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Dialogue of Growth, 2014,
oil on canvas, 91.5 x 30.5
inches. Images courtesy
of the artist.
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ud's approach to painting is rooted in his phi
z_nmnmm_mznmm are objects S.m system of objects. _:cﬂ__WMwM_3<
tha - with poet and essayist Erica Hunt, the pair recony
histo s studio in Chicago for a conversation that cm@m:o:m
the American Academy in Rome during their

Prize Fellows in visual art and literature. Hynt

a presentation that differed dramatically from the
s on view in Cloud’s Chicago studio. This
try point in their conversation.

\What results Is @ thick description of how we see objects
and the many narratives and symbols they contain. In this
excerpt, Cloud and Ic% expand upon “Mike Cloud’s
socabulary” and his arrival at a language of painting that

nsents 10 ambiguity.

co : .
_Janée A. Moses, Director of the Oral History Project

below: Mike Cloud at Max
Protetch Gallery, New York
City, 2010

ERICA HUNT: | see your works

in progress, which are dynamic with
blocks of color, different color combina-
tions, details, and motion. The paintings
and frames are very energetic. In this
studio, there are works of all descrip-
tions, and in different stages of
execution, and of all shapes and forms,
as well as a multitude of colors. No

color predominates. | feel surrounded
by the possibility of forms, images,
references, and textures that are part of
our experiences of the world and there
for us to see in all of their astonishing

variety.

MIKE CLOUD: I've always liked
color. | came to art by reading about
it—as a kid | went to the zoo, the
aquarium, and those sorts of places
but not to art museums. In high school
at Saint Martin de Porres in Chicago,
| used to skip class sometimes and
meet my friends at a local shopping
mall called Evergreen Plaza. To get
there, | would take a bus. At 103rd
Street and Western Avenue in Beverly,
Mﬂwﬂimm an art store that had books
: utart. This was the ‘80s. Back then,
00ks about art didn’t have a lot of
MM:_BP They had text and maybe a
mcomﬁm ﬂmox-m:a.-irzm pictures. | read
% vmc_i _w” art a._a and saw the picture
o 0 Icasso’s Les Demoiselles
gnon in black-and-white.

EH: My goodness.
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Color in the Italian Renaissance Theory
of Art by Moshe Barasch, Black Is a
Color by Elvan Zabunyan, and others.
I've got a big collection of color theory
books that's now in my office because
it got to be too much for my studio.
One of the older theories of color and
harmony, the one that interested me
most, was a nineteenth-century theory
from E. K. Rossiter and Michel Eugene
Chevreul that suggested that we have
a natural desire to see all the colors at
once, and seeing all the colors is the
sensation of harmony. There's an optical
illusion where if you look at something
red then look at a white wall, you'll see
green, the opposite of red. It's called the
color-after-image illusion.

Before they knew about eye
physiology, people theorized that after
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g an abundance of Sa..s‘m :m<m,
esire to see what 1S called 1ts

n the system of colors,
hatever color IS

seein
a natural d
complement. |

a complement is W |
missing. If you look at red, you desire 10

ue and yellow, which is oqmo.:. My
r is often based on the idea
sire for completeness.

Every painting, every time, 1S Sa. blue,
yellow, green, brown, black, white,

gray, pink, and purple, but they're In
different quantities. The dream of pure

abstraction is to produce a painting

that has no subject; it/s a subject, like
a real thing in the world. Ad Reinhardt

made a cartoon in the 1940s where
a man points at an abstract painting

see bl
use of colo
that there's a de

helow: View of the artist’'s
home studio, 2023.
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and dismissively asks, “What does th;«
represent?” The painting comes alive
and angrily asks the man, “What do Vou
80883%.. The cartoon caption read«
"It is alive if you are. It represents some
thing and so do you.” The world has no
symbolic meaning. But the reason the
world has no meaning is not becayse

it does not contain narrative. The wor|qg
actually contains all the narratives. |t hc
no meaning because it has no perspec.
tive. It's not narrative that produces
meaning; it's perspective.

EH: That's a very provocative idea
You're talking about problems of repre.
sentation, which makes me think aboyt
how there are certain acceptable ways
of representing something. This desire
to make a painting that i1s not about
something but /s the something. It is
its own natural object, like a tulip tree,
Manhattan schist or granite, a spotless
starling, and so on, specific and situ-
ated. It's not a representation; it's part
of the world of objects and manifests
just like any other object in the world
that we encounter. It's self-referential
and meaningful in itself. It's meaningful
on a phenomenological level.

Can you say more about how having
all the colors there at once and in
various proportions gives us the kind
of complete visual satisfaction that we
crave, perhaps, physiologically?

MC: It takes away from me, as the
artist, the power to manipulate. | alway:
find it annoying when paintings are
read in order to elicit some aesthetic
response. That feels—| wouldn’t say
childish” but un-collegial. Like, we're
not making this together. We're not
making meaning together. Ancient art
feels very collegial to me. People were
making it together and sharing in the
process of its meaning.

EH: | wonder if we could change that
or have a dialogue with a completely
red-drenched painting. | imagine an
artist like Mark Rothko saying, “It's
not blood; it's just red.” Or could we
Imagine someone seeing a red field a
engaging with it and challenging ther
beliefs about red?

