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RODNEY MCMILLTAN

"Waging an Artist's War"

By Becky Huff Hunter
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Waging an Artist’s War
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Instaliation view of “Rodney McMillian: The Black Show" with (left) Wizard (for Doro), 2013, vinyl, zipper, and thread, and
(right) Shelter (Crawl), 2015, single-channel video, color, and sound.
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Installat on view of "Rodney McMillian: Views of Main Street” at the Studio Museum in Harlem, 2016.
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BY BECKY HUFF HU TER

It has been a big vear for Rodney McMillian
In a rare achievement for any artist, three
major EasyLoast institutions mounted

simultaneous solo exhibitions of his mujti-
, spanming more than a decade.

media or
At the Studio Museum in\Harlemythe Iy ti-
tute of Contemporary Art (ICA) in Philadel
phia, and MoMA PS1.in Yew Yor , Mc Ail-
lian's shows laid-bare the complexities of
racial violence and injustice in the United
States As McMillian told Artforum, the ¢
exhibitions presented “different modes o
engagement within my practice” acros
forms, congeptual strategies, and themes
inclyding the lass-based politics of
domesuicit . the iberating construction of
iden 1ty in science fiction, and the blood-
1ed history of the American landscape. ¥

y Inconver ation with McMillian, curator
Heid)r Zuc erman described his body o

v ork as fulfilling the “in ention to commu-
nigate some of the complexities of things
that are ta en for granted If people do not
a quesiions”2 This statement parallels
James Baldwin’s oft-quo ed imperative, a

n

tk
rallying cry for creative practitioners: “The
artist cannot and must not a e anything
for granted, but must drive to pe heart.of
every answer and expose the question the
answer hides.y Baldwingwas tal inggspe if-
ically about the hidden, oppressive social
struc ures tha artists li e McMilliai so
thoroughly expose Baldwin’s great hope,
writing in 1962, was of the U.S. finally
“moving beyond the Old Wosld concepts
of race and class and cas e "3 While progress
has been made in the past pal century,
race. class. and gender are still major soctal
problems that demand artis 1 Interrogation
At the Studio Museum in Harlem,
McMillian’s sculptures and wall based works
constructed from broken furmture, smashed
appliances: and shoddy textiles materialized
an environment gf domestic distress
These wronic "Viewsof Main  treet'yserved
as a powerful con e for video wogks tha
took direct verbal aim at problema ic gov
ernment policies Together, the wor s in
this e ‘hibition (March 24-june 26, 2016)
expo ed Iindividual and community $trug-
gles hidden behind a bucolic vision of
the American dream and exacerbated by
national economic directives that hit poor,
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often Afncan American populations the
hardest. Untitled (2011) is 3 huge maroon
carpet crusted with trodden-in dirt and cut
into the shape of a floor plan, probably. of
a log-incomg studio apartment. A long
ripiin the fabric has been ewn up. It mells
dan , indica ingi s origin in a neglected
building, and its patterns of wear map
out the ghosts of its former-home A single
clean rectangle preserves its velvetypile,
perhaps protect d at one time by a corner
couch of refrigergtor, the worn path vay
15 an index of limitegl human movement.
Reorien ed onto he wall, he carpet juts
out anto the floor li e a welcame mat .
Like a symilarly scaled. cracked and peeling
linoleum v ork (Untitled, 2000), 1t spea
to arche ectural space as so 1al pace
Though absent, this space is palpable —
messy, smelly, aged, never purely theo-
retical or abstract

Four works made from found seating
reinforced the sense of domestic Insecugity,
even danger Untitled (2009) violates a
near-archetypal piece of myddle class ur
niture a birch-framed, beige upholstered
Ikea Poang armchair A slic ly painted,
rough, black column penetrates the seat
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Above: Chairs and Books, 2004. Found armchairs and books, installation view. Right: Untitled (refrigerator), 2009.
Refrigerator, 64 x 29 x 25 in, Below: Installation view of “Views of Main Street” with (left) Untitled (The Supreme
Court Painting), 2004-06, poured acrylic paint on cut canvas and (right) Untitled, 2006, linoleum and mixed media.

