
UPON MY MANY MASTERS-AN OU1LINE 



KARA WAL.KER IS A YOUNG, Bl.ACK AMERICAN WOMAN \\ho lu ... emerged in the 

p.1H two ye.us .1s .111 armt with a powerful and singul.u vision Jnd .1 \traJ..:ing com 

nlJnd of her craft. Her work range� from 5111all, intim,lte, dcl1catdy t•xccurcd 

dr.1wings co cxp.11rnvc mstallauons of sharply cut black-paper silhouette\. Three bod 

ie' of Walker\ worJ..: .ire pre'>enced in thi, exhibition: fi\'e \Ct� of \111,111 dr.m Ill!-."'· e.1ch 

rnk·d '-f.!!rl'H ."Mc.� • •  111 of which are brought together for the first time; .1 suite of 

eight IJrge '>c.1lc drawin� on paper completed in the la\t year; ,md two cutout bl.it·k 

paper �ilhouctte 111�t.11lat1ons that have been joined in a m1gle large g.1llcry. The 

imcntion of thi., exhibition ha\ been to make cle.ir the clo\e rcl.1t1omh1p bt·rwet·n 

thl·sc hod1cs of work and to open a more complete under'>t.mdmg and appreoat1on 

of both the arti'>t \ proce'>'> and ...ubject5. 

In the 1nrcrv1ew char follmn, \Valke r discusses the development of her wot k, the 

wurce\ and meaning., of her imagc5, and the psychological and cultural muc' r.mt·d 

by thl'lll. lhe characters and stories that are portrayed are both allu1 ing ,rnd highly 

disturbing, bc<ILltifLil but often repugnant as well. She docs not shy aw.1y from depict

ing taboo subjects: sexual, scatological, or violent. History and p5ychology meld, so 

that soc.:ial rcl.1tions <llld internal identity, desires and nightmares, cannot be sep.1r.1ted. 

Shl· rrndl'rs figures and tells tales that have been imagined but suppressed, known buc 

strick..:11 from oflicial hi\tories. These arc images th.lt lurk in the subcomct<)ll\, .ind 111 

hl·r art l'Xpose conrr:1d1ct1ons and tensions of race in Americ.1 th.it have grO>\ n up 

over centuries of lie\ and in\ecurities, exploitation and vulnerahilmes. Preconou' and 

suhwrsivc. Walker's work provokes the catharsis achieved b) public .1rknowlcdge

ment of tl1e\e \Uppressed histories and their effect on the psyche. 

lo .1 grl'lt degree the formal and technical soph1st1Cat1on of Walker\ work larnes 

the weight of the '>torie'> that unfold, creating image\ that arc 'IY and 'uhtlc with 

nu.meed expression� of character and psychology but also forceful. robust . • llld tough. 

formally her c.:on1111and of line and shading recall the Western trad1non of old ma\tcr 

dr.1w111g, p.irttcularly rhe development of the cartoon as a prep.1r.itor) stud). a charac

teri\tic of ltahan Rcnai'i\ancc frescoes for instance. Her drawmgs .md her work 111 

gcncr:il t'qu.11ly recall the bawdy narrative of comic books, allow mg thl· ob\avation 

that tlic\e two strc,um of cartoons share a conunon root. In the cutout p.1pcr silhou

ettes, thl' armt 's l111e 1s simplified to contour but retains an astonishing .1gility and 

detail; form' arc woven together in complex counterpoints of ncg.1tivc .md pmitivc 
span'. In sum Walker is an artist of remarkable originality who, (ming naft witb con

tent, expands ae\thctic and cultural perception. 

We are t'spec1.1lly pleased to present Kara Walker's first solo exhibition on tht· WL·st 

Coa\t. Shl· is a native of Stockton, California, where she was horn 111 1969 .md ltvcd 

1111til thl· age of t lmteen, having often been brought to SFMOMA ,1s .1 d1ild by her 

f.imil>- She attended high \Choo! in Atlanta and received a bachelor\ degrt•e from tht· 

Atl.mta ( ' o llcge of Art .md then attended the Rhode Island �thool of Ol·�ign. gradu

ating '' ith .1 111a,ter of fine art\ degree. She li,·es and work' in Prm 1dcnce. 

