














The Language Of Painting By Artist Odita
At Jack Shainman Gallery

By Quincy Childs - Jan 25, 2016

“Fissure,” Odili Donald Odita Photo: Jack Shainman Gallery

Meet Odili Donald Odita, a tour de force in abstract painting as he explores
color in a theory based, socio-historical context. Odita is known for his
“showstoppers” that include installation art, photo-based pieces and a variety
of other large scale media—all of which are displayed in his exhibition The
Velocity of Change at Jack Shainman Gallery. In the following interview, Odita
relays his own experiences as an artist and offers an inside look into his new
show. All the while, he maintains a cogent theory of language and the
necessity for change both in and beyond his art.

Quincy Childs: I am a Ludwig Wittgenstein fan myself, so I enjoyed
your opening quote from Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus: "The limits
of language are the limits of my world.” Did you study the larger genre
of modern critical theory or logic before reading him?

Odili Donald Odita: I first became interested in these considerations when I
was in graduate school at Bennington College. In addition to Wittgenstein, we
read Art in the Age of Mechanical Production by Walter Benjamin over and



over again. We discussed that relative to photography and appropriation art.
As I was developing my own practice, I would read Benjamin’s Arcades Project
and Wittgenstein’s Theory of Color because of how the comments on color
were questions, which prompted me to think about color in different
situations. This led me to question other structures, such as language, which
Wittgenstein centers on mainly [in his Tractatus Logico-Philosophico]. The
guote encompasses the way I think about language, and more importantly,
about art.

QC: Modern critical theory uses the tenant of binary language in
feminist, queer and post colonialist theory - with the lattermost
spearheaded by theoreticians such as Fanon, Said or Spivak. Did you
reflect on these thinkers when creating this show?

ODO: I could say, in a trendy way, that’s so 1990’s! When I first moved to
New York, I began writing for magazines like Okwui Enwezor’s magazine
JOCAA (Journal of Contemporary African Art) and realized that the debate to
have was identity politics.

This was an exciting time. We were really living that moment of evolution
towards political ideas of theory and post-colonialist, racial considerations. We
would go to lectures by Henry Louis Gates Jr., Kwame Anthony Appiah, and
bell hooks—running from one lecture to the next trying to communicate this
idea of African contemporary art. It was a novel concept to people. The art
world saw African art through a limited, traditional lens. A museum curator
would present signs from a barber shop as contemporary African art because
they really had no clue. It simply shows how even the most intellectual people
work from what they know. To be informed is everything.

QC: Having studied both art and art theory, how have you seen
ideation and conceptuality in art evolve during your lifetime?

ODO: I think art is always conceptual. What changes is the way in which we
interpret a work’s concept and purpose. We have a different way of looking at
art from people outside of our culture and timeframe, outside of Western
ideation and reference.

Otherwise, we are vulnerable to a certain plateau of understanding. We must
consider the world around us critically and make a choice from what we have
access to. If not, we are governed by what people tell us, by language itself.
We must understand what is being told to us on all levels in order to discern
the world around us from all perspectives.



AR: So in the process of questioning social norms and discovering
their ambiguity you reach a sense of enlightenment. It is a sort of
“'sine qua non” to unlocking the unknown and moving beyond your
own context into a personal freedom. Is this what you mean?

ODO: Considering language as an artist, I have evolved to understand the
kind of domination that language has within our reality and I try to reflect that
through my art. Although language is universal, its various definitions are as
subjective as its dialects. The history thereof elucidates the charged
consequences of linguistic foundation. How we are embedded with racism
through our very tool of communication. It is liberating once you realize how
the formation of language forms us. The nature of how we see how everything
is subject to change and growth. There is a newfound freedom in our ideas.

AR: This emphasis on change and freedom reminds me of the titles in
your show. Concepts of change such as Chasm, Fissure, New World,
Door to Revolution—they recall images of precisely this premise. How
does the prospect of change tie in with your new work?

ODO: This ties back to our notion of words and colors. One cannot define a
form or color. It will always be in vain to say red is a certain, definable thing.
The statement loses meaning in its declaration. But simply instating “red is,”
and stopping there, gives rise to new meanings. Because then red can be
whatever you want it to be. You realize the creative potential of all things.
Life does not end in words but actually preexists language and transcends
ideas.

"Chasm,” Odili Donald Odita Photo: Jack Shainman Gallery



QC: A feeling exists before the idea. How are feelings conveyed
through your materials? The laminate wood you use is striking against
vibrant acrylic. What is the significance of this pairing?

ODO: It evokes a kind of virtual reality, as I alluded to with Benjamin’s Art in
the Age of Mechanical Production. 1 became fascinated by this idea when I
was working with Plexiglas and paint and the synonymous relationship
between the two. The quasi-futurist mirroring of Plexiglas heightens the colors
in the paint and creates this virtual effect for the viewer. There arises this
visual phenomenon of seeing oneself and then the paint or seeing oneself
switch between presence and absence.

