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Introduction
Artists-in-Residence 2006-07

Midnight’s Daydream
by Christine Y. Kim

In literary references from fairy tales, such as Cinderella, and poems, such as
Edgar Allan Poe's The Raven, to the atomic era’s Doomsday Clock, the witch-
ing hour of midnight is a time of reckoning. Though menacing narratives and
poetic metaphors have been constructed around it, midnight is merely an
arbitrary artifact of the measure of time, a recurring moment of darkness
dictated by a clock. At midnight, “the mind has a passive sensibility, but no
active strength,” wrote Nathaniel Hawthorne in 1851 implying that the mind’s
nocturnal rituals are irrepressible, but the ability to activate them is indu-
bitably flaccid.! But, paradoxically, it is within this tacit state of reflection,

as exemplified by the work of Titus Kaphar, Wardell Milan IT and Demetrius
Oliver, that true fantasies are created, fulfilling Hawthorne's description of
midnight as a mirror, “imparting vividness to all ideas, without the power

of selection or controlling them.” The art of this year’s artists in residence,
presented in Midnight’s Daydream, imagines what might happen if midnight
itself were to have a daydream, to embrace its own passive state and move into
a semiconscious one, suspended between the present reality and the madness

of sleeping and dreaming.

Residents from left to right: Titugs Kaphar,
Demetrius Oliver and Wardell Milan II

Opposite: Titus Kaphar, White underneath

In this daydream, the art museum becomes a playground for works of art “in 7-16, R006-07 (detaiD

dialogue.” They mutate and defy painterly conventions, as captured in Kaphar's

diptychs from the series Conversations between paintings (2006-present). For

Kaphar, painting is but the first step in the ultimate reconfiguration of a canvas, which can be cut, sutured, over-painted or
reduced to sculptural refuse—a reenactment of modernist gestures on pre-modern conventions. If midnight had a dream
life, perhaps it could imagine mash-ups of itself, collages of singular events meeting in one locale. Consider how a styl-
ish man looks toward a Renaissance depiction of Christ, descending from the cross and carried by contemporary black
apostles, in Milan'’s fantasy tableau Mount Calvary: Go Tell It On The Mountain (2007). In Milan's collages—whether
they employ photographs or drawings of pugilists—time, popular culture and even the body are evacuated of linear logic,
yet still cohere in some inexplicable but legible order, just as in a dream or memory. With a virtual body, midnight could
travel through time and space using Oliver’s star charts as a guide. For Oliver, the literal becomes poetic and transcen-
dent as, in Almanac (2006-07) or Harmonic Spheres (2007), animal fur or reflections of human appendages off the
shiny surfaces of tea kettles resermnble other planets and invented worlds. Each of this year’'s artists in residence offers a
vision of the contemporary in which time and actions are malleable, and all statements begin with “what if...?”"

This annual surnmer exhibition features works of art by three emerging artists who have been awarded year-long stu-
dios and stipends at The Studio Museum in Harlem. The Artists-in-Residence Program represents one of the founding
initiatives of the Museum from its inception in 1968. Past participants in the program include Chakaia Booker, David
Hammons, Eerry James Marshall, Wangechi Mutu, Nadine Robinson, Nari Ward and Kehinde Wiley. Each summer brings
the promise of new talent and vitality through the unveiling of new work in this exhibition, and 2007 adds yet another
exhibition to this legacy.

The Artists-in-Residence Program and exhibition are funded, in part, by: New York State Council on the Arts, a state
agency; Nimoy Foundation; Elaine Dannheisser Foundation; The Greenwall Foundation; Helena Rubinstein Foundation;
Jerome Foundation; Dedalus Foundation; Milton & Sally Avery Arts Foundation; and an endowment funded by the Jacob
and Gwendolyn Lawrence Trust and the Andrea Frank Foundation.

1. Nathaniel Hawthorne, “The Haunted Mind,” Twice-Told Tales (1851; New York: Modern Library, 2001)



Titus Kaphar
by Sarah Lewis

This essay by Sarah Lewis appears as minutes from a
fictional museurmn’s acquisition meeting.

