Tate, Greg. “Bring the Word.” Village Voice, September 17, 1996.
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BRING THE WORD
Notso long ago, KRS-One science on hiphop's fu-
ture. In the next phase of the culture’s development, reck-
oned The Edutainer, dance and the visual arts would loom
larger than music. KRS probably didn’t have Savion Glover
or painter Glenn Ligon in mind =

when he let that propheey fly,
bur Glover's Bring in Da Noise
performance kicks more inno-
vative bass than any MC flow
we've heard this year. Ligon is
nobody’s idea of a graffin
writer, but I'd advance the ar-
gument that he visually tackles
race, sex, history, and lan,

in ways resonant with ol
hiphop irreverence and inter-
textuality. Ifyou believe hiphop
is a8 much a realm of ideas and
a itory for metaphor as an
mmm)r rlwthm and artitude,
artists like Ligon, Gary Sim-
mons, Loma Simpson, and
Kara Walker are digging way
decper right now than any rap- -
per. For evidence of this, check
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out Ligon's exhibition of drawings opening September 21
Muscum

at the Bro

Like Ligon, 35, grew up in the South Bronx, but

his journey

The Croatian dance troupe Mprnlatstroj:
savage relations uﬂ? roug S
Zh

from the Boogie Down o the world beyond be-

gan at the Walden School, continued ar Wesleyan Universi
1y, and really picked up steam ar the 1991 and 1993 Whit
ney biennials. These days, he can be found in a roomy
Williamsburg studio, where he graciously allows me to con
remplare the meaning of his existence, There, we're sur
rounded by several works in progress, two silk-screenied self
portraits and three nearly completed paintings on the fi
that repeat jokes from the Richard Prvor canon: one abou
niggers and white women, another about niggers and
tians, a third on niggers and black nationalises. “T loye
way Richard Pryor was able to speak about anything I:Iumxr:ﬂ’
his own life;” he says, “even bringing his own sexual dys-
function into his routines.” On these last pieces, Ligon is still
working out technical problems in the way of color schemes
and line breaks:

Ligon's focus is on a drawing for the Brooklyn show
whose copiously stenciled text, taken from a James Baldwir
essay, has been rendered damn near unreadable by his trade-
mark smoky veil of smudge marks. The work Ligon is best
known for involves variations on this technique. For the
Whitmey's “Black Male® show, he re-created the legendary
wooden box abolirienist Henry “Box™ Brown used to ship
himself out of slavery with. Other surfaces he’s used to con+
template black male identiry have included a punching bag
and the photographs of Robert Mapplethorpe. Maost re-
cently, for an extensive exhibition at the San Francisco Mus
seum of Modemn Art, Ligon debuted a series of 12-foot-long
silk screens adapted from photos of the Million Man March s
Ligon altered them by removing all the slogans from the
banners and signs. For Ligon, as for many of us, the event
evoked an ambivalent mix of pride, confusion, impotence;
and hope. “Peaple went there for very different reasons thary
Farrakhan's organization had imagined, and I think in soma
ways Farrakhan inadvertentdy provided the space for black
men to start dialogning and healing in some weird way. The
question is, can that healing happen with all the absences that
were also structured into the event?™

For Ligon, engaging the march and its abscnces was al-
5o about engaging the invisibility of black gay men within a
politicized black communal context. A more direct response
was developed for Mascudine Masquernsie, a 1994 MTT book
that featured a Ligon scrapbook interspersing hic im-+
ages from black gay porn with his own Family sna : f"n_d
pictures found in flca markets and :_:nl(t) Slwp? v[ hmu-iu‘l:;:t;
came out of the Mapplethorpe work. One OF mj
was that, in Mappkﬂﬂpn'[w‘ therc’s no sense of place for those
men. Pm also intersted in black pornography, so the solu:
tion was to show the most highly sexualized representan
of black gay men in that space. In general, [ think the ang
thing that can’t be represented in a black family album is ga
desire. Yoti can sometimes represent being gay But notsey
uality. My family knows P'm gay, but they don't want to hear
about what T do. That work also allowed me to inject humog
into discussions of race and sexuality, which is one of the
things that drew me to Pryor bur which I hadn't gotten 19
n my own practice”

Ligon wryly recalls that a common response to the
family album was * “Does your mother know abour thig
wark?” As if I was literally putting her together with thig
porn star. The lireralness people bring to those pictures is
really funny to me, given the way that most people treat their
family photos is to stuff them intoabox™  — GrEG TATE
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Goran Sergej Pristas, the troupe’s dramarurg, calls it “beauty with-

“H fora peculiar brand of deconstriction, as dancers phys-
hearses a classical ballet, another throws her to the ground until she
gwuup.mdmmsmlbm CONTINUED ON PAGE 32
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