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observes, the absence of Black women and queer individuals from the March

complicates the notions of beauty and universal love put forward in Baldwin’s
original text: “The question is, can that healing [of Black men] happen with all the
absences that were also structured into the event?”*°

Contrasted with Kruger’s bold, direct address to the viewer, there is no readily
available identification or straightforward audience referenced in Ligon’s linguistic
framework. Unlike Kruger, his citation creates the grammatical and affective
difference of proposing a question rather than a declaration. While the work is
specific in its reference to literature and history, Ligon simultaneously creates overt
restrictions on the sources’ legibility. The physical and conceptual obfuscation
of language has become the artist’s way of commenting on socio-racial issues
while resisting reductive readings as purely “identity art.”* Ligon’s screenprint
encourages different contradictory readings, such as the inclusion of coal that
might recall the noxious byproduct of environmental extraction or the coded

language of color. In addition, art historian Ellen Tani argues that Ligon’s use of
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Utilizing this new writing invention, Xu Bing’s Quotation is, in essence, a

work concerned with the labored processes of citation—the transfer and passage
of different information, histories, ideologies. Read from left to right, the Square
Words spell out a line from Mao Zedong’s letter to students at China’s Central
Conservatory of Music in 1964: “Chairman Mao said, ‘Make the past serve the
present, make foreign things serve our nation (Xu Bing).” Indeed, the quote mirrors
Xu Bing’s strategy behind the series, transforming a historic writing tradition for
the purposes of contemporary art, and translating “foreign” things into a different
national and global context.?s Xu’s allusion to Mao appropriates the “call to the
masses” rhetoric under Cultural Revolution ideology, and simultaneously de-
constructs and re-constructs an allegory of writing as both ubiquitous and opaque.*®
By evoking language as a mode of address, this quotation issues a direct, imperative
voice that prompts viewers to react. However, this hybrid text also has a direct
visual impact that troubles the original quotation’s optimistic East-meets-West
sentiment. One cannot help but think of the exoticizing, ethnic typefaces such as
“wonton font” commonly featured on take-out boxes, or even the Western avant-
garde’s fascination with ‘Zen’ and Eastern aesthetic philosophy since the 1950s.*
Yet who does this appropriated language serve? Is Xu Bing co-opting English
for the benefit of the Chinese-speaking public, or perhaps the other way around?
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Mokgosi employs the polyptych-like format to underscore the functionality of

text. The association between an artwork and its description is disrupted to
emphasize the objecthood of descriptive language, something manually created,
intentionally produced, and belonging to a particular space and time. As a form

of representation, the panels seemingly share an official, institutional “look”

in their overall style, length, typefaces, and graphic design. The viewer, reading
through the labels’ content, is either quickly taken aback by the presence of
outdated, offensive terminologies, or prompted to reconsider words that might have
initially appeared familiar and acceptable. The system’s insidious reach is made
further apparent as Mokgosi calls attention to seemingly innocuous words that
nonetheless betray cultural biases. According to Mokgosi, words such as “reliquary”
are rooted in tendencies to see cultures as specimens, the insertion of a question
mark after dates betrays an “ethnographic fallacy,” and references to “our artists”
automatically assume a Western-centric collective. By contrast, Mokgosi’s own
inserted text ranges from sharply analytical to vehemently personal, not shying
away from foul language or satire and being explicitly emphatic in the artist’s
subjective voice.

In selecting museum labels for works by Matisse, Stieglitz, historical objects
by “unidentified” African artist, and exhibitions of African art, Mokgosi is not
writing back at any one individual artist, but rather the overarching dominance of
art circulation systems. The artist questions the didactics used by art institutions
to neutralize cultures for perpetuating racial hegemony and colonial narratives.

By targeting museum labels as a particular mode of superimposing and dispersing
meaning, Mokgosi also challenges the limits of representing through text, “always
[having] human history in the form of the linguistic wall label, thoroughly taking
over the art object.”® Rather than offering any solutions, however, Mokgosi insists
on his individual voice to remind viewers that language has long been at the heart
of power dynamics and ideological construction. In reading Mokgosi’s work, one
pauses to wonder if artworks can ever fully upset the colonial power with which
museums, galleries, and the art market are so inextricably tied.3* That the artist,
born in Botswana and an alumnus of some of the most elite institutions in the U.S.,
makes commentary using highly academic concepts and theories adds another layer
to his critique of larger-than-life institutional language.?* Ultimately, Mokgosi’s
work helps launch an important discussion about how institutional histories and
power are always at play.

In contrast to Mokgosi’s analytical commentary, Jeffrey Gibson engages with
systems of representations through cementing an idiosyncratic vocabulary that
reimagines historic and contemporary traditions. In The Anthropophagic Effect,
Garment no.3 (2019) (Figure 5), the artist proposes a productive vision of self-
determination as a way of breaking out of existing categories. The work’s silhouette
most visibly calls to mind the Ghost Dance shirts worn by members of the Plains
tribes during the late 188o0s. The artistry and craftsmanship of these garments
contributed to their spiritual power, believed to protect the wearer against colonizers’
bullets. However, this historic form is reinterpreted with a distinctly contemporary
twist: the bold, graphic deployment of text, the dazzling neon-iridescent colors, the
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IS IS A POETIC STATEMENT.
NTIFY THE ELEMENTS
THAT CONSTRUCT
THE POEM.