._<_0”. But that is resisting what you
_A.Bm@_:m the artist’s desires are, right’
hat's an aspect of Interpretation and

communication. People resist what I'm
saying to them because they think I'm
trying to get them to do something. |
want the paintings to seem innocent
enough that you don’t have to try not to
think it's a Star of David.

EH: In other words, you're not pushing
an ideological line. You do have a little
bit of an ideology, but it's—

MC: | have no ideology.

EH: So, you have some thoughts about
color, and it's not in the sense that

we have belief systems. Ideology can
sometimes seem like a bad word. It's
not. It’s just a belief system.

MC: But my ideology either inspires
Me not to withhold anything from you,
or my ideology is that | ought not to
withhold anything.

mI” Okay, so your belief system says,
Om:; hold back; just let people have

their experience.” You're providing

Some framework or portal for people to

have that experience of color. For me, It
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IS mostly very joyous, and it makes me
wonder about the experience of making
this work. The canvas stretchers are
many different configurations and don't
presume the plane, don’t presume the
edges and the center of the canvas.
The configurations tease us to think
about all of those conventions of a
painted canvas. How do you think
about making these frames and making
these surfaces for your work with the
half-moons and Mike Cloud'’s famous

turkey hands?

MC: When | was an undergrad at

the University of lllinois, they taught

us how to make stretcher bars using
two-by-fours that you cut and trim at
an angle and then put together. Instead
of cutting and trimming them, | used
the two-by-fours whole, and | stretched
und one half of the two-by-four and
ched around one side and

to make something like a
drum shape. |'ve always understood art
to be different from craft in that a lot of
the work in craft is invisible. When you

upholster a chair, the parts where you

staple it aré hidden.

aro
then stret
then the other

MIKE CLOUD

In making art, | didn’t want to waste
any energy or effort, meaning that if
| stapled it, you should see the staples
because otherwise | just wasted the
aesthetic energy inherent in stapling.
| want my work to compete with that of
artists who have bigger budgets than
| do and can afford to waste aesthetic
labor because they hire other people
to do their work. Everything | do has
to be there. For me, it's related to color
and how all the colors are present. In a
work, all the labor should be present.
That's also why | use colored glue. If
| glue something, | want you to see that
| glued it. If | saw something, or if | broke
something, you should see that | did.

EH: It's very cool. Do you ever paint
these frames?

MC: Sometimes. | experiment with
different ways of painting the frames

above: Studio view of
Shopping List Greener
Pastures, 2020, oil on linen
with mixed media, 67 x 116
x 4 iInches
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during that time. ”::mh ﬂdoi - (agment _What can | generate in

has fullness Of is holistic?”

MC: The painters | admired and had

thingIn @
one place wrd 6O Eom body Into met nmqmo:m_z by the time | was out
place. AlsO 1y 80 Tt of graduate school were late modern-

ists in that way: Peter Halley, Thomas
Nozkowski, David Reed. And their work
was funny.

In a letter, René Descartes once
defined what abstraction is by
describing the difference between
abstraction and what he called exclu-
o escape what  ston. The idea is that mcm:mo:.o:. to
paraphrase, is when you consider
in isolation something that does not
occur in isolation. The nervous system
is an abstraction. Nobody's ever seen
a nervous system, right? And if you
imagine a nervous system existing
alone, it’s kind of funny. There's an
absurdity about it. | think that late
modernist paintings by Clyfford Stll
and sculptures by Dan Flavin are funny
because they're putting things in
isolation. like color and surface, that
group. That's how | was taught to make  don‘t occur in isolation. Descartes
paintings: Each of us grabs one piece mentioned the idea of exclusion, which
and then mines it. We go downward into  is different because it's when we
the territory rather than across it. But simply have a habit of understanding
| wanted to bring the pieces together things together, like peanut butter
to make a whole picture, and to me, a and jelly. But if you realize they're
whole picture has atmosphere, living separate things, new things become
beings, plants, atmospheric phenomena,  possible: You can make a jelly donut
celestial bodies, architecture, and text.  because you know you don’t have to
And | have a resistance to the figure, have peanut butter every time you
but | do the best | can to make awhole  have jelly. But in order for abstrac-
picture every time. ttion, like the nervous system, to stop
being funny, | have to take it back to
the whole system. If | understand the
nervous system and take it back to
the entire system of the body, then |
can become a doctor. So, | was trying
to take abstraction back to the entire
system of the painting. And the results
are these kinds of constructions, like
‘these kinds of Frankenstein’s monsters
\on the table. I'm not putting the pieces
back together right. These are the
s:oB size—this one is big, and this
one 1s small—but that's collage.

EH: Yes. SO much to learn from the
mprovised and durational Eoommmmwa
of quilting and collaging. qm.__ me 3:
about what you mean by bring!ng the

body Into your painting

MC: | guess | am trying
| understand to be ate modernism. | .
associate early modernism with Henri
Matisse and the attempt to make 3
painting using all the elements of
painting—color, surface, and so on—10
their full potential, whereas late modern-
<ts like Clyftord Stll took one element
of painting, and another painter took
another, and so on. |'ll be the drip

painter. You'll be the line painter. You'll
be the color painter. And then together
we'll mine the terntory of painting as a

EH: Wow! There is a very specific
vocabulary. | feel that this conversation

could be the glossary—a compendium
of the “Mike Cloud vocabulary.”