LAPHY

of the chair, leaving a dark stain reminiscent
of forensic evidence surrounding a wound
While the column is made from cardboard,
it looks heavy and irremovable. The
absence of a seated person brings to mind
a near-miss. This work is often read as
representing sexualized violence, but the
tableau feels somber in its stillness; the
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scene is inert and unmovable, perhaps cap
turing the sense of inevitable defeat
vrought by poverty. Though McMillian
appropriated his own Ikea chair for this

work and often uses his body in perform-

ances, he does not intend a personal
expression or claim autobiographical sig:
nificance. “Th|e|se works have nothing to

do with my life, but they have to do with
certain deas within culture that relate to
the body,” he explains. “It's about the idea
I'm trying to communticate. Once | under-
stand or decide what it is | intend to say,
I then seek cut a way to say it. So, cne
approach is to think through the idea from
the perspective of different material possi-
bilities, questioning which one enables
the Idea to be the most apparent. I'm usu
ally not too concerned with trying to master
a technique... 'm usually just happy | have
an idea and a plan of action. Once | have
that, it's about the physical work, the
labor, and staying focused on the why”
“The Black Show" at the ICA (February 3-
August 14, 20106) featured textile and paper
sculptures, as well as videos in which
MeMillian performs, all revolving around
science fiction as @ means 1o reconstruct
identity. A massive black, white, burnt
orange, and blue-painted paper curtain
snaked diagonally through the gallery’s
main space, suspended from the highi ceiling

23
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Installation view of “The Black Show" with (left) Storytime in Dackery, 2015,

and (nght), Untitled (target), 2012, vinyl, thread, and zipper.

Above: Installation view of “The Black Show" with (left) Cglumn, 2015, vinyl,
thread, and zipper, and (right) Many moons, 2015, latex, acrylic, and ink

on paper mounted on fabric. Left. Installation view of “Th Black Show" with
(left) Untutted (lungs), 2008-13, acrylic, fabrie, and chicken wire. - ¢ k

through shiny, domestic-looking eyelet: stitched into a stif blac
vinyl hem Layers upon layers of ink, acrylic. and latex paint created
the startling impression.o! a forest of flailing limbs, or the fleshy
insides of a body, lit suddenly by a camera flash. (The reverse
side, 1n contrast, 1S matte black.) A monumental, yet brittle inter-
vention, Many moons (2015) dwarfed visitors and chogeographed
a curving pathway around McMillian’s videos, wall-based sculp-
tures, and te tiles. He describes the effect of the wor as "being
inside and outside; being an image while also ¢reating a8 dar ened
space for a video; perhaps delineating the space into night and
day...I think it provides multiple ways of mowving through, viewing
or grasping the exhibition” Discugsing,a similar work, Representation
of a Landscape as @ Wall (2012), he explains, “I wanted to shan
the space, to ma e, apainting hat vas as much about a viewer’s
physical presence In front of it as 1t was about looking...[Many
moons|) was made v h similar concerns, so 1t’s about agchitgcture
as much as it's about painting and sculpture” In contrast to the
critical pegspective on urban houging in “Views of Main tree
“The Blac Show” treated architectural pace as something mal
leablg in vays both hopeful and inister These varied bodies of &
work installed in different cities and institutions remained in con-
stany conversation As McMillian explained to me, “It'sa matt ¢
of location | we’re in Central Time, Pacific Time, or Eastern Time,
rgh now we're in different time zones but we're talking at the
game time ™ t g

Sculptural form played a majorrote in “The Black Sho ,from
he monumental curtain 0 he large- and smaller-scale, wald
mounted pieces in stitched black vinyl and latex paint that angnated
the space. McMilliangused the entire gallery from top to bo tom,
turning the exhibition into an essayistic constellation of wor s.
Untitled (lungs) (200 -13) and Untitled target) (2012), two tex ile
sculp ures hanging diagonally opposite each other, brought the
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Wizard (for Doro), 2013. Vinyl, zipper, and thread,

approx. 72 x 438 in.
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pillar in a black vinyl skin, slips a new “body"
over an institutional marker. This gesture,
which reflects sci-fi's renegade creation of
new ways of being, appears as an attempt
to change the institution itself. McMillian
has explained the attraction of such a

strategy: "While reading Wild Seed, | was
drawn 1o the transformative abilities of

characters such as Anyanwu as well as Dore
with his skin-snatching powers. They are

able to move through, out of, into, orto a
something or a someplace through their
bodies and the bodies of others. The orifices,
tubular forms, and cavities I've employed

26

in my work are portals, sites of transforma-
tion, confounding Euro-ethnic patriarchal
stereotyping of Black bodiess

The exhibition “Landscape Paintings” at
MoMA PS1 (April 3-August 28, 2016) cap-
tured these desires and frustrations through
tightly limited materials: 12 used, queen-
size bed sheets purchased from thrift stores—
many with price tags still attached—
combined with latex, acrylic, and ink. Each
painting builds on, drips off, and bursts from
its intimate ground into a three-dimen-
sionat form that provokes visual associations
with mouths and canyons, plants and
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There are veins in these lands, 1, 2007-13. Acrylic
and latex on bed sheet, 135 x 80.5in.

