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PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Good evening. My name is Paul Holdengräber, and  I’m the Director of Public Programs here at the New York Public Library, known as LIVE from the New York Public Library. My goal, as you all know, is to make the lions roar, to make a heavy institution dance, and when successful to make it levitate. This is a three-way copresentation between Creative Time, the Studio Museum in Harlem, and LIVE from the New York Public Library. I have so many people I would like to thank, but I will thank three individuals who I dearly love. Ann Pasternak, from Creative Time, Nato Thompson, from Creative Time, and Thelma Golden from the Studio Museum in Harlem. (applause) They’ve been my partners in crime for a while. With Creative Time I’ve done many, many, many different events and it’s always an incredible and great, great pleasure. One of my most remarkable nights was standing with Jenny Holzer, who projected on the walls of the Library certain documents, late at night at about eleven in the evening, I will never forget, I was there with Jenny Holzer and people were walking by and saying, “What is that building?” (laughter) And it was magnificent to know that the New York Public Library is beloved and also fairly unknown in some ways.

On the occasion of artist Walker’s first large-scale public project, presented by Creative Time at the legendary Domino Refinery, tonight I am thrilled to bring Kara Walker and host and creator of Radiolab, Jad Abumrad, to the LIVE from the New York Public Library stage, where they will explore the history and meaning of sugar. Their conversation will follow the route of the Triangle Trade from Africa to America, from ancient monuments to modern appetites, from the behemoth—I hope I pronounced that well—crumbling temples of industry to the laborers and slaves often unseen in those histories. It’s a history of sugar, sex, sweetness, power, and the secret mystery at the center of the exhibition.

Kara Walker and Jad Abumrad have something in common. They’ve both received MacArthur genius awards in 1997 and 2011, respectively. So we are in the presence of not one but two geniuses. Now, as you probably know, for the last seven or eight years I’ve been asking my guests to give me a biography of themselves in seven words, a kind of small haiku, or if you wish and are very modern, a tweet. (laughter) Kara Walker submitted these seven words: “Scissor-running Topsy slays demons while grinning.” Jad Abumrad submitted these seven words to me: “Jad, a boy who makes music with words.” Please welcome them.

(applause)

KARA WALKER: That’s cool. Hello.

JAD ABUMRAD: Hello, everybody. I’m quite honored to be sitting next to Kara Walker and being the guy who tosses you some questions. I want to take a quick poll. So who here has been to the Domino Sugar Factory? Okay, excellent. So I figure the best way to have this conversation because this work really has to be experienced is for us to experience it together for just a beat and then we can talk about it.

KARA WALKER: Yeah, absolutely, let’s go for it.

(video clip plays)

(applause)

JAD ABUMRAD: So let me ask you. We were just in the space yesterday. And luckily we got to see it sort of in the way that you guys are looking at it right now, which was without the crunch of humanity that’s there on the weekends and I have to say, so this is an extraordinary marriage of a site and a work, and there are a lot of cultural sort of ideas that hit you but the initial experience that I have is I look at this and say, “What is she thinking?” Do you conceive of this being as having some sort of personality?

KARA WALKER: Well, I think with the Sphinx, with the mythological sphinx and this one in particular she is holding a space and holding on to, it’s not really a secret so much or a riddle, but a depth, I think of a depth of memory, so it’s not so much conscious thinking, you know. I think that the feeling that I was hoping for going into the space and that I experienced a few times in there on my own is something kind of reverent. She forces thought into your own space.

JAD ABUMRAD: I have noticed that people who go in there, they immediately whisper, which is interesting. There’s something kind of spiritual about it. It does make me wonder, I mean, do you come from any kind of spiritual tradition?

KARA WALKER: No.

JAD ABUMRAD: No.

KARA WALKER: Not at all. Not at all. But I guess, I don’t know how to answer that. It’s like we went right to the deep stuff. I was like, actually, I’m looking to avoid that question. There’s, you know, definitely a handful of Baptist ministers on my father’s side of the family from the Southern Baptist tradition, but it was something that my family sort of, my branch of the family shied away from and went for something a little bit more, you know, universal.

JAD ABUMRAD: Do you mind if we geek out about the art for a second?

KARA WALKER: Yeah. Sure.

JAD ABUMRAD: So one of the things that first strikes me is the—where she is in the space. Like, she seems almost not of the space in a way. She seems almost more connected to the light that’s coming in above from the skylight. But if you look at her from this angle she almost seems kind of caged.

KARA WALKER: Right.

JAD ABUMRAD: So she seems somehow connected to the sky but also hemmed in at the same time. I’m curious, I mean, how important is contradiction and paradox in the work that you do?

KARA WALKER: Yeah, I think a lot of my work is about a tension or a paradox or a set of paradoxes, paradoxical sorts of bodies and a sense of—I think of her body as having sort of a yeah, like a sense of presence and awareness and self-awareness and vulnerability, and there’s something about subjugation, you know, definitely colonial legacies and legacies of industrialization and stuff like that that, you know, we can kind of get to. But the—yeah, she is all things all at once and I guess that’s somehow representative of, you know, a way that I have of moving through the world or a strange, you know, I was going to say, acceptance, but that’s not the right word, but just kind of an understanding of the tensions that are kind of at work, you know, in my body as I move through the world, as a black woman, as a woman, as an American, like there’s always a tension of sort of pride and ambivalence and fear and anxiety.

JAD ABUMRAD: Yeah, and in this particular work, I see, like, dominance and submission in a way. It’s a traditional mammy figure, which is I guess like a Jim Crow idea of “the happy slave.” At the same time it’s a sphinx, which is about dominance and power.

KARA WALKER: It’s dominance and power and I think, you know, I was debating with Nato Thompson from Creative Time about the mammy term because I felt like it was shorthand, it was like it was too easy shorthand to sort of get to something again that felt more complex to me about what about you know, what, whether the face features were exaggerated or not exaggerated, you know, were they strong or you know, I mean, I don’t think of her as a figure of fun in the way that I think of like the Scarlett O’Hara mammy figure was kind of a wise-talking oracle at the service of. I don’t feel like she’s exactly in the service of our needs or desires.

JAD ABUMRAD: Right. Tell me about her fists.

KARA WALKER: Yeah, so she’s got, sort of one of these decisions that were made in the modeling process. I had two fists, you know, there was a debate about whether or not she was animal/hybrid woman or whether just being all woman already had all these kind of animal associations in it, so, you know, fists instead of paws, at a moment, in some of my reading I kind of veered off of sugar and was just reading about Candomblé and African syncretic religions in Brazil and—mainly in Brazil and I spent a little bit of time of Brazil and I have come by this object here which was actually cast from a wooden carved—

JAD ABUMRAD: It looks like a fist.

KARA WALKER: Fig, figa, it’s kind of an ancient symbol. And it has multiple meanings I think like her body has sort of multiple meanings, multiple reads, and it can be alternately a good luck amulet charm, maybe a fertility symbol of old; this gesture alternates between being an extremely crude middle-figure gesture. We’re in a like nice setting, so I don’t know how crude I can be with my language, I’m like holding my tongue, or a crude term for a woman’s genitalia and as we get around to, you know, moving around the figure that sentiment is sort of echoed on the back side of her. So it’s all manner of things. I felt like I needed a little bit of luck going into this large project as well.

JAD ABUMRAD: How do you mean?

KARA WALKER: It’s a huge—

JAD ABUMRAD: Oh, in terms of good luck, I guess.

KARA WALKER: In terms of good luck and sort of pulling this off, sort of monumental sculpture, monumental public work.

JAD ABUMRAD: Yeah, you know, what I would love to ask you. Let me see what I’ve lined up here, maybe we’ll come back to that. I wanted to ask you—let’s hold that for a second. I had heard you say, maybe I’d heard this secondhand, that in order for you to do work in a space, you have to sort of—it’s a daily act of giving yourself permission to get in that space and do that and I’m wondering how you—I’m wondering what that means on a daily basis and also what it means specifically to this space. I mean, this is a space that is loaded with history. And so actually I have a picture I believe which—we’ll do this out of order. It truly gives a sort of a visceral sense. Maybe not. Maybe it’s gone. All right. Forget it. (laughter) Just imagine this space, let’s go back.

KARA WALKER: Let’s all be in there.

JAD ABUMRAD: Just imagine this space empty. It’s a frightening emptiness. 

KARA WALKER:  Yeah.

JAD ABUMRAD: So how do you give yourself permission to do that?