We would ltke to clunk Urem Sikkema of Wooster Gardem m Nt'\\ York for help 

in set urmg the ar tworh and amsung w ith the derails of the org.11111.1t1on of this 

exh1h1t1on Wt• g ratefully .1pprec1ate the several lenders \\ho h.ivt• gl·m•rou,ly pJrtcd 

with work\ from their collccuons to be sho\\·n here. We extend our w.1rme\t th.mks 

to Kar.1 Walker, whose strength and grace of character are equal to the imt·mity and 

achicwment of her .ire. 

GAHY GARREr S 

I : lisc S. I "111s (:Iii�{ C11mtor r111d C11r<1tor ef Pai/I/ii\{/ 1111d Swlpt11rc 
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A N  INTERVIEW WITH 

ALEXANDER ALBERRO: Ho\\ did you first come upon your deci,ion to make 

and exhibit the cutout \tlhouecces? Did you initially put them onco canvas? 

KARA WALKER: Yes. In Aclanta l was still sort of timidly paintmg things. Then I 

began n1aking little oval framed pornographic collages. T would cover lip the juicy 

parts with silhouette� or paperback romance novel heroines. These <Hen 't my 

favorite artworks but they were almost heading in the direction that I wanted to 

go. When I ldt Atlanta, I slowly abandoned oil paint altogether, we;ming myself of 

its obvious seduction and looking for a format that seemed weak .... l suppose I 

consider th<: silhouette weak. I wanted to find a format that I could seduce. That 

seems to me to be in keeping with my mindset. Especially at th<lt time, since I was 

concentrating a lot on the body of black woman as exotic seductress purveyor of 

failed seductiom p.irticularly-desire, miscegenation, and all the complexitic' and 

historicity of all these thmgs. Eventually, I started cutting silh0t1ettes out of wood 

with a Jigsaw. I first did this with a piece I called Gc11calo,�y. I added eye\, lips, tit\ 

that lookt•d like eyes-and blindfolds to some, and placed them on "' wall 111 a 

manner that alluded to a family tree. 

AA: Wh.u did your p.1111tings look like? 

Untitled, from tile series, Negress Notes, 1995 

KW: Well, the pa111t111gs were really big. I was trying co make up mythology, and 

dccomtruct it at the \.!me time. I was using classical iconographic thmb"i hke swans 

alluding co Leda and the Swan, and hermaphrodites. And I >vas makrng hybnd arn

mals as \veil. 13ut I don't think any of that carried over into my collage work. It \\..IS 

strictly oil pa iming. large oil painting, with thick and juicy brushwork. 

AA: So thcr<: was quite a transformation in your work after you left Atl:111ta. 

KW: Oh, ye;ih, it was a conscious change. I was determined to be better; to make 

work that would actually �timulate 

others, and not just myself. I figured 

that if I succeeded in one radical 
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transformation, then I could do any

thing. In a way, a lot of this has to do 

with my leaving the South. In 

Atlanta, J was very comc1omly trymg 

to stay away from race 1s�ues. There It 

was hard to rcall) sec the'c i\\Ue\ 

since the culmre is so extremely 

black and whicc. I mean. there arc 

black artists doing work that deal' 

with race issues in Atlanta, but I 

thought it all looJ..cJ the same. I did 

n 't want to be a part of that. 

AA: Why the silhouettes, then? 

KW: Somewhere ,ilong the w.1y I, 



like many other people, became interested in kitschy items such a\ S.1m Keane\ 
big-eyed children that you find on prints everywhere. So the silhouette 1m,1ge� 
were poppmg up here and there but I \vasn 't really thinking of tht•m a\ anything 
other dun kibd1. 1 h.1dn't really investigated them as hanng a fairly rich hi\tory. 
I w,1, think mg .1bout blackness, and minstrelsy, and the kind of posmom that I 

was putt111g myself 111 at home in Atlanta. I mean, I w;l\ tesnng the ground to \CC 
what kind of a per\on 1 \\JS percci\'ed as. or what kind of a person I \\,l'; th111kmg 
of mysdf as. I me.111, I \,l\\ myself as someone who \\JS locked in lmtones, as ,1 

nebulom, sh,1dowy char.1cter from a romance no\'el, but not a novd ch.it anyone 
c\'cr remembered. 