MC: | have a worldview And it's all
kind of a comical altempt to make ,
sense of the paintings that | read about
as a high schooler in books like Andre
Malraux's The Voices of Silence: Man
and His Art, which Just had :3\.
black-and-white photographs |

blurry, k
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a view that thinking is n
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external world to oo_:c_o_:, —
There's always a kind of dj
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experience being in the worlg -,
be a thinking being requires 3.7
people, animals, and things
stimulate us, awaken us

| Part of my joy here today with v,
In your home studio is that I'm :;f,:
m:maﬂo fundamental elements 2, .
painting: brain, subject, form color
and the other elements you _S_:o. A |
these things can be reconstituted __w,
a way that wakes me up. My favorite
quote from Kafka's letters is “A g:,r
must be the axe for the frozen ses |
within us,” and | translate that ide
a call practitioners of any art form
compelled to answer.
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MC: The iceberg in the soul.

EH: The icebergs in our souls. Exactly
It goes, “Pop-pop-pop! Crack. I'm
awake now! | can feel my blood running
through me again! Instead of walking in
a daze. | see what you're describing .,
Can you tell me about the spiritual
implications of color and this project
of collaging and reassembling th
elements? How does spirit enter |
whole picture every time?

MC: When you were describi o
nalizing thought through objec!

| thought, Of course, human b

to do that in the same way We

sleep. We would go insane If v
sleep, and | think we would go

we didn’t externalize our Innel

or our inner platonic forms Al

it collaboratively because €acl
is just gonna die In @ few deca
we need this planet covered
representations of our inner |
feel that I'm just collaboralit
of that project of externalizin
lives. This sounds silly, and | |

it, but I'm trying 10 make our !

EH: It's not silly. Literally, th
totems on the shelves here !

ed ::.._

as you call them, monsters, which
suggests they're something other than
human. But they are so human. They
are human fashioned, imagined, and
made. The totems, these little figurines,
are somehow part of the activated terri-
tory in which you work.

MC: But you know how they fail for
me? Have you ever seen the movie 7he
Blair Witch Project? The visual repre-
sentation of the monster in that is a
stick doll, and whenever people see It,
they get scared. Contrast that to the
horror movie Chucky and the monster
doll, which looks surreal. The doll
looks like a human. The stick dolls and
scarecrows are scarier than the literal
scary doll Chucky, who has sharp teeth
and a knife and scary eyes. Those little
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monsters go too far and yet aren’t scary
enough. But if | came down here and

there was a little stick doll laying on the
floor, | would be scared of who made It.

EH: When you first mentioned the
stick doll, my thought was aboutits
connection to voodoo and the very

basic figurines

MC: Yeah. A voodoo doll They sell
them on eBay, but they're toO well-
Like actually sewn dolls. There's
»ut that, But if they
they would be

made,
nothing scary abc
were ::9059:_03:_.
scary. With art, there has to be an
aspect of the viewer being scared of
artist. This IS why | want you 10 S€€
painting. | don’t want

| want the paintings

the
me making the

(o0 finish making It

MIKE CLOUD

10 always seem in the process of
being made

EH: The power of the improvisational

| want you to drill down a little bit more
on the difference between power and
fear. The figurines, you argue, are not
fear-making because they're a little

too complete, and they're hitting
certain tropes of what a monster IS
And then there’s this other kind of
rudimentary thing that is somehow
more powerful than the figurine.

MC: | don't want to be a person who
makes paintings. | want to be a person
who's trying to make paintings. That
process is more like the voodoo doll
that you find under your sink. It makes
you ask, “Is somebody trying to hex
me?” The one you get off Amazon Is
finished. My paintings look like I'm still
making them. Fear is about the pres-
ence of another person, Have you seen
the internet meme “Would you rather
be in the woods with a bear or a man?”

EH: Yeah. (laughter)

MC: What are the conditions In

which being alone with another person
induces fear rather than relief? When
you're in the presence of a visual

work of art, you're alone. What does

it feel like to suddenly see the painter?
Suddenly they're standing behind you.
Is that a relief of some sort? For me,
it's fear.

EH: Oris it power? I'm not sure I'm
necessarily afraid. Perhaps in a Venn
diagram of power and fear, there’s an

overlap.