KARA WALKER: Okay, so I’m going to sort of roll it back to the very beginning.

JAD ABUMRAD: Yeah.

KARA WALKER: Because when I was approached by Creative Time to, you know, maybe work on something like this, big project, Domino’s space, loaded with history, had some and full of the residue of its industrial history. I, well, let’s say I was a little cautious, ambivalent until I saw the space, and then I saw all of this potential and I felt my whole potential as an artist expand at this one moment and part of it was, “Oh, they trust me with all of this?” And then another hubristic part of me, the sort of Sagittarius in me, was like, “Of course I can do this,” you know, (laughter) you know, and it was only you know after saying yes that I had to, you know, again not just give myself permission but, you know, like catch myself up. What was I thinking?

JAD ABUMRAD: Did you have a moment of terror?

KARA WALKER: Terror—I think the terror part of it was sort of fuel, or at least the optimistic side of me said, well, that’s good, you know, it’s good to be afraid, because it is a big space and it is a big responsibility and if you’re the only artist who’s going to have the opportunity to work in this space then you have to do everything, you know, that every artist would want to do. And make sure that yeah, that it holds its own at the same time. So but permission was granted in a way by the kind of volume of like air around me in the space and at the same time, internally, when I went back to my own studio, you know, which was a large space but much smaller than this, I had to kind of think about what my tools actually were and that’s the harder part, the part about giving permission to use different sorts of tools, different ways of thinking, and different approaches. But I had to start with what I know, you know, so pencil drawings, bunch of sketches, some bigger sketches.

JAD ABUMRAD: Was that your first idea, was that your tenth idea, was it your seventieth idea?

KARA WALKER: More like my three hundredth idea.

JAD ABUMRAD: Really. What were the most, the dumbest, most interesting—ideas?
KARA WALKER: Dumbest, most interesting. I can tell you which the most interesting one was. But the dumbest were—

JAD ABUMRAD: We can do it in that order, interesting, dumb.

KARA WALKER: Well, interesting, this one, the final one I was pretty happy with.

JAD ABUMRAD: No, I’m talking about the ugly middle.

KARA WALKER: The very beginning—uh, the ugly middle. Well, here’s what happened. You know, it was all ugly middle. There was beginning which was all possibility and potential, you know, it was just this space was beautiful and maybe nothing has to be done, you know? But that’s not, you know, challenging.

JAD ABUMRAD: You honestly considered leaving it empty?

KARA WALKER: For a second. (laughter) For like three seconds I was like, “Oh, nothing has to happen here.” But I am not a minimalist artist. And what kind of artist am I? Who do I think I am that I can do this kind of space? I make drawings, I make cutouts, I make sometimes shadow-puppet films, but everything’s two-dimensional, so how am I going to sort of deal with that in this space which is all about space and volume? I had, you know, you know, women in kerchiefs roller-skating in this space in a performance piece, and I was like, “Well, no, that doesn’t make any—”

JAD ABUMRAD: Really.

KARA WALKER: That was the dumbest. (laughter) You were asking about the dumb ideas.

JAD ABUMRAD: Wait. Let’s just imagine that for a second. Women in kerchiefs roller-skating.

KARA WALKER: And then I moved from sweeping the floor on roller skates to like power-washing the floor in hazmat suits, you know, but all black women, you know, with kerchiefs and hazmat suits, I don’t know, just keep going, just turn the page and keep going. Like, pulleys, people on like, conveyer belt systems, bodies, piles of bodies.

JAD ABUMRAD: Did you have a no person, did you have like a no person who was no, no, no?
KARA WALKER: I didn’t have any “no”s, actually, I just had a lot of like “okay,” you know, which was the great thing about working with them, I was like, “So I want a pile of dead bodies,” I had this whole notion for a while as like merging this idea of the residue of sugar refining is molasses and that’s covering like all the surfaces in the space, and I thought, well, there’s other sorts of residues out there, like petcoke, there’s this mound of petcoke in Detroit that’s like piling up over.

JAD ABUMRAD: Pet what?

KARA WALKER: It’s like the by-product of the fracking process. It’s something like. I think it’s petcoke I’ve got it all backwards. I got fixated on that for a while, because I thought, well, there’s this big pile of, you know, waste, you know, of pollution, piling up over that city, why don’t I just bring that here and merge that with this sort of molasses, (aughter) and we can talk about industrialization and we can also think about colonialism in that but and we did I presented that and Creative Time said well, you know, it costs like, it was pretty cheap, actually, it’s like two hundred fifty dollars per metric ton of to bring it over, but there’s an EPA issue with that. I was like, “Yeah, it’s not really a good idea anyway.” 
I went through barbecues, I was thinking about the, you know, the slaughterhouse industry and sort of relating it again to slavery and colonialism, but there was like a lot of chickens involved, (laughter) because I thought chickens were funnier than just like—beef slaughter is terrifying and chicken slaughter is sort of ubiquitous and it’s right around the corner anyway, there’s other, you know, slaughterhouses in that area, but yeah, it was all about the feathers and the stickiness and like tarring and feathering, and, you know, and like indicting dark culture for being the way it is, so all of this came out in the form of sketches and this PowerPoint that I put together where I was going to bring together all of these kind of ideas into one sort of it’s not linear, but, you know, it was one sort of expanded format, so I could see everything laid out in front of me, you know, just like, sugar, and molasses, and brown sugar as a kind of, you know, sort of sexual, you know, entendre you know and what else, you know, it kind of like, you know, slavery—

JAD ABUMRAD: That sounds like you could go into a really dark place. Because—
KARA WALKER: Oh, yeah, I went all the way.

JAD ABUMRAD: Tell me the darkest moment. I’m curious. On the way to this, what was the—

KARA WALKER: Well, you know, the darkest moment was, you know, when it became too much, when the, you know, when the abuse, murder, blood of the sugar production, like the history of sugar in the Americas, which is like, you know, parallel with the history of slavery in the Americas, and, you know, the quality of innocence that sugar, you know, sort of represents, just sweet, and it’s sort of everywhere, and it dissolves, and it carries no weight, it has no baggage. Molasses, on the other hand, carries baggage with it and you know I just kind of, I headed down this road where we depend on this and it’s everywhere, and it’s trafficking, you know, bodies are still being trafficked, and, you know, then there’s the sex allusion again to sugar and the brown bodies being trafficked in the sex industry and the sex trade and diet and poor health and poor health in black communities and pollution and pollution in our hearts and our minds, and, you know, the Industrial Revolution is over and you know the building is dying, and the neighborhood is—you know and then it was basically just “ruins.” That was the final word on my whole sort of, you know, investigation was ruins, I was back basically into this building, this space in the Domino refinery which, you know, was this modern ruin and for all the beauty that it sort of possesses, you know, for the sort of, you know, refined eye who sees beauty in ruins it’s tragic.

JAD ABUMRAD: One of the interesting things is I mean, I had a moment where in thinking about your work and preparing to talk to you, I was putting sugar in something. And it’s one of those things where you put sugar in—you’re like, okay, this is just something you do to make the thing sweet, but if you think about it for more than one second it’s just like, ohhhh, you can tell the entire world through this one substance. So how do you block out enough of the world to choose one thing to say? So when did this—What was the key that unlocked the idea to do what we’re seeing?

KARA WALKER: Well, you know, I mean there were two things or three things. There were two things. One was ending up with ruins—I can’t do that, like the recognition that I had nothing. I had nothing.
JAD ABUMRAD: Why, because it was too nihilistic?

KARA WALKER: It was just—yeah, it was nihilistic, it was angry, and it was just like blow the whole thing up. That was kind of like the—that doesn’t really work so well. And the other part was public, you know, the public part in the public art project was the thing that sort of rescued me and sent me looking again in a more optimistic note, like what is the history of sugar? You know, like, really, really, really, like how is it that this thing landed on our shores and brought with it, you know, started this other ball, you know, can we blame or can we, you know, take sugar as an example of, you know, of the history of the Americas and another thing, sorry, the third thing which was kind of being in the space by myself when it was empty, having gone through this process of ruins and then thinking, “Well, you know in order to do something in here I really have to take on the chutzpah of the industrialist,” you know, I actually have to kind of ingest that if I’m going to be in this space and not look on it simply as a ruin but look on it as this site that was all about possibility, you know, I was like building the American dream, and I was like, I have to actually own that in order to kind of—I have to recognize it.