* & %

CONFIDENTIAL

The Cosmopolitan Museum
July 18, 2007
Minutes of the Acquisition Meeting—Contemporary Art
Department

Present: A lot of trustees
Not Present: Just a few trustees
Chair called the meeting to order at Spm.
*
Chief Curator’s report
Proposed Acquisition

Titus Kaphar (American, b. 1976)
Conversation between paintings #3: Descent, 2007
0il on canvas (cut)

Left: 60 x 48 inches (152.4 X 121.9 cm)
Right: 60 x 48 inches (152.4 x 121.9 ¢cm)
Overall: 60 x 113 inches (158.4 x 243.8 cm)

Provenance. The artist
Biography of the artist and significance of the work:

* ok %k

The chief curator began her presentation by proposing
Titus Kaphar's painting, Conversation between paintings
#3: Descent (2007), as the first to enter The Cosmopolitan
Museurn’s new contemporary art department, which was
established after the trustees’ recent decision to expand
the Museurn’s collection to include work from the recent
past. Previously, the institution collected only old master
paintings from cosmopolitan cities. In its current incarna-
tion, the collection reflects the histories of cities that were
at one time the centers of former colonial empires and
still remain centers of culture, commerce and politics. The
chief curator argued that through strategic alterations of

Titus Kaphar, Unsure footing; unfolding the myth of power, 2007

classical portraits—a traditional style consistent with the
Museum’s current holdings—EKaphar's work is a precise
exemplar of both the Museum'’s historic commitment and
new focus.

Kaphar is known for his critical engagement with
European and American portrait paintings from the
eighteenth to twentieth centuries, through which he cre-
ates images of racialized narratives discussed but rarely
shown. After assiduous research, he began his founda-
tional body of work, the 2004 Visual Quotations series.
Kaphar reproduced paintings by artists such as Edouard



Thine Mapbar, Careervation hetessn paimtings #3 Nesscd, SO0

Maret and Willam Biaks on drp-arass whitsboard cut
Lo Ul BAEND S350 &8 Uiy orUTinal works, arsd lselated and
exoised African and African-Amerioan fifures from the
images, In ohooding whitebaind [nstesd of canvas, Kaphar
domonstrates ths nstrsstive potentisl of this soerciss,
Tha blank baskground suggests the need for ssoletal con-
VRlSSOHT e & Tistorteally maager visual dist of blask
suabjeots and the unoonsolonabls ilks that prompted it
Throudh Kaphar's steatagy of farmal manipulstion
and preciss positioning, Conversation betwean paintings
#3: Dvupcaral branaforme two aighbeenth -sentary portraits
ko work of Bocisl Reatism. By highlsghting tha Sormal
sahces betwean his portralts, based on Anne- Louls Olrodss
8 Rousey THoSOE'S fsin-Rapilas Rallay {17077 and Bir
dohn Baptists de Modina's Jamas Deememond, Smd Sfelar
Deikewr of Perel (1700, Kaphas creatas & dialofus betwesn
g Aguras, and betwoan th viewar and b work, by deiv-
ing & wodge betwean what we see and what we expeat.
Eaphars vinasl convaraatbons are Uhi remall of
protracted medistions— e spends mnech Hme partosr

ing works and comtareplating “what ther might thay be
Baying™ to sach other Ha them soloots ono such fokive
sngagorment and Thostrates It as iF A ward & Soans in a
silent fim.! In the work proposed for ssquisition, kis
cheigan goani 18 & confrontation demonstrated through