AA: What did you see in the kitsch object chat intrigued you enough co cake it 
up in your work? What wa� it that attracted you to the Sam Keane objects and 
lllOti fs? 
KW: I think I liked the fact that they were just awful. I mean, I thought that if 
it's ineffective to make paintings of things that one loves aml fl1Kb 1ttca11ingful, 
then what happens when one makes pictures of things that one would ncvn 
want to \CC a picture of? So I tried that for a little while. The big eyed girl went 
over pretty wdl but it wasn't a lasting project. 

llut the �ilhouette children kept popping up. Initially just little skecche\ and 
tiny paintinb" here .111d there, but developing into something much more preva
lent. In face, they cook on greater importance when I began thinking about 
m1mcrclsy and puttmg on the Other person and mcerraetal desire-when I 

am:mptcd co \Ct' from the other person's point of ,·ie": from the pomt of view of 
the "l11Ce male master from American histo_ry. The s1lhouectc \,1y' a lot with ,·cry 
little informauon, but thafs also what the stereotype does. �o I Sa\\ the s1lhouette 
;111d the \tercotypc ,1\ linked. Of course, while the stereotype, or the emblem, c.111 
co111mu111cate \\ 1tl1 a lot of people, and a lot of people can undt·r,tand 1t, the 
other side of thi, i' that it also reduces difference, reduces diversity co that \tereo 
type. I was k111d of working through this in the tableam and things that I've been 
doing, where the intention was co render everybody black and go from there. Go 
fro111 this b,1ckhandcd philo�ophy chat blackness is akin to everything. 

AA: lluL how do you get to narrative from the silhouette emblem? 
KW: Well, from the moment that I started working on these rhinbrs I imagined 
that some day they would be put together in a kind of cyclorama. I mcan,ju�t 
like the Cytlorama in Atlanta that goes around and around in an endless cycle of 
history locked up in a room, I thought that it would be possible to arrange the 
silhouettes 111 such a way that they would make a kind of hmory p.11tlling 
encompa\\ing the whole room. This is once again informed in part by my think 
111g about acce\\lbiltt}. After all, the Cyclorama is aho a broadl1 accc"iblc 
f.urground kind of .utwork like the silhouettes. 

AA: And yet wherea' the Cyclor.1ma is exhibited in a fairground em ironmcnt, 
your work 1s not, or perhaps I should say, has nor yet been. What kind of c-xh1b1-
cion ,p.1cc\ do you ;1nticip,1tc for your work? 
KW: ro be perfectly honest, I think museum and gallery 'pace' arc carniv;1l-likc, 
particularly 111 NC\\ York. or any large city which is so full or spectators. Uut for 
the mcm p.1rt, I like chat varnish of authority that an art imtitutio11 excretes, and 
the fact chat folk� walk in anticipating to look at life in a new way. The hard part, 
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of course, i\ getting them there. 

AA: Your work 1� sae �pecific then, designed specifically for the spaces in wh1Ch 
they're exhibited. 
KW: Yeah, I've made all of the wall drawings that ha,·e been done chm far on \ltc. 
Which I\ hke rnttmg the shadows of the room out of paper. When I go co cut out 
the s1lhouem:,, I h<\\'C m} sketches on hand so that I kno\\ more or le\\ "hat goc' 
where, and what ch.uacters are supposed to do what. But it's not like I pl.m tt .111 
out in Ill} \tudio and then just redo it in the exhibition site. And I do 1t all myself, 
wichom <ml\tancs. There I\ a certain element of improvisation and working out of 
che parttculars as the piece is being cue chat I don't chink I could ever delegate to 
others to carr1 out. 