JAD ABUMRAD: So you have to be like the Havemeyer brothers—

KARA WALKER: The Havemeyer, something yeah—

JAD ABUMRAD: The two dudes who—

KARA WALKER: Yes, we’re going to do this and this is going to make sugar available to everybody.

JAD ABUMRAD: Interesting.

KARA WALKER: And to be able—I think I needed to be able to do that because to only sort of look at the underbelly and the blood and the sort of—it just elicits vengeful, angry feelings, but not necessarily art that I would want to look at or make.

JAD ABUMRAD: Right. Right.

KARA WALKER: So I think, you know, to have the other side of it, meant that I sort of bring these two kind of opposing universes together. And I think that they’re percolating in me in different forms anyway, this kind of paradoxical—
JAD ABUMRAD: That’s interestingly what I see in this image, because one of the most moving parts of this work for me is the relationship between the Sphinx or the Sugar Baby, whatever we want to call her.

KARA WALKER: I call her Sphinx.

JAD ABUMRAD: And the candy boys that are in the foreground here, because—talk to me a little bit about how you made this.

KARA WALKER: I was playing around on my computer, I was online and looking up sculptural representations of Africans or African Americans and for various reasons, partly to kind of get my head around the idea that I might be making something three-dimensional and I was wondering what kind of objects already exist, because I think that a lot of my work does dive into narratives that sort of preexist me and then, you know, I try and mine them for what they’re worth. So I found these small gift items that were really problematic in their sort of representation of, you know, willing happy African-looking boys carrying objects, carrying baskets, sort of seeming to be in a servile mode and blew them up with a 3-D scanner and 3-D printed out some big blocks, made a mold and cast them out of a candy solution. Basically they’re big Jolly Ranchers. It’s like sugar, corn syrup.

JAD ABUMRAD: So this little guy is like, is candy?

KARA WALKER: He’s candy. He’s candy and he weighs about three hundred pounds. We had a lot of moments asking candy experts, actually one or two moments asking candy experts, you know, for advice and help and nobody wanted to touch this particular way of making a candy object.

JAD ABUMRAD: Because of the size?

KARA WALKER: Because of the size and it’s just too tricky and very volatile. I mean, it’s just sugar and water basically.

JAD ABUMRAD: One of the most interesting things that I find about it is you can really see it in this picture is that they’re melting and, you know, I mean, you think about the Sphinx, you think about the pyramids, you think about not just that object but the way it was built and you imagine hundreds, thousands, of slaves, pulling, dying to make it, so here you have these candy boys who are in some sense bleeding. I mean, that’s what it looks like to me. Do you have some idea in your mind as to the relationship they have with each other? I mean, do they know about each other?

KARA WALKER: I don’t know, I mean, I think you know they are a little bit isolated from one another. But there’s, actually there’s two things happening with these boys. There’s the candy figures, and then there the figures who couldn’t be made out of candy because of a weight issue with their baskets, so they’re resin encoated with sugar and molasses, so there’s actually two different ways of bleeding happening, which I find kind of resonant with ways of being in the world. There’s a sort of superficial losing of one’s skins that’s happening with these boys with the molasses, like in the foreground, and then there are these other fellows who are made out of, who are candy, and they’re actually kind of disintegrating from the inside, so their exterior shell is still intact, but they’re sort of like, giving all, like, everything is coming out. And in a few instances we lost the candy boys. There was a couple of catastrophes and they smashed into a million pieces, I mean they just hit the ground and shattered so those pieces were scooped up and placed in the baskets in a kind of reverent act of the other candy boys. So they may not exactly know one another but they know of, perhaps maybe they’re aware of their fate, not to give them too much personality.
JAD ABUMRAD: I just have to show this because it’s so—here you have, I assume this is one of the actual sugar and water creations, and you see that his arm is already detached and he’s—

KARA WALKER: His arm is falling off. He’s got a bunch of bananas that are still up on his shoulder but the arm is what’s hanging down.

JAD ABUMRAD: And is that an unintended consequence or intentional?

KARA WALKER: It’s intentional, but it’s unpredictable, you know, how they’re going to fall apart. I mean, the breakage of one of the recent ones that fell over was shocking.

JAD ABUMRAD: I’m interested to know, so, I’m interested to know how the work changed when people walked in, because I mean, I certainly have the experience where you’re creating something, you’re cooking it up, it sounds like a sort of bouquet that’s arranged just right, to mix metaphors, and but then you play it for somebody and you hear it through their ears and suddenly the things that you thought were quiet in the piece are very loud, almost deafening and the things that you thought were very loud are just not coming across. It’s somehow every instance changes when other people hear it. Did the public have that effect on this work in any way?

KARA WALKER: A little bit. It’s a lot of public. I think that’s maybe the biggest surprise for me is, you know, you kind of have an image that it’s public, so people will be there, it’ll be numbers above ten, but there were thousands the first weekend, I think there were eight thousand in the first weekend.

JAD ABUMRAD: The line went on for blocks and blocks.

KARA WALKER: And it’s—I’ve gotten a combination of—I’ve been there twice when the public was there, yeah, sorry, masking, yeah, it’s difficult, you know, because being there changes things, and I don’t feel like it’s a good place for me to be there to experience what other people are experiencing and part of that problem is that I’m the artist now, so the artist is representative, and so people come to me, you know, and for different reasons, you know, and to either speak about the piece or tell me their reaction or take a picture or all three at once and it’s a lot, like it’s too much and especially when,  you know, people have been really touched by the piece, which is great, which is perfect, right, but then there’s this awkwardness, about being present in the presence of her and of this kind of—I mean it almost feels reverent, this kind of reverent space, and then, you know, it creates for conflict, I guess, so that’s maybe the unintended consequence—conflict. People are taking pictures, making selfies, other people are having a very quiet reflective moment and they get angry and other people who aren’t having that moment or that feel it aren’t. So I know that there’s been some words spoken among, you know, guests to one another.

JAD ABUMRAD: But the conflict for you is what exactly is that you have to—

KARA WALKER: I wasn’t—I don’t know. I think that, you know, part of the problem and the issue with, you know, this work that has these, you know, contradictory impulses, that is talking about race and slavery and power and submission and our history and women’s bodies. It’s doing so much and sort of but withholding all of those words, withholding all of that language, so it’s kind of incumbent upon the viewer in some way to sort of bring that language forward, and the language is full of conflict, you know, it is actually pretty hard, angry, sad, depressing, you know, language.

JAD ABUMRAD: Do people come to you and bring that energy to you when you’re in the space?

KARA WALKER: Sure, sure, sure.

JAD ABUMRAD: People yelling at you, crying at you?

KARA WALKER: No, not yelling, crying more, but yelling off—on the Interwebs and—

JAD ABUMRAD: That’s what the Interwebs are for.

KARA WALKER: That is what they’re for, but it’s also, writing things, having, you know, because I mean, I think I haven’t really made my peace but I’ve come to the conclusion that one of the important things about artwork and maybe in a public setting is that it does actually create dialogue, is sometimes that dialogue is heated. Sometimes that dialogue is heated, but then it’s kind of offset by this weird, like, you know, selfie quality. And that’s the thing that I’m having the hardest time kind of getting square with is that if I’m present then it’s like we have this charged intimate minute and then, “can I take a picture?” And then, you know, it just like—it ends it and what does it do it changes that moment from something unmanageable to something that we can sort of manage, you know, but like—

JAD ABUMRAD: That’s interesting because it strikes me that what your work does and what I really connect to in your work is it is compelling people to stand in an uncomfortable space, it sort of seduces them into this messy hot middle, and then you take the picture, you know?

KARA WALKER: Yeah, and I mean, think I’m maybe—I mean, I guess, you know, you can’t not anticipate that in this culture, if you’re going to make a big thing it will be photographed and it will be photographed ad infinitum, you can’t prevent that. But it’s just—I don’t know. I don’t know what I would have people do other than that. You know, because it does break the tension. It’s like a kind of a nervous laugh, a photograph.

JAD ABUMRAD: So Roberta Smith called this piece, art critic for the New York Times, called this piece a pre-demolition ritual for the space.

KARA WALKER: I thought that was great.

JAD ABUMRAD: Which was a phrase that just stopped me in my tracks. What do you—I mean, given what is going to happen to the space and the history that is at least architecturally coming to an end, what does that mean for you?