comets. The rivulets and globs of blue and
brown paint on Blue Sun (2014-15) appear
to be in motion, like still-settling seismic
layers or a shadowy eclipse<in-progress
Other works flow toward the floor or bundle
up like giant knapsacks. Nailed askew to

a wall, a creased, inflammably shiny, blue
bedspread appears pregnant with a black
reptilian lump the size of 3 human torso
This work, Wildseedling: it was already
there (2014-15), also acknowledges Butler's
writings in its title

At the far end of this gallery at PS1, par-
tially hidden behind a temporary wall, a
monitor screened one of McMillian®s first
video works, Untitled (sheet performance)
(2005). The grainy, looping film opens on
the artist’s head, body, and limbs obscured
under a white sheet, which gently billows
over his outstretched arms like theater
curtains drawn closed in anticipation of a
show, Slowly, the sheet undulates in
response to McMillian's movements. Soft
light and shadow pick out folds in the fab-
ric, recalling a dissonant variety of cultural
and ideological tropes: classical statues,
cinematic Ku Kiux Klan imagery, and the
fluid costumes and gauzy sets used by con-
temporary dancers, such as Trisha Brown.
As the movement evolves into writhing,
thrashing, and bending, the body finally
appears trapped in a veil of whiteness, "My
interests In performance sprang out of neces-
sity,” McMillian explains. “There were
things | could communicate through per-
formance that were not possible through
other mediums or forms. My understanding
of the history of performance in art is that
it originated out of a need for immediate
political engagement. That, I'd say, has
been the predominant motivating factor
for my use of it in my practice. The video,
Untitled (sheet performance), was shot on
a Super VHS camera, which | liked because
of its video quality [or] materiality. It alsa
happened to be the only camera | had
for many, many years”

Performance on video ran through all
three exhibitions. Like the juxtaposition of
the sheet paintings and sheet performance,
in each space, the different mediums joined
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Wildseedling: it wos already there, 2014-15.
Latex and chicken wire on bedspread, 92 x 74 in.

their voices together. In “The Black Show,'
the videos were suspended in space on
scrims Or projected onto cavernous sections
of wall, allowing visttors to walk around
them, view multiple moving images at once,
and hear overlapping sounds. It was almost
as1f we were in the long grass with McMil-
lian as he crawls, painfully rasping the words
to “Gimme Shelter,” or were invited to par-
ticipate in the dance with death in A Migro-
tion Tale (2014-15). At the Studio Museum,
Untitled (the Great Society) | (2006) played
on a small monitor installed next to a bat-
tered, anthropomorphic refrigerator seem-
ingly shot in the “chest” area. two worn
armchairs sadly cemented together with
romance novels, and small, sticky-shiny
black reliefs (from the series “The Clampetts,”
2010) reminiscent of the reptilian surface
of Wildseedlina. The violence implied
through this cluster of beaten-up domestic
objects and flayed-looking skins bears wit-
ness to the so-far failed dream of an Inclu-
sive Great Society. As McMillian has said of
this exmibition: “1 hope to question what
‘Matn Street” means. When I've heard that
expression, | have never believed it referred
to me or other African Americans, regard
iess of our economic station ™ In the video,
Mctillian recites Pressdent Lyndon B
fohnson’s 1964 “Great Society” speech in a
dry, reserved tane, with small shifts of facial
expression and hand gestures: stightly fur
rowed brow, slow up and down movements
of the hand. The speech thematically
focuses on urban growth, education, and
social improvement —that illusionary sense
of domestic security denied by the works
in “Views of Main Street” Johnson’s central
claim—that “The Great Society rests on
abundance and liberty for all, It demands
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an end to poverty and racial injustice, to
which we are totally committed in our
ume” —feels as unsatisfied today as it did
half a century ago.io

James Baldwin’s essay on the creative
process was published just two years before
lohnson’s speech. For Baldwin, the price of
progress is "3 long look backward when we
came and an unflinching assessment of the
record...the war of an artist with his society
15 a lover’s war, and he does, at his best,
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what lovers do, which is to reveal the
beloved to himself and, with that revela

tion, to make freedom real. 24 McMillian
ertainly does nof flinch at the past ar the
future. Through carefully chosen materials
and means, he reveals the ways in which
freedom is still not real for many Ameri-
cans—and declines to offer tidy solutions

Becky Huff Hunter is a writer and artist
based in Philadelphia
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