With the laminate wood panels, a sense of rituality is important in the
reference to wood and nature but also in the fact that there’s a certain artifice
to it because it is laminate. Like the Plexiglas, it is like a veneer, a surface,
and refers to illusion. Here I am playing again with this idea of paint as a
material. Paint as illusion—the illusionary versus natural aspects of the wood.

“First Light,” Odili Donald Odita Photo: Jack Shainman Gallery

QC: How do you think your new work functions in your thematic
timeline? Do you find it is a seamless evolution or a fluctuating
process swayed by your context as an artist?

ODO: I think it's a little bit of all the above. Although it’s taking from what
already exists from past work and presenting it in a new context of
architecture, body, and space.



My recent work with wall installations connects to the idea of installation itself
and reconnects to its historic trend. Over the past century people have come
to see a painting as an individual object. Instead I want the body to consider
its space, where we are aware of every step or get totally lost in the routine
of movements without consciously thinking about it. It's all an experience, a
situation for the body, and we can turn those experiences into art. Art helps
us feel alert about our spaces and thus alert about experiences we have in the
world.

AR: Do you believe your Nigerian roots influence your art?

ODO: Absolutely. It informs my art and the way I think. It is just as
informative as my access to minimalist art while I was at graduate school. It
is very grounding for me and it helps to consider my reality as an artist. For
instance, we can talk about the “death of painting” and I understand that as
a Western notion. This gives me liberty. I'm more relaxed about painting
because I can see it from many perspectives. From a modernist African point
of reference, as with the notion of language, you must know the history and
context of things in order to discern reality. Grasping the scope of history and
context can help us understand the full space of action and agency we have.
It gives us power.

This week is your last chance to catch Odili Donald Odita’s exhibition The
Velocity of Change at Jack Shainman Gallery, on view through January 30,
2016.



GALLERIES

Painted Colors in Conflicted Motion

by Robert C. Morgan on January 21, 2016

Installation view, ‘Odili Donald Odita: The Velocity of Change’ at Jack Shainman Gallery (all images © Odili Donald
Odita, courtesy the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York) (click to enlarge)

Sometime in late 1997, at the former site of the New Museum, | was introduced to a
seemingly dejected young painter named Odili Donald Odita. | say “dejected” because he
claimed his career was going nowhere. | said something to the effect that maybe he was
placing too much emphasis on his career rather than giving himself credit for the quality
present in the paintings. The conversation continued. In the years that followed, things
for Odita slowly began to change.

Since then | have had the occasion to view several exhibitions of his paintings in venues
both domestic and foreign. In addition to four shows that Odita has had over the years at
Jack Shainman Gallery, an early exhibition at the former Alexandre de Folin Gallery on
West 20th Street stands out in my mind, as does his large site-specific wall installation at
the entrance to the international exhibition at the 2007 Venice Biennale.

In each case, Odita has focused on diagonal, hard-edge color combinations, emphasizing
color values and varying hues. His intention is not to illustrate color theory in his work, but



to harden the gesture in painting in a manner that gives it dynamic force. Color becomes
the vehicle in his work, a prerequisite to form. In contrast to theory, Odita works from a
more intuitive perspective in arranging colors without gradation, thus holding the surface
flat while maintaining variable depths of spatial illusion. In doing so, his paintings —
whether stretched on canvas, painted on pre-fab wood panels, or applied directly to the
wall — suggest a kind of conflicted illusory motion intended to inflect emotion.

Odita’s current show at Jack Shainman Gallery has several
examples of this. In “Other World” (2015), Odita’s extended
color triangles move radically in opposition to one another.
In “Distant Relative” (2015), the upper and lower sections
of acrylic latex on a pre-fab door or tabletop appear
interrupted by the manufactured design of the vertical
space between them. And finally, in the show’s namesake,
“The Velocity of Change” (2015), which appears directly on
the right wall as one enters the gallery, the intervals of white
space between the clearly defined, occasionally fractured
sets of colored wedges simultaneously pause and
accentuate the rhythmic momentum within the mural.

While attending Bennington College, Odita was exposed to

Color Field painting, in which the issue of emotion was

generally displaced in relation to the formal structure

embedded in the painting’s surface. But his adaptation of
sharp diagonals — an attribute of form mostly foreign to Color Field painters, other than
Kenneth Noland’s Chevrons (1963-64) — offered Odita the potential to grapple with
emotional content through formal conflict. In his paintings, emotion arises in the clashing,
congregated, dynamic thrusts, often framing intervals of whiteness or natural surface left
open.