KARA WALKER: I think that is kind of accurate, I mean—the—I have to circumvent and come back around. So the name of the piece is A Subtlety and a “subtlety” is a noun. And it’s a sugar sculpture, a sort of medieval term, English term for a type of sugar sculpture, sort of marzipan that were formed at big banquets of royalty, people who would have had access to sugar. Sugar was—you know, had this power, power of royalty, power of the king, associated with it and often those sugar sculptures would represent something that would be recognizable to the people, the public, the people who would have been present. Thus the term “a subtlety,” a subtle gesture.

JAD ABUMRAD: Ate between course one and course two.

KARA WALKER: Right, you would have eaten it and it has this kind of ritualistic quality of you know consuming the power, consuming the power of the king, consuming the power of this sort of quasi-magical medicinal you know sugar substance and so there is something weirdly ritualistic in my thinking, oh I have to do a subtlety, I have to make a thing that will become, that will be sort of instantly recognizable, and will contain all of these you know histories about our power and about this once rare substance and our responsibility, our relationship to it, and how that’s changed, that somehow we are all kings in its grasp, or it’s in our grasp, in our midst. Yeah, something has to happen in this space if this space is meant to be taken away. Something—the space needs, the space needed a face, because when something has a face on it people identify with it in more profound ways than merely aesthetic.

JAD ABUMRAD: That’s interesting. That’s interesting. And what’s going to happen to the space and to her and to the candy boys?
KARA WALKER: Well, the candy boys. The boys who are candy will disintegrate. The boys who are resin will probably find a home somewhere. I think the Brooklyn Museum has taken on one. The Subtlety will—I haven’t had a longer conversation about how the dismantling process will go, but there will be some powerwashing and some recycling of the foam blocks that undergird her. And the space is set to become a development of some sort. I have seen different plans, differing plans, and in fact I was looking at some of the differing plans over the years. There were condos slated for one section, a park slated for another section, and so there’s a lot of development happening right on that waterfront, which has been extremely contentious for the last decade or so.

JAD ABUMRAD: Yeah, it’s interesting, it calls to mind for me. We lived down the street from the Domino Sugar factory for many years about a decade ago and, you know, we’d pass by and the workers would be on strike. So it’s an interesting—it’s an interesting thing to see a in what is in many ways a critique of the sugar industry made out of sugar from the sugar industry. Was that ever a weird sort of plank to walk?

KARA WALKER: Biting the hand that feeds—no, I don’t know, it was very— Everybody was really generous toward it, but I don’t know that anybody was really clear on what I was making, either, (laughter) so and I think that’s the sort of Trojan horse quality of public art is, you know, that you can kind of make a figure around—well, I was going to say a figure that, you know, many people can rally around, but she isn’t actually that type of figure. There’s, you know, there’s body parts, you know, there’s race, there’s a lot of problematics that corporations and governments aren’t really keen on subsidizing.

JAD ABUMRAD: And when Domino’s did—how much sugar did they give you?

KARA WALKER: They gave me eighty tons.

JAD ABUMRAD: Eighty tons of sugar.

KARA WALKER: Yeah. We used half, which is more problematic, I guess.

JAD ABUMRAD: There’s a picture in here that’s a nice—there it is. That’s a lot of sugar.

KARA WALKER: Those are pallets of sugar.

JAD ABUMRAD: Just to double back on something that we actually didn’t talk about. She’s not all sugar, is she? Is she completely sugar? Or half sugar?

KARA WALKER: She’s not completely sugar. She’s—You can see on the sort of, I don’t know which side it is for you but on the far side of the image there’s a sort of pile of bags with pieces of polystyrene foam. This is the foam that was taken off of her when we were carving her into shape and that was all set to go to be recycled back into more foam. So that’s—she’s actually these great foam blocks that have been puzzled together. Some of them were milled off-site using this sort of 3-D printing technology.

JAD ABUMRAD: And you coated sugar on top.

KARA WALKER: We coated sugar and was basically made a sugar slurry, you might have seen in the video, these, you know, cement mixers going, it was just sugar and water, you know, and increasingly thick proportions and sort of bucketing on, ladling on, you know basically trying to put—yeah, trying to get sugar and water onto a vertical surface, which was challenging. That was a lot of pouring from the top and a lot of picking up from the floor.

JAD ABUMRAD: It was just sugar and water? Because I saw you and the workers were spraying—that liquid was just water.

KARA WALKER: Yeah, yeah. That was some figuring out whether or not there was—if we needed to add anything, but sugar actually kind of self-adheres, and, you know, we didn’t even have to use hot water, which is fortunate, because the water was ice-cold coming out of the house.

JAD ABUMRAD: And did—when you, when you—I’m trying to understand the sort of the chronology here. So you—did you ask Domino for the sugar?

KARA WALKER: There was an ask—we went to—“There was an ask.” I didn’t personally do it. Actually I sort of did, but, you know, in my offhanded way. We were doing a tour at the Domino plant, the operational plant in Yonkers, and it was great, you know, we got a tour, everybody was really friendly, and in the course of our meeting, the PowerPoint presentation on, you know, the logistics and, you know, how much sugar is produced, they mentioned that they process something like 4.3 million tons, 4.3 million tons of sugar a day or is it a month? I think it was a day.
JAD ABUMRAD: Let’s go with a day.

KARA WALKER: It was a lot. It was a day. And I was like, “Oh, can we have some?” (laughter) It was like the wrong moment for the ask.

JAD ABUMRAD: Was it like because so we can glorify the glory of sugar?

KARA WALKER: No, I mean, you know, Ann Pasternak and Nato Thompson and Domantay, who’s our production team leader, had all that together. They are professionals in dealing with like, you know, people who might not know what is going on with art or who this artist is or what she might do and you know it’s like they sold it in a convincing enough way. I wasn’t present for that. Fortunately.

JAD ABUMRAD: I’d love to see that PowerPoint presentation. Interesting. So I guess this is one of my favorite slides. We’ll just flip through a few of these. This is the team. So we sort of went through this but we’ll flip through these real quick. I was curious about this one. This is—was this one of—

KARA WALKER: I thought there might be a fountain.

JAD ABUMRAD: A vomiting of sugar.

KARA WALKER: Sort of differing waves of sketches and notes. This was I think that moment when I realized, “Oh, it has to be a sphinx. It’s silly but it has to be sphinx, and what kind of a sphinx. And, you know, I have a 3-D modeling hands of sort of a ten-year-old version of myself because I’ve been working 2-D for so long. This is an Egyptian sphinx. I can’t even say it any more. Or a, you know, Greek. How does she look? This one’s sort of grinning.

JAD ABUMRAD: Well, speaking of going from 2-D to 3-D, if we could rewind for a second, I’m curious to ask you about the arc of your life to this point.

KARA WALKER: Okay, all of it.

JAD ABUMRAD: Let’s go all the way back to the beginning.

KARA WALKER: I was born in Stockton, California.

JAD ABUMRAD: You know, so your dad is an art history professor?

KARA WALKER: No, he’s an artist. He’s a painter.

JAD ABUMRAD: So was the idea that you would be an artist, was that just a given?

KARA WALKER: I don’t know if it was anybody’s idea. He taught at a couple of universities in California. He was the department chair of the art department there, at UOP, University of the Pacific, and then we moved to Georgia and he was the chairman of the art program at Georgia State University. And in that time he always taught life drawing, not so much painting, but he, you know, he worked as a painter at home. And all of us—I have an older brother and an older sister, and we all got some kind of art instruction from him. Really, because before he taught university he taught children. So he was really interested in the development of children’s minds through art and creativity, so we always had things to work with. But I don’t know, I’m the baby, my sister and brother are nine and ten years older than me, and I just kind of landed, you know, there was nothing for me to do.

JAD ABUMRAD: Are there any other artists in the family?

KARA WALKER: My sister’s actually doing photography, yeah, and my mom in her retirement has started doing some like crazy, wacky stuff which I think is super interesting.

JAD ABUMRAD: What was it like to go from—you said you went from California to Georgia. And you were in your teens?

KARA WALKER: Northern California. I was thirteen. 
JAD ABUMRAD: Thirteen. What was that like?

KARA WALKER: Right at the cusp, right at the cusp of the teens. You know, it was super weird. I feel like that’s one of those stories that’s become my mythology but it’s true. My dad was looking for—was interviewing for this job at Georgia State around the time of the Atlanta child murders and then you know sort of coming back. I think for him going to Georgia was kind of a return. He was born in Georgia, he had family there. And there was like a—his own sort of quest, you know, his own hero’s journey, and everyone was just sort of caught up in it, but you know, starting high school in a place that had—you know, high schools already have their sort of entrenched cultures, and then— 
Yeah, I don’t know. It wasn’t easy. It wasn’t easy for all of the reasons. Adolescence plus a kind of culture of racism that wasn’t frowned upon, that was condoned, let’s say, sometimes quietly, and sometimes not so quietly, by the adults in people’s presence. I mean that’s, I think that’s the kicker, like, adolescence sucks, but adolescence in this kind of environment is really bad.