MC: | think ambiguous power is the
scary thing because that's when you're
waiting. | was recently meeting with
an arts professional who was very
agitated, upset even, that my power as
an artist is so ambiguous. Like, if they
just knew what | wanted, then that
would be fine. (faughter) But then I'd
he their friend, or I'd be their enemy,

| want to be ambiguous.

above: Shelf of monster
figurines in the artist’s home
studio, 2025
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An Oral History Project

Excerpt with Dread Scott
by Rujeko Hockley
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Hread gcott is a visual artist who makes revolution
His career has U.oo: marked by national controve |
.dfast o_u_oo:/.\o to exist in a world free of ,..,_.:_t 5
ian. In this Oral History Proiect excarmg RO and
oEimmm_o 'y Froject exc erpt. he
hiS concerns about the state of the art world to Rujeke
Hockley. Arnhold Associate Curator at the Whitney 7:
of American Art. Hockley begins with a series of intro A
tve Q:om:osm about who Scott was before he ChOSe gy
in the punk momﬁro.:o that honors his political activism and
artistry. They continue with a detailed account of the Qi::
versy that brought Scott into legal and political battles and
o:m:msmoa his reception and legacy, both then and now |
Scott concludes with a question for the art world, which he
teels has not figured out what to do with an empowered

artist whose artwork resonates with viewers at recognizal

iry art
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nstitutions and at protests for political and social reform.
_Janée A. Moses, Director of the Oral History Project
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RUJEKO HOCKLEY: From looking
al your work, 1t seems as though you ve
lived a very interesting life. If your work
IS a snapshot of your existence, | think
It'S gone waell

DREAD SCOTT: It's alright. |I've got
complaints, but | don’t think there s an

artist who doesn’'t want more

RH: True. No one who becomes an
artist thinks everything'’s been perfect
and there are no issues

| was really struck by the family
photos that you shared with me and
how beautiful they are but also how old
they are. Those images are artifacts of
such deep family history, which feels
especially profound given American
history and the state of the world for
a Black person, and a Black American
specifically. Tell me a bit about the
image of this little boy in a high charr

DS: That's me. Yeah

RH: You don’t have the same name as
you did then, and we’ll get Into that
Who was that child? And who were his
people’?

DS: Well, the thing with kids 1s I

you feed and water them, they getl
bigger. And if they don’t manage to
get eaten by lions or run over by cars,
they become older. And so, | got older
One reason | shared a picture of me In
a high chair is that the photo actually
savs more about my dad, Scott Tyler.
Many people have photos of them-
selves from when they were kids, but
most don’t have photos with hghts
around them and in the background

| don’t remember it, but | know my dad
took the photo. Before | was born, my
dad was a professional photographer
He was doing anything one could do
with a camera to eat, but it was mostly
photojournalism with The Chicago
Defender. During my lifetime, he was a
serious amateur. That meant | grew up
around cameras, which i1s part of how
| got into being an artist

RH: And where were you living?
Where was this photograph taken?

DS: | grew up on the South Side of
Chicago. And the reason | specify
the South Side of Chicago 1S because
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Chicago IS & Super segregated City
m__“m_?w_z, the South Side was Black,

he North Side was white, and the Near
West Side was Latino, mostly Mexican
My neighborhood was near the
University of Chicago, and it was odd

in that it was actually integrated. We
ived in a tiny part of Hyde Park called
Madison Park, which was a nice couple
of blocks with apartment buildings
facing a park in the middle. I'm certain
the photograph was in our living room,

RH: The lights and setup are pretty
amazing. So, you were born in the
mid-'60s?

DS: 1965

RH: I'm thinking about the context in
which you were born—1960s Chicago,
and the United States in general, and
the world those wrought for you as a

child in the 19705 and young adult in
the 1980s. What was it like?

DS: When you're a kid, you don't think
much about big social que
| remember seein
didn't know w
were kind of §|

stions, but
9 Black Panthers. |

ho they were, but they
Y. @nd they had their

berets. W)/ of Resp
Couple of blpcks

out of gangs, but the Black Stone
Rangers, a gang from the 1950s, were
a defining part of the South Side and
West Side of Chicago.

My parents sent me to a private
school on the North Side. So, from the
first grade, | was commuting a half hour
or more, basically about eight miles,
to a school called the Latin School of
Chicago, which was predominantly
white, During my commute | could see
these real class and racial differences

in the geography of the city. It was very
striking.

RH: | noticed that you shared a family
picture taken in a pharmacy with a
portrait of Booker T. Washington on

the wall. I'm curious about this photo-
graph and the self-sufficiency and other
values that Washington ascribed to, as
well as about the promise or possibility
In segregated Black communities. |
think a lot about places and how, in this
moment, however many decades later,
We are ostensibly integrated but func-
tionally continue to be very segregated.
A lot has been lost in Black and Brown
communities, but also, legal segrega-
tion was discriminatory and obviously
NOt an option to return to.

Om“. Since we're talking about family
archives, we really have to talk about
My mom, Joyce Tyler, because she
became the archivist of the family.

