africa to Australia
and Dog Daze (both 1971) pp. 90-1 encompasses both astronomi-
cal mapping and the evolutionary time in which tectonic plates
shiftimperceptibly, while along another axis, the burnished colors
of Middle Passage call out to nothing so much as the setting sun
that suffuses J.M.W Turner’s Slave Ship (Slavers Throwing Over-
board the Dead and Dying, Typhoon Coming On) (1840) fig. 6.
Turner’s slave-ship painting was sublime rather than
beautiful for the disquiet that led John Ruskin, its first owner, to
dispose of it speaks of the fear and trembling provoked by what
astonishes us into incomprehensibility, unlike the reassurance
we gain from the confirmation of our faculties when we behold
mere beauty. The sublime-versus-beautiful distinction put for-
ward by Edmund Burke and Immanuel Kant saw the overwhelm-
ing nonhuman otherness of nature as a pretext for self-transcen-
dence, as the overcoming of fear would lead modern Man to leap
away from the bodily senses toward the supersensible laws of
pure reason. By contrast, the counter-emphasis, in conceptions
of the feminine sublime, for instance, on art’s ability to induce
momentary dissolutions of self/other distinctions in immersive
aesthetic experiences, leads to the view that such temporary
shatterings can open restrictive definitions of the human to pos-
sibilities of growth by presaging transformations in the overall

ecology of all inter-dependent life.*
Charting a passage between these contested views of

sublimity as that which brings human and nonhuman into a
potentially transformative encounter, | cannot help but feel it is
impossible to tell, in the presence of such an overpowering work
such as Penumbra (1970) pp. 82-3, whether the shapes | see are
the cartographic tracings of continental land mass or accidental
stains of water-borne paint whose flow and direction were never
under the control of human hands. To say it was only in the after-
math of the decentering of liberal humanist Man that we belated-
ly came to “see” what Bowling had accomplished in his studio is
to agree with Jean-Francois Lyotard that, in the late twentieth
century, the sublime was no longer about other-worldly trans-
cendence but about making a game-changing move with the
potential to alter relations and positions among all the players.”
Although we only caught up with him belatedly, Bowling prepared
the way for the post-colonial turn that, by decentering modern-
ism, changed the rules of the game that gave rise to the emer-

gence of global contemporary art.
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