JAD ABUMRAD: Was it the experience of going from a place where you didn’t experience that and then going to a place where it was almost like—

KARA WALKER: Well, actually, you know it’s funny, thinking about it and, you know, sort of recalling my childhood in California, there were very distinct moments where, you know, somebody used racist language or prevented us, me and my friends, from going into a place because they said, “Oh, you know, there ain’t no inward in there,” and like, “What?” Everything was like at four and then at eleven, you know, there was just like spots—

JAD ABUMRAD: It wasn’t all pervasive.

KARA WALKER: It wasn’t all pervasive. I guess that was kind of the interesting thing. Like, coming to Georgia at the time that we did in the early eighties I sort of came with this, you know, face it, I was a special kid, I wasn’t that great in school, but I was a special kid. I felt that way because my parents made me feel that way, and because I had this art thing that I was pretty, you know, committed to.

JAD ABUMRAD: You mean special in the positive sense?

KARA WALKER: Yeah, special in the positive way. Yeah. Sorry. Yeah. Maybe both. (laughter) A little bit of both. But you know it definitely thought like I got this going on and then to sort of arrive in a place where it was so clear that that was not done. I don’t know if it was Georgia or the school I was in or what. You know, they had, you know, counselors just kind of give me the you know ten-yard stare, “What makes you think you’re so special?”

JAD ABUMRAD: So wait, paint a picture for me. What is the—what the? Because of your self-regard?

KARA WALKER: Yeah, I think so. I think it was, I mean, I’m relatively shy-ish, less shy now, but yeah, is this therapy? (laughter) Do we have to go all the way—Do we have to go all the way back there?

JAD ABUMRAD: I’ll come at it from the side.

KARA WALKER: I don’t know anybody here. I know like ten people in the front row.

JAD ABUMRAD: The good thing is the lights shine at us so we can’t actually see anybody. Well, let me ask you this, to a more polite level. So you—I’m curious like when you were beginning to make art, you know, capital-a Art, and I think you mentioned at some point that your high school art teacher is here. Is that true?

KARA WALKER: Julie Schaffer, right there.

(applause)

That was at my second high school in Georgia.

JAD ABUMRAD: So I’m curious like when you let’s say fifteen, sixteen, what kind of art were you making?

KARA WALKER: What kind of art does any fifteen or sixteen-year-old make?

JAD ABUMRAD: Hey, that’s a fair question because you won the MacArthur when you were in puberty, still. 

KARA WALKER: Okay, all right.

JAD ABUMRAD: That’s not exactly true, but you were twenty-three.

KARA WALKER: Twenty-seven.

JAD ABUMRAD: Twenty-seven. Okay. So that’s a little bit. 

KARA WALKER: Since we already called out Ms. Schaffer, I at sixteen, fifteen, sixteen, she nominated me for a program in Georgia called the Governor’s Honors Program, and I spent six weeks in Valdosta, Georgia, which is really, really humid (laughter) at a college there, you know, with all these other kids from other parts of Georgia, who were studying all kinds of different things, like you know math and physics and drama and it was fantastic. That was the best part of this arc, and I think I glossed over that a lot in my thinking about my first, you know, my landing on the shores of Atlanta at Towers High School and this moment in 1986, I guess, at Governor’s Honors, which really helped. And you know at that age, I was just learning stuff. I was just learning how to do, how to make a clay sculpture, and how to make a still life with oils, you know, only using primary colors, you know, and you have to mix all the colors, it was really, it was primary stuff and that was fine. 
And the best thing that I did I think when I was fourteen. I used to go to the university where my dad taught, pretty much all of my childhood, and then started again when we were living in Georgia and I sat in on one of his life drawing classes at fourteen. And you have to keep in mind, since this is therapy now, there’s my father is teaching the class, there’s a nude male model who is about, you know, seventy years old sitting in front of me, I’ve got college students all around me, you know, practicing. I’ve got charcoal or Conté crayon and a very large pad of newsprint and I just thought, I guess this is legit, okay, I guess I can do this.

JAD ABUMRAD: That was the moment where you were like, “I’m in.”

KARA WALKER: Yeah, I was like, I guess if my dad’s going to let me sit in here and when I was ten I walked into a life drawing class and I freaked out and nobody—like, the teacher saw me, and I backed out of the room and I hid it from everyone and I literally like hid in a supply closet for half the day (laughter) because I was so—I wasn’t supposed to go in that room and it was all forbidden so you know at fourteen, you know, four years later, I was like, “Okay, I guess I can do this.” And I did a drawing that I still have because my dad came down and showed like everybody in the office. “Do you know who did this?” It’s not bad. The head’s a little small, the proportion’s a little off. But, you know, it looks like a charcoal drawing of a nude figure, the pressure’s in the right place.

JAD ABUMRAD: I wish you had told me that, we could have put it in the thing.

KARA WALKER: No, it’s in the storage area, I don’t have a slide.

JAD ABUMRAD: Leave it to the imagination. So at that point, fifteen, sixteen, you weren’t making race-based work.

KARA WALKER: No, I was just making—trying to make pictures of things, trying to make things look like things. 
JAD ABUMRAD: Things look like things.

KARA WALKER: Boot. My daughter can speak to that, you always have to have a drawing of a boot somewhere. An old boot.

JAD ABUMRAD: Is that like one of this internal artist tests, if you can draw a boot, you’re for real?

KARA WALKER: Some little trope, you see it somewhere and you say I guess I, you know, should practice that boot, put a boot in a still life, anyway, that’s how that goes.

JAD ABUMRAD: At what point did the sort of switch flip for you that as your subject you would begin to examine cultural ideas of race?
KARA WALKER: None of that actually happened until I went to graduate school in 1992, ’93 and primarily it was because, you know, in Atlanta, you know, I grew up around, you know, my father, there were other African American artists I knew of and was aware of. I went to shows that were sometimes slightly marginalized, African American art shows, I went to the Atlanta College of Art, and found myself in this weird sort of nonspace between the feminist artists and the black artists’ group and, you know, me wanting to do something that was somehow more power of myth, Joseph Campbell, you know, allegorical, you know, universalist, and that just didn’t. You know.

JAD ABUMRAD: I have no idea what that means.

KARA WALKER: Yeah. Exactly. 
(laughter)
JAD ABUMRAD: So what did it look like?

KARA WALKER: Swans. I love swan references. A lot of—yeah, I mean, they were all disintegrating, and you know they were very physical, but it wasn’t like using a human body instead I sort of substituted with this kind of like, you know, not even a proper swan but modeled on a glass swan.

JAD ABUMRAD: Interesting. Was it so, was it is just more formally pretty?
KARA WALKER: It was trying to approach that. It was kind of Ross Bleckner-y. It was kind of like, I don’t know, name another artist from the eighties. I can’t think of any right now.

JAD ABUMRAD: I wouldn’t know them anyways. I guess what I’m driving to is this, and I’m sorry to do this, because I know it’s like asking Billy Joel to play like “Piano Man” (laughter) or something. It’s like “Play the hit!” I actually saw a video of Radiohead playing that, their first hit, and like what’s his dude, the main guy, was like in physical pain having to sing this song. (laughter) So I apologize in advance.

KARA WALKER: How did we get there?

JAD ABUMRAD: Okay, so what were the moments, the experiences that led you to this insanity.

KARA WALKER: Again with the therapy! There were some experiences with people that happened to me. For real.
JAD ABUMRAD: Expand on that.

KARA WALKER: And then there were experiences that happened without—how to expand on it? Let’s see. In Atlanta of my youth. Gone with the Wind was playing 24/7 at Ted Turner’s I guess it was the Omnicenter, or whatever it’s called now, CNN Center or something. So there was a little movie theater and you could actually walk in at any time of the day and see Gone with the Wind if you wanted to. I didn’t really do it, I sort of peeked my head in once and I was like, wow, there’s just this massive film showing all the time, this memory, this like constant memory, and another thing that lives in Atlanta is the Atlanta Cyclorama, which I paid a visit to in undergrad, and this is a nineteenth-century entertainment, but you know a surround image, like a kind of “you are there” witnessing of this scene of the destruction of Atlanta, or at least the battle of Atlanta, you know, it’s a beautiful war image, with a diorama in the front, that creates this illusion of depth so even though you know you’re looking at a painting, you feel like you might be witnessing. 