She valued these photos that date

back to the 1870s. Her family valued
the photos. They were middle-class
and had the money to preserve them.
These Photographs were handed down

_ﬁ*ﬁ Dﬁ?.‘_ﬂ_ ,fa.::
drandfather ()
Mason (left)
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the end of her life, my m on. T

_f,J._....J
om /.(13:,* ¢

e ﬁj@ : ;_;
( to
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the inheritor of them. | didn't _:,_H e
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until about ten years
this collection is. Mo
prints, but there
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Stare gelatin «
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| have photographs of me and my mom
om

two photos of his father, o
Y grandmother Ther,
are no other photos from that side of |
the family. It's a class thing: My ¢ \aw.
from a working-class family. |
. : son. | am POSI-
,:<o that he was self-named He lived
In Birmingham, Alabama. He was 3
surgeon trained in Scotland—| don'y
know how he got the money to do
that. He was a prominent person in
that community. In addition to being a
surgeon, he also set up a small Black
bank. He had correspondence with
Booker T.
| did a little bit of sleuthing around
and discovered that the parents listed
on my great-grandfather’s birth certifi-
cate are different from the parents on
his death certificate. | thought, W
minute—which are his actual par
| started looking at census data
census lists him as Urrius Maso
later one lists him as Ulysses G
He was born in 1873, and I'm ¢
that he decided to give himsell
name of the man who led the |
Army to victory during the Civi
and freed us, President Ulysse
Grant. | don’t have evidence of
It's a very likely story.

Ne photo of

wWas

RH: What does it mean to cho
name, and who are you honori
that choice? There are many di
reasons, obviously, to change y(

DS: Coming back to me and h
became an artist—

RH: When were you like, “Yes
artist”?

5 | thought | was going to be a
m_::% or an engineer. | loved science
mn_a math as a kid, and | was good at
%3 but | was a terrible student in
o ool. | hoped to attend a school
ike MIT or Caltech, but | did not have
snough credits to graduate from high
school. Technically I'm a high school
dropout. My parents asked me, “What
are you going to do?” And because
| grew up around cameras, | said, "I'l|
be a c:oﬁooac:mq.: My parents gave
me cameras from a very young age
| started with cheap Instamatics, and |
100k photos when we went on vacation
or were at family gatherings. Then | got
3 single-lens reflex—that was a good 35
mwm camera. They kept buying this idiot
«id film, and | kept taking pictures.
My parents, instead of freaking
out. which was what | would have
predicted, were very loving, and they
introduced me to photojournalists,
architectural photographers, fashion
photographers, and fine art photog-
raphers. One of them suggested |
take classes at the School of the Art
Institute of Chicago. | said, “Oh, that
boring place with the lions out front?”
And they said, “Yeah, dummy. They'll
teach you to be a photographer.”

D

RH: Yeah, that place.
DS: Unlike MIT or Caltech, SAIC didn’t

care whether | had graduated from high
school or not. They didn't ask, and |
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didn’t tell them. | absolutely fell in love
with photography at SAIC, and | lived In
the darkroom. | discovered that taking
pictures could be an art, that it could
have meaning, and that it could talk
about the things you thought about

RH: When did you change your name?

DS: It was between 1987 and 1988
The backdrop to this is I'm growing
up in Ronald Reagan’s America,
which was a nightmare, particularly
for the vast majority of Black people
due to poverty and the war on drugs
America was fighting wars for empire
around the world. It was coupled
with this greed and selfishness and
narrow-mindedness.

RH: It's a lot of deja vu.

DS: There is a lot of déja vu, but now 1s
much worse in a lot of ways

RH: Yeah

DS: | started going to punk shows
in the '80s because | didn’t fit into
Reagan’s America. Punks were rallying
and railing against it, and that seemed



ol

to make sense. | was looking for fine /
art photography that actually addresse
| these times. | wanted to make art 3m.~

| spoke with the fire and urgency of this

| music. And | wanted to have a name

1 that would be a stage name in the punk
| aesthetic. | was frnends with a guy

| named Virus X, and | met Joey Shithead
; of the band D.O.A. At the time, | had
dreadlocks, and my parents had given
me the first name of Scott. All the
dreads | knew were Jimmy Dread and
Steve Dread. So, I'll be Dread Scott.

-

RH: It was working on multiple levels

DS: That’s who | became in 1987. By
1988, | was using that name when |

had shows Then | had this work that
became the center of a national contro-
versy. And the name really stuck, which
IS a good thing. I've been trying to live

_ up to the name since. It's just me

RH: It did not occur to me for longer
| than i1s probably reasonable that your
| parents hadn’t named you Dread Scott

DS: My parents were good people
They would never saddle anybody with
a name like that. It was a self-inflicted
wound

RH: 1 think it's been working out

What is the work that became a
public controversy and cemented your
name? Most people don’t have an
experience like that at such a young
age, one that could have gone in many
different directions and shaped what
you chose to do next. For the historical
record, tell me the temporal and prac-
1l tical details about that controversy and
_ what happened next

DS: | was U:oﬁomﬂmc:_:@ In punk

clubs, documenting My friends, trying
to make work about these times within
d community that was countercultural
One of the real strengths of SAIC is they
force you to take art history classes

as well as classes in other disciplines
The art history classes were transfor-
mative. | was taking classes on dada,
surrealism, the Chicago mural move-
ment and its intersection with the Black
Arts Movement, and art and politics
While | wasn't necessarily making work
that would be described as dadaist, |
understood why this was the response
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of a generation of people who were
revolted by World War | and what the
ruling classes were doing at the time.
And that showed me that | could make

work that directly responded to the
times. | was also becoming a commu-
nist, and after seeing how the artists of
the Soviet avant-garde connected their
work to the politics of the time, | began
looking for ways to do that in my own
way
| started these installations for

audience participation like what Hans
Haacke had done. He was looking at
structures that ran and were behind the
art world, and while | wasn’t so inter-
ested in that conversation, the formalist
breakthrough to the audience was the
same. | used the US slogan for being a
soldier: “Be all that you can be.” | made
these works that were photomontages
with the American flag in them. The
images of the flag were either found or
sourced images or images that | took.
These photomontages were paired with
wall text that posed questions about
war, peace, and George Orwell’'s 7984
In the context of US propaganda and
how it was being used—especially by
the Reagan administration—to control
people. | posed a prompt like this:

“If you believe that the United States
should be overthrown through armed
revolution and are currently partici-
pating in activity to do so, please feel
free to take a print.” The print was a
reproduction of the photomontage with
accompanying text that read: “The
person who owns this print believes
that the United States should be over-
thrown through armed revolution and IS
currently participating in activity to do
0. It is because of this that they were
given this print.” A sign told people,

“If you took a print, explain why in

the book below.” That's how | got my
audience to write their responses to
each work. That body of work is called
American Newspeak. .. Please Feel Free,
which was expanded from War s Peace
and Freedom is Slavery into twelve
pleces.

The last one in that series was

What is the Proper Way to Display

a US Flag?, which didn’t have prints

for people to take. | Started to realize,
less Intuitively, that | kept using the
American flag. | thought | should

make an artwork that specifically talks
about US patriotism and the US flag

and include a 03083o:5@m on the
wall with text that read: "What isg the

proper way to display a US flag on the
photomontage?” It had Images of Soytp,
Korean students burning American

flags, holding signs that read: "Yankee
go home, son of a bitch ” Below that
were flag-draped coffins coming back
from Vietham in a troop transport. The
audience could write responses to the
title of the work. As they did this, they
had the choice to stand or not stand on
a three-by-five-foot American flag that
was laid on the floor. That became the
center of a lot of controversy. Though
not when it was first shown. The first
time 1t was shown was in a two-person
show in 1988 called Our Aim Is to
Destroy Them! at the Near NorthWest
Arts Council, a small gallery in Chicago.
A lot of people came to the gallery.
Some liked it, some didn't.

RH: The audience in the gallery can
question it or step on it. You made an
artwork that allows people to actually
choose because you didn't prescribe
anything. You don't have to step on

It. But even the idea that you were
providing an opportunity for people to
choose to step on the flag was offen-
sive to some people.

DS: A choice that a lot of people
took. That's what was powerful for
some people—to realize not everybody
reveres this flag.

It drew a lot of controversy when
It was shown in the student gallery
at SAIC. The nation’s president at the
time, George Herbert Walker Bush,
called the work disgraceful, which |
thought was a tremendous honor. |
thought, The president of the United
States knows | exist and what | do?

RH: Yes.

DS: | want to do work that Inspires
ordinary people and haunts and
disturbs powerful people for the rest of
my life. That moment really cemented
for me that | was going to be an

artist. There were bomb threats and
death threats, and the work ended up
becoming outlawed by Congress. A city
ordinance was introduced to outlaw
the work. And there was a state lawsuit
10 apply an existing law that would
outlaw the work. There were continual

BB NE

_ DREA
93 ORAL HISTORY PROJECT =D

D SCOTT

\ / ’ j 7Y
Per vi y 1 \y ) ,....;4: *_ Ol 8 m_;— Ll :\.

lag? 1988 nbune March 16 1989

Bush calls flag M:.q
here ‘disgraceful |

— T..l,r i
SUSINESS: U.S. lrade gap narrows sharply w8

...’ -

bove: Stll of the artist and
Oprah Winfrey on The Oprah
Winfrey Show, 1990




e

demonstrations in front of SAIC and
tons of articles in the Chicago Tribune
and Chicago Sun-Times. It was on CNN
It ended up in the The Guardian and
Time magazine. Eventually | ended up

on Oprah

RH: | saw that | was surprised. Or
maybe | wasn't surprised, actually

DS: Fine artists aren't on Oprah. It was
an anomaly

RH: Very much so

DS: It was a huge deal that Congress
would go to the extraordinary measure
of trying to rip up the First Amendment
by making a caveat that makes flag
desecration illegal and specifically
citing my artwork as part of the reason
why they needed to do this. But it
wasn't just about my art. It was about a
much bigger question about the US flag
and US patriotism, and my art was part
of that larger discussion. The outlawing
of my artwork was an attempt to o<§-,
turn the decision of Texas v. Johnson
which was a flag-burning case from |

1984 that went to the Supreme Court
in 1989

RH. The court in that case ruled that it
was permissible

DS: Flag burning was protected by the
First Amendment of the Constitution |
Congress tried to overturn that deci-
sion by passing a new law, and they
addressed my artwork on the congres
sional floor. At the time, | was a )
twenty-four-year-old in a Midwestern
art school Congress was saying 3\< art
IS something that 1s so dangerous ::A:

we have to ma
ake sure that it ¢
C ; cann 3
shown ot be

top: 1 Am Not a Man 2009
New York City ,

bottom Installation View

ot A Man Was Lynched by
Police Yesterday, 2015 nylon
84.5 x 52.5 inches at Jack |
Shainman Gall ry, New

York City, 2016 ﬁ,:-:r..c«\ of
the artist and the Whitney
Museum of American Art
New York City |
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impossible to look at these

RH: It's

mages and hear you talk about your
_xnm:o:oo and not think about our
0

rent moment. I'm curious: What do
you do after your work creates a fire-
storm that gets documented with news
articles and press across the country
and around the world? Where do you

go creatively after that?