Odita’s careful compositions are fundamental to the unpredictable manner in which his
colors either conflict or coalesce with one another. The diagonals so familiar in his work
do not always move the eye in a particular direction now, as they did at the outset of his
career. More often than not, he willfully subverts his own placement of color spires, as
shown in the four paintings mounted in the rear gallery at Shainman’s 24th Street location.
Each of these paintings is isolated on its own wall, contained within its own space. The
spires are visually jarring, as if to perpetuate an element of anxiety. We don’t contemplate
the paintings so much as attempt to grasp the conflicting elements that energize their
clamoring internal spaces. Two of the works, “The Door to Revolution” and “Chasm” (both
2015), possess a similar structure, in that they’re both diagonally situated tripartite
compositions. But the manner in which we see the vertically placed “Door to Revolution”
is different from the way we see “Chasm,” which is horizontal. The former offers a more
typical urban reference, while the latter takes us into the crumbling, downgraded suburbs.



Installation view, ‘Odili Donald Odita: The Velocity of Change’ at Jack Shainman Gallery, with “The Door to Revolution”
(2015) at left and “Chasm” (2015) at right (click to enlarge)

Each surface of the four paintings in the rear gallery is “cut” into three sections. By
ordering the complexity of these distinct, intersecting color diagonals, the artist
paradoxically unifies them. The optical ambiguities come to the surface and then recede
again into chaos, shifting between order and disorder. Odita’s surfaces act as windows
that imply content, prompting a kind of seeing that provokes thought. The synaptic charge
between the retina and cerebral cortex provokes content in relation to form. In the wedge-
like spires of color that characterize Odita’s paintings, we see subjects, not only by way
of association with what exists in the visible world, but by way of feelings emanating from
an unknown source.

From Odita’s perspective, the flat surface of his paintings further suggests a “ground of
whiteness” that exists prior to the application of color. This paradigm points to the
application of shapes and color as symbolic of identity. | have difficulty getting a
perspective on this, but | am taken with Odita’s exploration of human consciousness and
the manner in which we perceive variations of color and feeling in the angular complexities
he has given us.

Odili Donald Odita: The Velocity of Change continues at Jack Shainman Gallery (624 W
24th Street, Chelsea, Manhattan) through January 30.



Politics in Bursts of Color

By Gabrielle Bruney — Dec 19 2015

The Velocity of Change, 2015, acrylic latex wall paint, dimensions variable. ©Odili Donald Odita. Courtesy
of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York

It’s hard to be political and yet completely abstract. Without language or recognizable
imagery, anyone would struggle to convey a specific message. Yet Nigerian-American
painter Odili Donald Odita embraces that struggle, and the result—an exhibition called
The Velocity of Change, now on display at Jack Shainman Gallery—is striking,

aesthetically mesmerizing and still politically timely.

Chasm, 2015, acrylic on canvas, 60 x 120 inches, ©Odili Donald Odita. Courtesy of the artist and Jack
Shainman Gallery, New York



Odita problematizes language. It's a tool, that while useful, has been historically key in
the implementation of all manner of oppression. "Inadvertently and otherwise,” he writes,
"we have also used language to terrorize, vilify, cannibalize, ostracize, persecute, and
subjugate others who are not in the same space of authority —this done by those that hold
power over language, through its force of command and condemnation.” This recalls
Audre Lorde’s famous social justice dictum that "the master's tools will never dismantle
the master's house." Since language—especially the Wester tongues—has too often
been central in the master’s toolkit, Odita communicates in another way: through color.

First Light, 2015, acrylic latex on panel, 96 x 48 inches and Distant Relative, 2015, acrylic latex on panel,
96 x 48 inches, ©Odili Donald Odita. Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York

"It has always been my intention since the beginning to make paintings as a space that
exists before language,” he continues. "I want to conjure from a space that is free and
construct-less, with the intention of possibility in mind. | want to resist the binary; the faulty
thinking that defines the experience of the Other in opposition to the "ground of
whiteness.” Odita tells The Creators Project that he "utilizes color as a challenge to
perceived constructions in order to make way for new conditions of possibility in thought."
"Color is physical," writes Odita, "and | want to engage it as | would the world—as real."



THINGS TO DO

12 Things To Do in New York’s Art World
Before December 14

By Ryan Steadman e 12/09/15 3:18pm

Odili Donald Odita, 3rd Degree, 2014. (Photo: Courtesy of Jack Shainman Gallery, New York)

Opening: Odili Donald Odita “The Velocity of Change” Jack Shainman Gallery

The Nigerian-born Odita, who was a top-notch art critic before getting his props as a top-notch
painter, is having his first NYC solo since 2013, and we're excited. He’ll likely continue to provide
his signature multicolored geometries that tend to explore “a metaphoric ability to address the
human condition through pattern, structure and design, as well as for its possibility to trigger
memory.” Also on view is the exhibition “Of Context and Without” by Toyin Ojih Odutola at this
gallery’s 20th Street location. If you like good art the letter “O” then this is the place for you.