And also in Atlanta there’s Stone Mountain Park, which is where my family was living, when I was, yeah, from age fifteen. And Stone Mountain Park has this large carving of the Confederate generals on the side, kind of a Mount Rushmore style carving, and part of that land was owned by the Ku Klux Klan up until fairly recently, and the Grand Dragon or Wizard of the Ku Klux Klan lived at the far end of the street that I was living on, which was called Walker Road, which is the main reason we moved there. (laughter) That’s my father in a nutshell. (laughter) So when we moved to that house, the Klan was having a rally on Memorial Drive, and everybody in the neighborhood got an American flag with the flyer for the Klan rally on it. 
There were still sundown towns, and then there were protests about sundown towns, you know, where you can’t be black after sundown in a town, and I had these encounters with people where I would recognize from one moment to the next that just as I felt that I was maybe myself just to be me, whatever, figuring that out, there was this assumption that people already knew what that meant because I’m black, you know, I’m a black girl, and there were limitations associated with that or objectifications of sex, sexuality, or inferiority or whatever. So all this stuff was coming at me. And it wasn’t something that I was inculcated into, you know, so I felt very alien, like alien from Mars, kind of like, what is this thing? What is this thing that keeps happening from the outside or keeps actually like literally touching me? What does it mean when, you know, a boy I have a crush on in high school gets called a nigger-lover even though goddamnit he doesn’t even love me? You know. What is that? That whole scenario and how did that get in there? 
So, you know, I didn’t come at this work really willingly, and I actively avoided sort of engaging race as a topic or my body specifically in my undergraduate work because I just didn’t know how. It was just too—it was just too much was still happening around me. And moving into my sort of adult body and, you know, I mean, it was impossible for me—it took getting away from sort of home and this place, where, you know, this Atlanta place with its mythologies and its sort of historical monuments and markers and, you know, its sort of reifying of a kind of otherness that’s othering of me. It took getting away from that to kind of like—I literally had to say, “Okay, when I go to graduate school, I’m going to just open up this box because it’s clearly something is happening,” and I was starting to recognize it in my last year in Atlanta, have real kind of out-of-body experiences with like, “How can I still be me and be this other shimmering fiction?” 
And so I got really interested in that as a kind of set of experiences and it’s like how can I make that into art, because I was making paintings, you know. How can I make that experience of being sort of here and here and here at the same time a piece, you know, like sort of—you know, sort of the author and the subject and the viewer all at once and so that was what I sort of set my mind to at RISD, and then through a similarly circuitous route as I took with this recent project, did a lot of drawings and writing and reading and freaking out and crying and writing and drawing and reading and freaking out, you know, and on and on until I kind of had to move into a material space, you know, I couldn’t just stay here in my head or language forever, so the material space was, making paintings, what’s that all about? So if we could take that information and apply it just to the surfaces of things, you know. Does that make sense? I’ll just keep talking, I’ll just keep saying things. I’ll just keep making hand gestures until I can pull it out. That was really what it was. I can’t make paintings, but I have to pull this something out from the surface.

JAD ABUMRAD: Here you have a situation where you’ve got two people kissing on the bank of a—I guess the bayou, except she’s got an extra pair of legs coming out from under her dress. I mean, like, who do those legs belong to? And then you’ve got this boy who’s strangling a duck. 

KARA WALKER: Is it a boy? 

JAD ABUMRAD: Is it a boy? I don’t know. Who’s handing it to a woman whose body is a body is a boat. And then you have a fellow whose genitalia are like balloons, like hot-air balloon genitalia floating up to the sky. Is this like a story that was in your mind, or how did you arrive at these specific? Where did this come from?
(laughter)
KARA WALKER: So yeah, you know, some of these things are just sort of ubiquitous, you know. Like, you know, you get these romance novels with sort of like, you know, you go to any flea market and you’ll find a calendar with a thermometer in a glass painting or a glass print of a, you know, Southern belle with her gentleman friend. And you know, I had a couple of those floating—that’s the opening salvo of this sort of narrative I want to tell is that basically I determined so I set everything in a mystical antebellum location, that seems to be like, at least in the South, at least in my experience of the South, kind of the overriding, you know, outside of the sort of, you know, Bible Belt Christianity, there was also this kind of overriding sense of the propriety of this myth. And so that was the opening salvo, like we will always have to start with the moonlit night in the bayou and the Spanish moss and the lovers kissing and the innocence, the innocence, this presumed, this presumption of innocence, and it immediately becomes sort of—You know, it’s violent and it’s satirical and it’s ridiculous, and parts of it don’t make sense, and yet the woman’s a boat, and there’s a little bust of a man who could be like a Thomas Jefferson sort of floating in the water behind her. There’s a joke of the girl fellating a boy who wants to get up there where the other boy is floating.

JAD ABUMRAD: There’s a woman defecating babies.

KARA WALKER: She’s birthing twins. I don’t know. There’s an excess, I think, an excess. I think the giving birth, there’s these sort of pickaninny Topsy you know figures, you know, the Southern belle, the recognizable, like you start to name them, and that’s my problem with naming, is like as soon as I did this piece they started to become named in a way that I had sort of let them be a little bit free-floating, like a little bit ambiguous. Like I don’t know what that means, I don’t want to assume that I know what a pickaninny is. I don’t know where that word comes from or who that is, it’s nobody, right?

JAD ABUMRAD: Is that why they’re blank in a way?

KARA WALKER: Yeah, they’re blank and yet they suggest that they’re doing quite a lot. They’re blank and they’re flat and they’re fragile and they’re just pieces of paper but they’re not.

JAD ABUMRAD: Part of—for me, it’s like a part of just as a—it feels to me that part of what you’re saying is the history of race in America it’s just a fucking freak show. It’s just weird. (laughter) It’s like surreal, it’s bizarre.

KARA WALKER: It’s imposing ideas of some, you know, inferiority onto one sort of bodies and then making it stick through violence, through, you know, yeah, subjugation and cruelty and laws and legal systems and like putting all of this pressure to make a fiction become true.

JAD ABUMRAD: There’s a sort of closeup of the middle. How important is seduction to your work? Because, I mean, the interesting thing that I find with all your work, the latest piece and this, is there’s a kind of a beauty of the form that draws you in before you even actually register the content or the historical ideas that are at work. You are already in it before you understand what you’re in.

KARA WALKER: Yeah, I think that was one, really, that’s right on. You know, it is about, yeah, seduction—I guess seduction and entrapment are kind of the same. Seduction kind of creates this—I mean that’s kind of the art part of this, I guess, you know, I’m sitting in art school, kind of thinking how do you make people want to be in this space? Because there’s nothing about this story or the histories that I’m engaged with or the story, you know, of my misunderstandings of the situations that I found myself in that is particularly—what do I want to say?—easy, you know, and so it’s just sort of slide up an easy chair and say, “You know, I just want to talk to you a little bit about this thing,” and then, you know, it becomes increasingly uncomfortable and disturbing and disgusting and becomes a little bit of a violation maybe of what is a sense of propriety. Yeah.
JAD ABUMRAD: I have heard you use the phrase “giddy discomfort.” It’s a nice phrase.

KARA WALKER: Yeah, I mean, I think that that’s a feeling that I also have to get when I’m making the work. You know, I think the, well, I mean not to kind of—I just realized especially when I was in Atlanta and maybe in my final year there, I participated in a show. I was called up by a gallerist who was staging a show that—or was hosting a show that had been organized by some of my black colleagues from the Atlanta College of Art, and it was a show about the representation of black men in culture and it was called Black Male: Image/Reality. It was like one of those shows with a semicolon and a slash. (laughter) I don’t know, certainly a valuable, valid conversation but there were no women in the show and this woman gallerist, said, you know, I had just graduated and she was like, “Could you put something in the show? I talked to the organizers and we really think there needs to be a woman in the show to speak about this. And it was one of those things, where it was like, “Okay, I’ll give it a try! 
This was going to be my first foray really into thinking about race and my language around it. And my language at the time was to go back to the drugstore where I had seen on a previous occasion these cans of shoe polish that Muhammad Ali’s face on them and these cans of shoe polish said, “the Greatest Shine,” and it had Muhammad Ali’s face grinning, and there were like multiple, there was a whole display of them, and I remember seeing it and it made me sick and uncomfortable and angry and I didn’t know what any of those feelings really were, you know, I don’t know if that’s like, it definitely wasn’t giddy, but it was certainly uncomfortable. But the feeling of empowerment of going back and buying eight of those cans even as I thought, “I don’t know who I’m supporting in the purchase of these cans, but I have to get them in order to sort of make this work to point the finger at whoever’s making these cans.” 