DS: For about a year | didn’t make

that much art because | was fighting a
legal and political battle, trying to stay
out of jail. But eventually | went back
10 a project | had started right when
that controversy happened, where |
was going into the Chicago housing
projects and photographing people.

| knew that if there was going to be

a revolution, these were the people
who were going to be its bedrock. |
wanted to connect with those people
and photograph them and look at the
existence of class and racial divisions,
which were hidden from plain sight.
My activist friends were trying to

save the world by going to South and
Central America. And | thought that the
conditions of life that people are facing
a mile from where we were sitting

were just as dire. | called the project
Ghetto. Also, the conceptual nature of
What is the Proper Way to Display a

US Flag? revealed how the work could
resonate even with a non-art-world
audience. | started doing that until It
.coomSm unsafe for me to photograph
in the projects, not so much because of
the people who lived there but because
of the threats on my life if | had
continued to work visibly, in public, in
the projects. The title of the conceptual
work was On the Correct Handling of
Contradictions. The work had audio
tracks, and part of it included inter-
views | did with people in the projects
But | could do those interviews in their
dpartments and be less visible.

II” ._.30 Umoom at the <<_:~30<
w\_cmmca‘ A Man Was Lynched by
Olice Yesterday, is another kind of
Moment when you exited the artl world
and entered into the broader cultural
and current events discourse. Can
ﬂoc talk about that piece and what
dPpened there?

Da.
3m. _ Mmade it after Walter Scott was
Udered in 2015. Walter was In South
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Carolin;
a, and he w:
1€ Was supposedly

stopped by the COps becaus
a broken taillight. And for whatever

reason, Walter decided to flee s}_:.:
Was perhaps a good idea c.E...__\_,,,_ |
was clear that the cop |
to kill him. He got

3@ he had

e 1l
actually did want
about thirty vards
and the cop shot him in the back ;:m
then proceeded to call in. and I'm
paraphrasing here, a "police-involved
shooting where the qguy reached S.ﬂ
my gun, so | had to kill him.” The
reason we know that's not true is that
there was a person with a cell phone
who caught this all on video, which
completely contradicted the story the
cop told

RH: Do you see a distinction between
being an artist and being an activist or
revolutionary?

DS: For many years | had been both
an activist paying attention to police
brutality and police murder and an
artist doing various works about them
Walter Scott’'s murder was just outra-
geous. It was a cold-blooded murder,
and it needed to be responded to

I'd known about the NAACP’s flag

for years. It read: "A MAN WAS
LYNCHED YESTERDAY.” My friend
Terry Adkins—a brilliant artist—used It
in some of his performances He had
d a full-scale one. After Walter
Scott was murdered, | had this idea t0
add “BY POLICE" to the NAACP flag. |
made this work, and 1t Was first shown
in a small gallery in Des Moines, lowa

L ater, For Freedoms, an artist collec-
tive, put on a show In New York City

d by Hank Willis Thomas and EriC

recreate

curate
Gottesman

RH: At Jack Shainmah Gallery in 2016.

DS: That show went up in June, and
{0 Castile and Alton

then, in July, Philanc

Sterling were killed by the p(
y incidents within thirty

The show was

yice In

two separale
»f each other |
y up but | reached oul to Ia:_x
dif we could add that work
't he would say,
ed. It'S really

g1x hours (

alread
and aske
to the show
“The show 5 already curate o
unhkely. ' put he said he would chec

th the gallery A half hour _,:_p,q_ _ m_cﬁ.
s . mz:c::.c‘w.\::cm,_.,,_

| thoug!

Joeonnd

, call from . \;
, . i e
1sKing How ::dr? can you g |
( _ : | : y C ﬂru )
w > | told her | can hop In @
ere . _
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now.” We brought the flag down to the
show, and it was placed outside of Jack
Shainman'’s gallery. It was decided that
we would hang it, but there was also a
protest happening, so we took it there
first. People don't take fine artwork
that's going to hang in a gallery to a
protest

RH: No, they don’t, but I'm glad it
happened. It was profound to see you
and the work at a protest in Union
Square and then see this same work at
the gallery