& rarely seen mimicry. Eaphar rotates Bollay's portsalt
o5 Ud vertdcal &ods so that this Senagiless-born former
Alvre=who reprasented the laland of Saint-Dosminghes as
tha 1783 Cormantion in Franos—baenomas & Soppalgangsr
of Drumencand. Balliy's posa, & mlaxed bean with & propped
albowr, s reSesctive of ks high social statbon, asd Bia gamy
I edothing typical of the Freoch aristoomoy, and 18 an
uncanny dowbls of Drummond’s poss, with his hand on his
armar-olad hip. As if to reinfores this mirroring, Eaphar
removes Ballinr's permissive, upeard-dirssted gaze from
the original painting In the updatsd version, he seems
o ook direstly aordads the work b Drummond, & gase
emphasined by BEsllny's laasieg on the martde bus of the
Abksh Figmal, & prominent alghtesnth-nentury philoso-
phor and abolltbonsst who dhsd & Paar Bafors the painting



Titus Kaphar, White underneath ?-16, 2006-07 (detail)

was completed. Yet Kaphar also crops out the white bust,
which was critically discussed as an element that provided
legitimacy to Belley’'s status when Roussy-Trioson painted
the dignitary. “It was collateral damage,” Eaphar says,

“t0 malke the work less about him leaning on the bust and
more about him being his own individual.” #

Kaphar intends his work to be general cormnmen-
tary on the tradition of portraiture; he wants us to “see
those two paintings in relationship to other paintings like
them ... to show us how rare the painting is.” ® To do this,
he creates a conversation not just between two adult men,
but one that includes the young black man originally at
Drummond’s side. Kaphar places the youth next to Belley,
gazing up at him, but a space separates them. This space 1s
filled with landscape, suggesting the long time it will take
for this pairing to appear in formal paintings.

Kaphar creates his work through elision and
considered removal. In another work in this series, Con-
versation between paintings #1: Descending from & cross
to be nourished at the breast of our mother (2006-07),
he re-creates, manipulates and pairs Marie-Guillemine
Benoist’s Portrait of a Negress (1800) and George Rom-
ney’s Vice-Admiral George Darby (¢. 1720-87). Darby, an
eighteenth-century officer in the British Royal Navy who
could be mistaken for one of America's founding fathers, is
cut out of his canvas and appears to be falling into Benoist's
woman's arms. Exposed stretcher bars form a perfect cross
in the silhouette-space left by Darby, as if to suggest a rev-
erence for patriarchy of a particular hue. His removal from
the cross problematizes any assumption that the narra-
tive created specifically references Thomas Jefferson and
Sally Hemings. The diptych instead allows for ambiguity of
identity and transforms this combination into an American
history painting lived but only recently acknowledged.

If, as it has been said, painting begins with a
shadow, Kaphar has reinvigorated contemporary painting
through his contoured omissions. By creating figurative fic-
tions, he finds sharp critical excisions of histories not fully
recorded. Though Kaphar is still in the initial stages of his
career, the chief curator maintained that, given the artist’s
exhaustive investigations, he promises to chart an inexo-
rable creative vector, while offering new readings of what
has come before him.

Born in Kalamazoo, Michigan, in 1976, KEaphar received
his BFA at San Jose State University in 2001 and his MFA
from Yale University School of Art in 2006,

The committee unanimously approved the purchase of this
piece.

Notes

1. Titus Eaphar, telephone conversation with author,
June 10, 2007.

2. Ibid.

3. Ibid.

Sarah Lewis is a writer, curator, visiting professor at Yale
University School of Art and Ph.D. candidate in the history
of art at Yale University. Prior to that, she was a curato-
rial assistant at The Museum of Modern Art in New York
and the Tate Modern in London. She received her BA from
Harvard College.

Titus Kaphar



Titus Kaphar, Conversstion Delween paintings #2: The meeting We was jus talkin, 2007

Froot cover: Wardell Milan II, Day Dreaming J dream of you bensath the flowers, for & couple of bours. Such a beactiful day, 2007
Back cover: Demetrius Oliver, Midnighe, 2007

Operation of The Suudio Museum in Harlem is supported,

in part, with public funds provided by The New York Ciy
Department of Cultural Affairs, Council Member Inez E.
Déckens, 9th C.D., Speaker Christine Quinn, the New York
City Coundci], Assemblyman Keith LT. Wright, TOth A D. and
Kew York Szate Council on the Arts, a state agency.
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