JAD ABUMRAD: Interesting.
KARA WALKER: And I brought them back and the second wave of discomfort for me in this process was I didn’t have any display, I wanted to display them on a shoeshine stand. Well, oddly enough who shined shoes in the building where this gallery was, lent me his shoeshine stand. This is this black man who’s been shining shoes in this office building for years and years and he was happy to lend me this stand. And suddenly I had this piece that wasn’t talking about race in the way that I had expected myself to, for instance, it was something about this weird engagement with—

JAD ABUMRAD: The piece was what exactly, was it you—

KARA WALKER: Basically, it was very simple, it was very basic, I wouldn’t say simple, I wouldn’t say it was particularly good, but it was these cans of these appropriated, found cans of shoeshine, shoe polish, with Muhammad Ali’s face on them on a shoeshine stand borrowed from a black man in the building and all but one of the cans got stolen, so I only have one left. (laugter) But, you knw, the feeling of like richness that came from my discomfort in engaging with you know the sort of racist entrepreneur who produced this can and, you know, the maybe forgotten, hidden shoeshine man who is right next door to this gallery space. It felt like something. It felt uncomfortable but it felt like something. The second wave of that was you know ordering The Klansman from, you know, a publishing house when I was working at a bookstore, so I just started very slowly kind of accumulating like evidence of you know the sort of source material of this stuff that was impacting my being.

JAD ABUMRAD: It’s interesting, because one of the things that’s—I don’t want to say gotten you into trouble, but it’s created a lot of noise around your works is I mean, twenty-seven you said is when you got your MacArthur, so somewhere around there you find yourself in a really interesting, again that word “tension,” you know, where you’re being lauded as a genius. At the same time there’s an older generation of black artists who are fiercely attacking you for the very thing you just said, sort of taking these ideas, these stereotyped racist ideas and playing with them and presenting to the white culture of the art world exactly what they want to see and I’m curious to know how you, at that moment, were living in the tension? What was—sorry, I know, we’re in therapy again.

KARA WALKER: No, it was therapy, but that’s okay. This part I can speak about, I guess, it was just a lot, let’s say, because, you know, I was having like this tear of exhibitions, then the MacArthur happened sort of midyear, and then like I was pregnant at the same time, so it was like everything was a high priority, you know, and my first sort of wave of feelings, I mean, I just felt kind of hurt and sick in a way partially because I hadn’t seen it coming in that way. I thought, when I started making this work, I thought, well, probably, you know, people are going to say some things, but, you know, artists respond with artwork, so I’ll make this thing, and then some other artist is going to double back with some other kind of gesture. So I didn’t expect the protest letter. I was a little blindsided by that.

JAD ABUMRAD: And we should just clarify. Do you mean by that like that there was an active campaign to boycott your work?
KARA WALKER: Well, yeah, to boycott and to actually just sort of call me out, as very young, somebody who hadn’t paid her dues, who was kind of falling into the sort of into the sort of, into the  hands of the white establishment, you know, and selling black folks down the river. And so all of that was really hurtful. And there was some other language that came after the initial letter that was much more kind of biting and personal in its,  you know, in it language, and I thought that that—I didn’t have a lot of use for, you know, just comments about you know who I was married to, what my hair looked like. That was just like not—that dumbed it down that I didn’t want. I didn’t want anybody else to look bad for saying those things either. But, you know, I had a baby and I sat down and made a bunch of drawings, and that was my like one way of responding, because it was so much—so many voices coming from so many different directions, praise and dismissal, that I thought, well, this is what I do. I have something like language, something like an ability, and I’ll try to respond in that way if possible.

JAD ABUMRAD: I mean, I find actually your response deeply moving, in a way, because I mean, this is part of that, it’s this sort of crazy outpouring of text and diary and drawings and it seems to—this is my take—it seems to somehow fiercely declare that you’re going to stand where you stand, you’re standing in that middle, in that uncomfortable middle, cause it strikes me there is a way in which people talk about your work and there have been—just perusing the Internet—there have been so many dissertations written about your work, and it’s this kind of language that seeks to sort of impose a kind of binary on what you’re doing. But then there’s the other way that we all deal with race, which is we’re sort of in the roil, you know, and the ideas are somehow always on the way to becoming something else and there’s a flux that happens in the middle and somehow your work is having that conversation.

KARA WALKER: Yeah, there’s a flux for sure. There’s just—your saying that reminded me, I had just this image from high school of this friendship. There was a couple of guys in my literature, world lit class, and they were both on the football team, and one was, you know, a big white guy, you know, sort of self-declared redneck, buzz cut, and there was this sort of big linebacker black guy, and they sat next to one another and were always cutting up in class and stuff and I was like, “That’s cool, they get along,” but, you know, there was also—there was this tension, you know, there, there was a tension that they were both more aware of than I was and I became more aware of when one of the guys decided to read Mein Kampf as his literature research project, and it just like, it just set things topsy-turvy. You know, like what is friendship, you know, is it ownership, is it claiming, is it, you know, and in those intimate spaces I think of friendships and relationships that’s I think in some of this work where some of the muckiness comes in, it’s not just tension, it just gets kind of—it gets kind of grotesque and problematic and then the attempts that one makes psychologically to right the wrongs or to the undo the, you know, the flights, opens up more wounds. 

JAD ABUMRAD: Yeah.

KARA WALKER: I mean that’s maybe why I make the work sort of cartoonish, and, you know, because there is a certain point and this is maybe, you know, getting back to this piece a bit, at Domino, that there’s a certain point where it’s just such a dismal rabbit hole, you know, and you don’t know like what what what what what, you know, but I have to make a piece and it becomes absurd, you reach a point of absurdity and the thing that feels healthiest in a way is to just kind of like, pfft, you know, humans.

JAD ABUMRAD: Amusement.

KARA WALKER: I mean, a little bit.

JAD ABUMRAD: Yeah, all right, so let me ask you and then I’d love to throw it to you guys, because I have a feeling people have a lot of questions. Let me ask you the question which I know I know you’ve been asked an infinity of times, but somehow it seems important to ask at this moment with this Domino Sugar exhibit going, being universally praised. It seems to me now that it is some, a real point of inflection for you. As you sort of look forward into the future, do you see yourself always making work where race is the subject matter?

KARA WALKER: Um, well, you know, one can say, is race the subject matter, or is it gender, or is it history or is it power? You know, I think race becomes a part of the work because it is part of the experience I wound up having in my own body. But, you know, I can look around, especially with the image that’s up and some of the work in that show, it moved around, you know, sure, there’s a modern black identity that’s sort of posed as a question, but it’s maybe more of a question of one’s own, I don’t know—it’s a funny question, because it’s one that I feel like evading. It gets asked a lot, and I always wonder, like, why, why shouldn’t it be?

JAD ABUMRAD: Right. Well, I guess what I wonder is I think back to nineteen-year-old you drawing swans and is that a laughable adolescent sort of trifleness, or is that something to yearn for? “I’d love to draw a swan. Wouldn’t it be nice if I could just draw a swan?”

KARA WALKER: I did a whole thing with swans actually.

JAD ABUMRAD: Really?

KARA WALKER: But they all had black heads on them. (laughter) I already ran this joke with myself. I reconciled that whole swan/body issue.

JAD ABUMRAD: Well, swan/body issue seems like a good place to open the floor. I want to thank you. This has been a lovely—

KARA WALKER: Well, thank you, fantastic.

(applause)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And please come up here to the mic and ask a good question.

KARA WALKER: The long walk.
JAD ABUMRAD: We have one brave, intrepid soul.

Q: Yes, thank you so much. It’s been such a pleasure to hear you two in conversation. My question is kind of two-part. Back to the sculpture, which I’m really looking forward to seeing but haven’t seen yet. Did you play around at all with the idea that you’re creating this sculpture in sugar, which makes her white, and, you know, you could alter if you wanted to?
KARA WALKER: Yeah.