DS: It was courageous of Jack to

put the flag outside his gallery. It was
photographed, and people like Klaus
Biesenbach, director of MoMA PS1 at
the time, put it on Twitter. It became

a story, and The New York Times did

a story on the For Freedoms’s show,
which was really great, specifically
focusing on this artwork. Because of
the notoriety, Jack was threatened with
eviction by his landlord—I'm sure if he
had put an American flag out there, the
landlord would not have been upset
The gallery received violent threats, and
| felt really bad for him. If you're just
somebody who wants to be In the art
world as a gallerist, for instance, you're
not planning on taking a bullet for some

artist’s work
RH: They're not signing up for all that

DS: It's very heavy for me as an artist
The people who hate my work may
want to kill me, but they often don't
necessarily have easy access 10 me
But they can harm a dealer or some-
body that owns or works in a gallery

| felt bad for Jack and also glad that
he was very much behind the work. It
would have been easier to say, “Okay,
| can’t deal with this,” but instead he
was very proud of the work. Then the
Whitney heard about it, and you were
part of bringing It into the collection,
which was really great It's important
that that work 1S In a collection. It's
important for work that's been part
ar discourse about important
stions to be In mainstream

of popul
soclal que

museums and be treated as art

| value the audience that sees my
work in @a museum ke the Whitney, but
| also value the audience that sees it at

4 demonstration, or when I'm walking




the streets of Harlem, or when I'm on
the outskirts of New Orleans. Everyone
needs to engage these questions, and

everyone needs art.
RH: It is important work.

DS: For a long time, the kind of work
that | do, both because I'm Black and
because of the content of the work,
hasn’'t found a home in mainstream
museums, even when the museums
have finally allowed Black artists like
Lorna Simpson, Glenn Ligon, and Gary
Simmons to be celebrated, breaking
through decades of racism. Before
that, you had to be Jacob Lawrence or
Romare Bearden if you were going to
be in a museum and Black.

RH: It's kind of crazy.

DS: A lot of Black artists got pushed
Into abstraction as a way of dealing
with stuff. It's true in general but has
particular pull for Black artists. Thelma
Golden contributed to the ‘93 Whitney

Biennial and then curated Black Male:
Representations of Masculinity in

Contemporary American Art, which was

a very important, radical show. Soon
after, she followed up at the Studio
Museum in Harlem with Freestyle,

which was also a good show, but it was

an implicit rejection of Black Male and
was part of codifying “post-Black” art

as the main legitimate way for Black
artists to work.

RH: | preserve, always, the possibility
of any artist to change their work over-
time. | feel like we can't really know
the reasons these specific artists work
In abstraction or may have changed
their work in one direction or another.

| certainly don‘t think it's true that
abstraction can‘t be political.

DS: It's true that d range of forces
€ncouraged Black artists 0 move
toward abstraction, and It's not that

abstract work can’t be political and
€ven radical. Mark

each artist was thinking, but museums,
critics, and the art market reinforced It.
Again, this is not to say that abstracf—
tion isn't political, but the art world’s
support for abstraction meant that

the more overtly political work was

not being supported, exhibited, and
collected.

RH: | think the larger question of

the place of performance and perfor-
mance-based work in institutions is a
resonant one. We see it across topic,
ethnicity, and gender. There was a
preponderance of performance-based
work in the twentieth century and a
relative imbalance in its representa-
tion in institutional collections, which,
of course, to your point, we —institu-
tions—are not the be-all and end-all,
and neither should we be. That flag, for
me, felt super resonant for that show —
An Incomplete History of Protest—and
for that moment because it had lived a
real life, if you will. It had lived its life
as an art object. It had lived its life as

a lightning rod against misinformation
and willful ignorance. It had lived its life
as an active agent in a protest, a partici-

Pant, and not as an artifact. That's quite
Interesting, conceptually.

DS: You're talking about the different
lives of this work. My work often
crosses lots of boundaries, both
formally and in terms of audience,
What is the Proper Way to Display a
US Flag? was criticized by the presi-
dent of the United States, outlawed by
Congress, and written about deeply. It's
studied in Art History 101. It's Studied
In law books. But it's nNot owned by

a museum. A Man Was Lynched by
Police Yesterday is. Which is great. My
work is covered and discussed more
and included in pPopular culture in ways
that the vast majority of artwork IS not.

Itis important historically, and yet most

Institutions do not collect or

show that
work.

To be a foundational part of the
culture wars and Yet not have had a
solo show in a museum is very telling

about the state of the art world in
the United States and, | t

broadly. There are aloto
shows. Recently, there's

hink, more
f really good

collections like the Hirshhorn, the
Whitney, and the National Gallery, in
general, it has not been discussed and
collected the way you might think it
would be given the national conver-
sations my work is part of. I've been
talking about national identity and
patriotism since 1987.

RH: Which are major questions right
Nnow.

DS: I've been talking about the posi-
tion of immigrants in society and
belonging and questioning the formal
art world. I’'m doing performance and
performative work in ways that, as
you mentioned, have been difficult for
museums, and in turn, they haven't
appropriately collected it. There's a
lot about my art and career that is
extremely important for the art world
to engage. It's not that I'm unknown.
Hell, I'm doing an oral history with
BOMB Magazine. But in a way, there
has been a systematic exclusion. It's
unfortunate, and | hope, over time, it
gets corrected. How is it that there's an
artwork that has literally been talked
about on the floors of Congress, one
that had been outlawed and then had
that law determined to be unconsti-
tgtional as It was in violation of the
First Amendment, and yet that same
artyvork hasn’t been shown in the
United States in twenty years?