AA: So your work definitely has a hands-on aspect to it throughoL1t its production. 
KW: Yeah, it's cr.1fty, which I think is important. In fact the craftiness of the work 
kind of lends itself to the subject matter in a way that I find rather interesting. First 
of all, I draw like a 111adwoma11. I doubt an assistant could find a line to follow. I'm 
also very \emitivc to pent-up racist accusations of laziness. I'm subtly ammcd by 
those existing narr,1tives by former slaves which begin with testimonials as co the 
literary integricy of the author "written by Herself," and the like-and l often 
wonder if chat same sentiment informs some of the folks who say they like what I 
do. 

Besides, I'm actually prctt) quick at cutting the shadows out. A lyp1cal mstalla
non \\ 111 take maybe three days co cut out. Of course, it takes me a lot of ll!ne to 
figure out the operation of the room and how the whole narrati\'e ''ill be pl.1yed 
out on the \\alh. 

AA: Your \vork obviously employs humor to good effecc. Do you use humor .1s a 
strategy of mme sore? 
KW: Actually, the humor surprises me quite a bit. When I scarred the work, I think 
T wa\ afraid to 111,1kc con1111cnts on race. What scared me was that I didn't know 
what these comments were going to be like. They were floating around in an 
unknown place in my mind. I just decided that the easiest way to figure OL1t what 
was going on in my head was by free associating blackness ... with 111y own �df
impression, with situations I was in, with everything actually. 

AA: So to what extelll is your work developed consciously, and to what extent is it 
developed unconsciously? 
KW: A lot of it come'> directly from chat kind of" play," if you will, that 1s the result 
of free asson.1non. 

So you can see why a Jot of the scuff that I do surprises e\'en me. I mean, 1f this 
miff is even in Ill} head, it must be in other people's. 

In her book l'lay111,(! 111 the Dark, Toni Morrison looks at what she call\ the 
Africamsms, the blackness that occurs in literature, and examines "hat 1t does to 
the stor}hnc, \\hat tht· author\ were or weren't intending by it. So I took that 
approach and developed it mtrospectivcly. so to speak, by allowing myself to go on 
a tangent and then stepping back and taking a look at what I had done. My 
assumption behind .11! of thi\, however, was that the whole uncomciou\ncss of 
America i\ perme,lted with these condescending images of Mammy and pick-



a11inny characters. And the pickaninny postcards and other bits of Amc1ica11a that 

one could find m Al'a markets anywhere are always the stuff of t01let humor. 

AA: Toilet humor? 

KW: Yeah. what free .mociation was before psycho.malysis. The kind of humor 

that black character� have been the "butt" of since Negroes were employed to fill a 

ps)'Cholog1c,1I g.1p. Every time I enter a flea market, I sec \omething like ,1 pick

anmn) with m head in a toilet. This association of blackness \\1th excrement 

conjure' up a very early memory ... wondering what the color of my white friend'' 

shit was. Whoe\'er made the original coy literally employed a t01let to h1\ or her 

humor, h,1 h,1. I find these bawdy/body associations extremely important, though. I 

relate through it a� well. .. this black body ... jiggling around and reprc\enting 

everything but itself. 

So I use humor, but a type of humor that makes it difficult for myself or a viewer 

to decide just how hard to laugh. That uneasiness is an important part of the work. 

In a way, to really understand my work, or what you referred to as the "strate 

gies" underlying my work, you have to know a bit about the American South, and 

the totally bipolar attitudes there.You know, in Atlanta there\ a \trong middle chm 

black comnn1n1ty that goes to art shows that feature work made mostly by black 

artists. But art in that community has a totally different function tha11 what hap

pem say in the Mu'>eum of Modern Arc or the Whitney Mmeum of American Art 

in Ne'" York. ror this community in Atlanta, the exhibition event 1s very much a 

social C\'Cllt one that usually has more of a political edge th,111 you find with a 

'\Sew York exh1b1t1on. There's an annual show in particular that take\ placl' every 

February or so 111 Atlanta. I forget what it's called, but lt features blatk amsb. And 

this is the \how chat I de'>pise the most. What I particularly dish kc abouc 1c 1' that 

the art 111 this show goes ouc of its way to preach to che converced. lluc that's what 

very comervauve arc audiences anticipate. They wouldn't \\ant to see anything that 

might rile them up, or reveal some emotions or memories that .ire deeply buried 

in their unconscious. It's very Victorian-like some pre-modern P.1ris salon. 