Q: That’s the first and then the second do you know currently what Domino is doing to make sure that their, you know, practice of cultivating sugar is fair trade or—

KARA WALKER: Well, let’s see, the first part, yes. The whiteness of the sugar, the whiteness of the whale, this is like part of the piece, that this whole—that this whole plant is sort of a black space. The entire interior is coated with these layers of molasses and brown sugar and the raw sugar, and it literally drips from the ceiling when it gets hot and it sort of pours down the columns, and so there’s this way that just even aesthetically it sort of made sense for me to, you know—I was thinking about making the work in molasses, making it in brown sugar, there are all sorts of possibilities, but the whiteness of the sugar, and the idea that sugar is refined. That whole plant is designed to take the brownness out of the crystals and to create this salt-like powder and that is what is desirable and everything else is sort of waste material or for the cows or for the poor or whatever, and that was built into the piece and those kind of contradictions and the sort of flickering paradoxes. And as far as their practices. I don’t know. I mean, I have just seen some UN reports that it’s not all that hot, that there’s some child labor issues and now there’s, you know, health issues, I don’t know if it’s Domino specifically but the sugar industry worldwide. And so there are fair-trade sugars out there, but—
Q: Thank you so much.

KARA WALKER: Thank you. Any other takers? You’ll have to line up. It’s a long walk down that aisle, we’re all looking at you.

Q: Hi.

KARA WALKER: Hi.

Q: Thank you so much for being here. So I don’t even know if I have a specific question, but I would just love to hear you talk about the backside of The Subtlety. 
KARA WALKER: Okay.
Q: Because when I see it and I haven’t seen it in person yet but looking at it it makes me you know, kind of uncomfortable in a good way I think, but I mean there was obviously so much thought and time, and, you know, that was a decision and I would just love to hear more about.

KARA WALKER: Well, so the first part of the decision was you know, lion body, woman body, you know, and whether it made sense for, you know, whether the sort of reading, the various readings of the ass could just be apparent for—there’s the Venus Hottentot, and there’s Straight Stuntin magazine and there’s like something about this kind of ownership of the voluptuousness of an ass that was part of the equation. Can I do that, can I put that there and let it be? You know, for all of its, you know, it’s contentious, right? There are moments of empowerment, where you’re just like, “I love my body and this is how it is, it’s big and it’s round,” and there’s also something about the positioning of it that’s submissive and turned over and it’s also kind of mooning, you know, everybody, and there’s her ten-foot vagina, which is not something that happens in art often enough, I don’t think. (laughter/applause) So it’s all of these, you know, problems of display and ownership and self-possession and, you know, and again this gesture is kind of the proverbial fuck-you too I’m just going to do that because this is what I have, this is what I’ve got to work with. And there are enough phallic symbols in the world, why not have this?

(applause)
Q: Okay, and I had one more question about the boys. Do you have any, you know, feeling, actually I guess the whole piece of work technically, I don’t know if that can really live beyond a year or six months, I’m not sure of the time constraint.

KARA WALKER: Eight weeks is what our time constraint is.

Q: Eight weeks! 

KARA WALKER: Yeah.

Q: Oh, that’s why it’s closing. 
KARA WALKER: Yeah.

Q: So do you have any feelings about that, or when you were creating the piece were you trying to look for ways to create something that was more sustainable or moveable or—

KARA WALKER: Well, I think it was always meant to be—I mean, when I thought monumental sculpture, there’s something. There’s a quality of, oh, that’s not really done. It’s sort of, I mean, I don’t know, there’s a few monumental sculptures that happen, but there’s something that felt right, that it was more like a sacrifice, like you were saying, kind of ritual sacrifice that this has to happen. But I don’t know, I’m conflicted, because of course I get very sad, as soon as we started putting her into place and she started taking on this kind of form that was both a personality and a fullness, I know, it was like any kind of birth scenario where you make this work and then so I’m definitely kind of conflicted about it, the part of me that’s feeling very linked to something spiritual and mythological knows that it has to go and go away and be a memory and a legend in a space that was once occupied.

Q: Okay. Thank you.

KARA WALKER: Thanks.

Q: Hi.

KARA WALKER: Hi.

Q: I was wondering about public art and private art and your views about why you make art and for whom you make art and for this particular project I guess in comparison to other work that you’ve made for museums. If you could talk a little bit more about the role of the public.

KARA WALKER: Well, the role of the public in this was the part that kind of saved me from just making the kind of solipsistic, you know, tunnel-dwelling piece. I—but who I make the work for is one of those things that kind of goes back to my grad school moment, where I was, you know, you know, kind of setting these rules, I kind of set these terms for myself, which is why, you know, it’s just been kind of been, you know, moving around a certain landscape and historical landscape for a while and one of the terms was that I wanted to make the work for somebody who looked like me, you know, or somebody who kind of resembled me maybe in thinking and being and moving through the world, so that was key. And then with a kind of awareness that there’s multiple types of eyes and views and those were problematizing—that would always problematize, you know, any work that would be for me, that it would always kind of make a tension. So I think to do a public work and if I ever do a public work again, I don’t know. But for me the scale of it became key because I couldn’t make something that would be—I had to make something that would be so overwhelming, so kind of like gargantuan that you could only sort of like, like stand in awe of it, I mean, people do other things, too, but that first moment, you know, when you’re kind of like caught, that has to be something that everybody experiences kind of at once. I don’t know if I answered your question.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We’ll take three last quick good questions.

JAD ABUMRAD: No pressure.

Q: This is a bit like the other question, but I was wondering because your other art is physically handcrafted by yourself and I assume mostly when you’re alone and this one was engineering, you had a lot of people coming together, it’s a little more abstract in the making. Does that have a different feeling to you?

KARA WALKER: A little bit, but I actually it was a big learning experience and so that’s actually it was important for me that I can feel like I’m kind of learning something, because there were a couple of scary moments, scary weeks when I had this idea that I wanted to make this gargantuan piece and had absolutely no idea how to do it and didn’t know who was going to be, you know, part of the team to help me, and I thought, oh! The feeling that I had to do it all myself was like you know ego exploding, just like the kind of thing that destroys a whole person when you just think, “I can’t do it!” But the team was really amazing, really great to work with and everybody had a really good rapport with one another and the moment when I you know was onsite and really kind of getting my hands on things and being involved and directing and being a director, I mean, that’s new for me but it was useful.

Q: Thank you.

Q: I had two questions but I’ll make it one to make it quick. I’m wondering about just sort of how you think about yourself and your expansion as an artist, so when you finish a work, especially a work as, you know, as big and bold as this. Do you put any thought to sort of what’s next, like how do you, like where do your ideas come from, where do you go from here? How does that work for you?

KARA WALKER: Well, that’s—everybody asks me what’s next, you know, even onsite, I’m like, “this is what’s now.” So. A lot of the time especially with gallery demands and museum shows, you know,I have things lined up for—potentially for the next five years if I wanted to, which is frustrating and exciting all at the same time. It can be a little bit depleting, so I’m trying to learn now how to, you know, step back, replenish, move slow, until, you know, things generate. Because things do. You know, I know there’s stuff in there but it’s sometimes harder to tap into when everybody wants a little piece all the time.

Q: Thank you.

KARA WALKER: Thanks.

Q: In regards to The Subtlety, the scent of sugar, that was the thing I kept going back to was how uncomfortable and I don’t know how much that was considered in the piece. I didn’t know how long I could stay in the space because of the scent.

KARA WALKER: It’s pretty sickening, isn’t it?

Q: Yeah.

KARA WALKER: That’s actually just the room, that’s the entire sugar shed where the sugar was stored that has the molasses dripping, and there’s—behind some of the walls if you happen to go off to the site you’ll see just cakes of brown sugar that’s just been there for a hundred and fifty years or a hundred years at least, and that’s what you’re really smelling, more than The Subtlety herself, you know, it’s a little less powerful, but the molasses, it’s kind of minerally, grassy, and it is somewhat nauseating and at the same time it makes me want to cook with it more.
(laughter)
Q: Did you think about the viewer when you were, like, how overwhelming that could be for—

KARA WALKER: I didn’t know if it would be super—it’s definitely a big part of the piece and, you know, walking into that space and conceptualizing the piece, I really thought, oh, the space is doing so much of the work, it’s doing I daresay most of the work because of the scent and the coldness of the air and the sort of pressure and the volume of the space in that room. So, it’s an intense space to begin with. Thank you.

(applause)
PAGE  
1
LIVEWalkerAbumrad_5.20Transcript


