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BY its title alone, “Black Male” at the Whitney Museum of American Art, which opened yesterday, promised to be an 
incendiary event from the moment it was announced. How could it not be? Given the political and social battleground 
that the issue of the black man is in our culture. Given the storms surrounding Rodney G. King and O. J. Simpson, 
Clarence Thomas and Marion S. Barry Jr. Given the racial undertones of the recent election. And given the Whitney’s 
penchant for flamboyant political gestures that can end up looking opportunistic and hapless.

Some people have even wondered aloud whether this is a subject for an art museum to deal with. The answer to that 
question, at least, is simple. Yes, it is. One thing the show underscores is that artists, black and white, have specifically 
addressed the topic of the black male, and the amount of art devoted to it grows. It’s a rich, timely and complex vein for 
a museum interested in contemporary art.

Unfortunately, “Black Male” turns out to be not nearly so complex or provocative as the subject merits. There’s plenty of 
work in it calculated to incite and enrage people, but much of it is the predictable inside-the-art-world-Beltway stuff that 
the Whitney, and countless SoHo galleries, have regularly been offering. Beyond that, there are challenging, sometimes 
moving works by artists like Adrian Piper, David Hammons, Robert Colescott, Leon Golub, Carrie Mae Weems, Lorna 
Simpson and Barkley Hendricks: it would be wrong to think of the exhibition as just sensationalist. But the sum of what’s 
on view is disappointing.

Why? The show is smaller than the buzz about it might lead people to expect. Works by 29 artists from the late 60’s to 
the present are collected on one floor. (A film and video section is on another.) But physical size isn’t a problem; it’s a 
plus. The exhibition feels digestible: modest, almost.

The problem is the show is small in scope. Too much of it consists of the sort of uncharismatic objects ubiquitous in 
the art world today with meanings nearly impossible to decipher. Some of the works are so obscurantist they’re prone 
to be misconstrued. Thelma Golden, the show’s curator, writes in the catalogue that “media fascination around black 
masculinity is always concentrated in three areas: sex, crime and sports.” But you can come away from the exhibition 
dispirited by the preponderance of art that seems to define the black man in just those terms while purporting to 
expose and debunk the stereotypes.

Thus you have works like Dawn DeDeaux’s larger-than-life photograph of a young black man carrying a pistol and 
wearing a holster, with a piece of jewelry in the shape of a revolver around his neck. It’s hard to discern the critical edge, 
if there is one, in posing him like Rambo. His shirtless, handsome, heroic image, ornamented with gold leaf, is hung from 
pipes and against a metal backdrop that suggest a shrine.

Likewise, the Nike poster called Moses, of the basketball star Moses Malone, which Jeff Koons has framed: will anyone 
see irony beyond what’s in the poster already? Or what about Kevin Everson’s photographs of unidentified black men, 
the photos framed and placed on a pair of roughly made end tables? The work by Mr. Everson, the catalogue reveals, is 
inspired by the predominantly black town of Mansfield, Ohio, where he’s from. The biggest business there is the jail, and 
some workers at it also have relatives in it. Mr. Everson’s subject is compelling and poignant, in fact, but you wouldn’t 
know it from his deadpan sculptures. Evoking Mansfield through nondescript household furniture and vague photos falls 
visually flat.



It’s not that art must be accessible. Some works in the show are too much so. Fred Wilson’s all too familiar crew of 
headless black mannequins in museum guard uniforms is one example. Another is Carl Pope’s installation: a shelf of 
trophies and a wall of plaques documenting the deaths of black men, like Michael Stewart, in encounters with the New 
York City police. Mr. Pope’s obsessive production is impressive, to a point, but the work is an elaborate one-liner.

Art can be political and blunt, rebarbative even, and it’s all right to force a viewer to jump through hoops to get its point. 
But only if the payoff in visual and intellectual terms is worthwhile. Good intentions aren’t enough: Andres Serrano’s big 
Cibachrome photographs of homeless men mean to lend the dignity of Old Master portraiture to their subjects, whom 
Mr. Serrano pays to photograph and allows to choose their own poses. But his bland pictures, with their blank faces and 
absent expressions, don’t live up to the idea behind them. 

There are works in the exhibition that have a certain poetry and subtlety. Lorna Simpson combines fragmentary texts 
with fragmentary photographs of a black man. The man is shown from the back, front and in profile, his arms akimbo, 
crossed and at his sides, his face cropped out of the pictures. Beneath the photos, text panels provide only partial views, 
too. “Work this week is temp,” says one. “Sometimes Sam stands like his mother,” says another. Ms. Simpson’s cool, soft-
spoken art manages to raise issues about constructing identity, forging links, making assumptions.

Carrie Mae Weems also combines text and image. Her fictionalized account of a relationship between a man and 
woman is interspersed with photographic tableaux of them at a kitchen table. Maybe what makes Ms. Weems’s work 
stand apart, like Ms. Simpson’s, is that it is so different from much of the rest of the show, which focuses on negative 
stereotypes. It’s also the quietly ordinary, human story she tells, one involving both men and women.

Leon Golub’s paintings of groups of black men are eloquent and open-ended in their own way. How you see his figures 
depends on what you bring to them. And even though Robert Mapplethorpe’s photographs of nude black men are tired 
warriors in the art world-real world struggles, it’s fine that they’re resurrected here. They epitomize a dilemma in the 
representation of black men: are the pictures erotic celebrations or exploitative and dehumanizing? How can you tell the 
difference? The photos leave the issue open.

Finally, Barkley Hendricks’s paintings are as unfamiliar today as Mapplethorpe’s works are familiar. Mr. Hendricks is 
represented by three crisply realist portraits from the 70’s, handsome images that can bring to mind Sargent in the 
dignity and scale they lend to their subjects.

Their forthright depictions of black men are a high point of the show, and nothing else quite like them is in it. That 
fact raises a question: Was there nothing by Willie Birch, Benny Andrews, Faith Ringgold, Alice Neel, Romare Bearden, 
Kerry Marshall, Candace Hill, Jacob Lawrence -- forget artists like Thornton Dial who are relegated to the category of 
“outsiders” -- appropriate to an exhibition about contemporary images of black men? Clearly not to a show so slanted 
toward conceptual political work, as is this one (and its often polemical, jargony catalogue). Even an artist as up-to-the-
minute as Lyle Ashton Harris is represented in a selective way, with only the sexually charged photographs of himself 
nude and in drag, not with a touching and more plain-spoken image by him of his grandfather.

The result? “Black Male” will almost certainly be remembered for the debates it provokes, which may be considerable 
and important. The Whitney is proud of the breadth of issues it tackles, and not altogether wrongly so. It’s paradoxical, 
then, that with “Black Male,” it succumbs to chic and narrow thinking.

“Black Male: Representations of Masculinity in Contemporary American Art” remains at the Whitney Museum of 
American Art, 945 Madison Avenue, at 75th Street, through March 5.