Knowing this background puts a different perspective on my work one that you 

would normally miss if you just look at it from the point of view of its exhibition 

in Providence or New York. I guess what l'm saying is that l considered it almost a 

joke in itsclr to begin 111aking work that employs characters from the history of 

slavery and ,1ntc-bellum myth and literature as subject matter. It's too perfect for 

artists, and way too expected of me. When I came up north, to freedom as it were, 

l was determined to expose all the injustices of being me. This strategy operated ,1 

little hke the Slave Narrative tradition, except that I was conscious that I played all 

the roles-Master, Mistress, and Abolitionist-and that the roles have been spoiled 

O\'er time through the inRuencc of Harlequin romances and pornogr.1phic genres. 

AA: There\ another a'pect of your work, though, that rather than being cotally 

Southern, seerm co be very much about American history. 

KW: As I see 1t, 1n the hundred year span between the end of the Cl\ ii War and 

the \trengthening of the Civil Rights movement, the War never ended. The South 

lost the War, but unable to accept this continues to replay it. But the rwenty· five or 

thirty years since the real end of the Civil War, which I think the Civil Rights 

movement brought about, has thrown Southerners into this whole other dialogue 

that they now have to reckon with.You know, there's the co11R1ct between a love of 

the pa�t-and of genteel whiteness as imagined to have existed in that pa\t ·and 

the fear of offending the sons and grand-daughters of former slaves. So the traces 

of the past arc everywhere in the South. Pohte, Southern hospit,1lity and sweetness 

coats everything. But if you just scratch beneath the surface .... Then .1g;1in, this 

happem everywhere.This 1s American hisrory. 

AA: Ye,1h. And the humor operauve in your work cuts through th.it surface quite 

well. llut the !>tlhouerte aspect of your work also ties it to the kitsch mass cultural 

icom, or l'mblc1m, that circulate widely in our society. Do you sec a connection 

between those traces of the past and the mass cultural, kitsch emblem? 

KW: " The traces of the past," this is my favorite aphorism .... In America, the sil

houette \\JS almost ah,,1ys practiced by relative amateurs. Of course, there were a 

few "masters" of the genre, but all of the great outdated texts speak of lesser lights: 

ladies, children, and even machines that could do the job no less adroitly. It's aho an 

art that speaks of a kind of purity of form, color, and, insidiously, of race and her 

itagc. So l would think that this would appeal to an early America seeking to define 

itself agaimt a Aashy and complicated Europe-a Europe, by the way, that went so 

far as to call shadow portraits "silhouettes," after the French finance minister whme 

policies were derided as cheap, and who also practiced the inexpensive littk art ... the 

word is actually an insult. 

As I see it, kitsch is artworks or objects that hearken back to the days of old with 

scnti111enral excess. Items chat suggest a moment or era of wholeness and inno

cence. like the gentl·cl Old South where I'm supposed to breed, or the mysterious 

Motherland where I'm supposed to be a queen. The kitsch object breaks down all 

forms of tramgrc'>Sion. 

AA: What about contemporary influences? Which artists worlung now or Ill the 

last couple of decades have had an impact on your work? 

KW: You'd probabl) have to go back a hcrle further than that. l he work chat I 

really dig is that done by anises such as George Grosz, Oreo Di>.., and others around 

that circle 111 Germany between the wars. Of course there\ the work of Robert 

Colescott which I also find very important, especially in terms of subject matter. 

The way he combines his wit with his militancy for the subject matter was an 

important model for me. My teenage idol, however, was Andy Warhol. 

AA: Andy Warhol? J Tow do you sec your work related to his? 

KW: Well, his strategy of taking the most obvious things in the culture and blow

ing them up and placing them in a gallery is something that l think my work docs 

as well. But perhaps it was more Warhol's persona than his work that interested me 

early on. I mean, I was fascinated by the way he operated in the artworld, and by 

the fact that people for the longest time, perhaps to this day, couldn't figure out if 

he was ,1 gen1m or an idiot '>avant, a Chauncey Gardener. And in fact, my 1dent1fica 

rion \\ 1th Warhol \\ ,l\ \O \£rong at one point that when he died, people sent me 

condolence carlk [ L1uglhj 

A11J111crr1iew111it/1 Knra M'nlkcr was originally published in the February 1996 im1c of 

111dex and i� reprinted here with permission. 
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twenty-six silhouettes, approx. 13 x 3 5 ft. 
(4 x 1 o.6 m) overall 

Collection of Jeffrey Deitch 

Africa11'1 
1996 
cut paper and adhesive 

twenty-five silhouettes, approx. 12 x 66 ft. 

(3.7 x 20.1 111) ovi:rall 
Collection of Eileen and Peter Norton 

All��ory 
1996 
watercolor and guuJchc 

63Y. x 51Y, 111. (161.9 x 130.8 cm) 
Collection of Dakis Joannou, Athens 

B'rer 
1996 

watercolor and gouachc 

63 x 51 Y, in. (160 x 1 30.8 cm) 
Collection of Dakis Joannou, A them 

Duet 
1996 

watercolor and gouache 
62 x 51Y, in. (157.4 x 130.8 cm) 

Collection of Dakis Joannou, Athens 

John Bro11111 
1996 

"vatercolor and gouachl.' 

65 x 51Y. in. (165.1 x 130.8 cm) 
Colleccion of Dakis Joannou, Athens 

Lea11i11.� the Scene ... 
1996 

waLercolor and gouache 
61Y. x 51!1, in. (155.6 x 130.8 cm) 
Collection of Dakis Joannou, Athens 

.\1issio11cJry Sketch for Africa11 't 
i996 
watercolor and gouachc 

65Y. x 51Yz in. (166.3 x 130.8 cm) 

Collection ofDakis Joannou,Athens 

Negress Notes 
1996 
watercolor on paper 
eighteen watercolors: sixteen at 9 x 6 in. 
(22.9 x 15.2 cm), two at 6 x 9 in. (15.2 x 22.9 cm) 
Collection of Pierre Aprax.ine 

Negress Nores 
1\)96 
watercolor on paper and ink on rice paper 

twenty-six watercolors: eleven jt ro x 7 in. 

(25.4 x 17.8 cm), eight at 9 x 6 in. (22.9 x 15.2 
cm), four at 7 x 10 in. (17.8 x 25.4 cm), one at 

12 x 9 in. (30.4 x 22.9 cm), one at 7 x 5 (17.8 x 
12.6 cm), one at 6 x 9 in. (15.2 x 22.9 cm). 
Courtesy of Wooster Gardem, New York 

Negress Notes 
1996 
"vatercolor on paper 
;eventeen watercolor\: fifteen at 9 x 6 in. (22.9 x 
15.2 cm), two at 6 x 9 in. (15.2 x 22.9 cm) 

Courtesy of Womtcr G.1rdcns, New York 

Pe,(i,Jled 

1996 
\'�tt<:rcolor and gouach<: 
60 x 51 Yz in. (152.3 x 130.8 cm) 

Colkction of Dakis Joa nnou, Athens 

Pliiladclphia 
1996 

w.1tercolor and gouache 

SoY. x 5 1 Y. in. (204.4 x c 30.8 cm) 
Collection of Dakis Joannou, Athens 

Untitled 
1996 

ink on rice paper 
24 x 18 in. (61 x 45.7 cm) 

Courtesy of Wooster Gardens 

Untitled 

1996 
watercolor on paper 
16 x 12 in. (40.6 x 30-4 cm) 
Courtesy of Wooster Gardens 

U11titled 
r996 
watercolor on paper 

16 x c 2 in. (40.6 x 30.4 cm) 
Courtesy of Wooster Gardens 
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