Jack Shainman Gallery, 524 West 24th Street, New York, 6:00 p.m. to 8:00 p.m.




Nasher Mural Work Completed

August 24, 2015 |

DURHAM, NC -

QOdili Donald Odita, Shadow and Light (for Julian Francis Abele), 2015. Acrylic latex paint on wall. Dimensions variable.
Commissioned by the Nasher Museum of Art at Duke University. Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New
York

One mural is done, a second to be completed.

In celebration of its 10th anniversary, the Nasher Museum of Art commissioned two murals by
Odili Donald Odita to celebrate the connection between the museum and the Duke and
Durham communities. The first mural has been completed on a wall inside the museum, and
the second one is being painted on an outside wall of the downtown YMCA.

In imagining the murals, Odita said he was inspired by the work of architect Julian Abele, an
African-American who is credited with designing much of Duke's original West Campus,
including its iconic Duke Chapel.

Both murals are made possible by the Office of the Vice Provost for the Arts and Council for
the Arts Visiting Artist Program of Duke University; the Winifred Johnson Clive Foundation;
and Elizabeth Hitchins Quigley and L. Matthew Quigley. Additional generous support is
provided by Nasher Annual Fund donors.

Below, a detail from the Nasher mural.


javascript:void(0);
https://today.duke.edu/2015/08/odilifinal
https://today.duke.edu/series

© 2015 Office of News & Communications
615 Chapel Drive, Box 90563, Durham, NC 27708-0563
(919) 684-2823; After-hours phone (for reporters on deadline): (919) 812-6603



http://newsoffice.duke.edu/

Grit Award: Odili Donald Odita

Aug. 07, 2015 @ 02:57 PM
Odili Donald Odita was born in Nigeria in 1966 and grew up in Columbus, Ohio, but lately he’s been immersing
himself in Durham.

Odita is painting two murals that will celebrate the 10" anniversary of the opening of the Nasher Museum of Art
at Duke University. One will be in the Mary D.B.T. Semans Great Hall at the Nasher, the other on the Foster
Street wall of the downtown YMCA.

“When | go to a site, | like to learn a lot about the history of the space, take in as much information as possible,
only because it helps me to generate work out of that, generate ideas of what could be possible in the space,”
Odita told The Herald-Sun’s Cliff Bellamy.

His research led to the title for the Nasher piece, “Shadow and Light (for Julian Francis Abele.” Abele was the
chief architect for most of the initial buildings on Duke’s West Campus, including the chapel, but because he
was an African American he neither visited the school nor received proper credit until the 1980s.

For paying close attention to Durham as he designed his work — and for the color and vibrancy we know his
murals will bring — Odita is the winner of this week’s Durham Grit Award.
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Color as an agent of change

Nasher commissions two murals for 10th anniversary

Aug. 03, 2015 @ 04:48 PM
Cliff Bellamy

The Herald-Sun | Bernard Thomas Painting assistants Jenna Pirello (left) and Megan Bartley-Matthews work on the mural designed
and supervised by artist Odili Donald Odita at the the Nasher Museum of Art at Duke University.
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DURHAM — Muralist and painter Odili Donald Odita writes about his work as a process of immersion. On his
website, in a statement about a mural titled “Flow” that he created for the lobby of an art museum in Cincinnati,
Odita tells how he observed the space at different times of day, observing the angles of outside buildings, the
movement of people and cars, with sketchbook in hand.

Odita is now applying his process of immersion, as well as his ideas about the power of color, to create two

murals that will mark the 10" anniversary of the Nasher Museum of Art at Duke University. One will be on view
in the Mary D.B.T. Semans Great Hall at the Nasher Museum, the other painted on the Foster Street wall of the
downtown Durham YMCA on West Morgan Street. Both exhibits will go on view Oct. 4.

“When | go to a site, | like to learn a lot about the history of the space, take in as much information as possible,
only because it helps me to generate work out of that, generate ideas of what could be possible in the space,”
Odita said in an interview while he and his assistants were working on the Nasher mural. That process of
historical immersion led to the title for the Nasher piece, “Shadow and Light (for Julian Francis Abele).”

While doing his research, Odita came across information about Abele, an African-American architect who
designed most of Duke University. Abele was the first African-American to graduate from the architectural
school at the University of Pennsylvania, and became chief designer for the Philadelphia-based Horace
Trumbauer firm. Abele’s work designing private residences for the Dukes led to his being chosen to design Duke
University, Odita said.

That connection between Abele and the university became known in 1986, when Susan Cook, Abele’s great-
grandniece, was a student at Duke and wrote a letter to the student newspaper that Abele would have applauded
students’ support for divestment from South African because of its apartheid policies. Abele was able to design
the buildings at Duke “but because of the relations of the time he was not even able to step on campus,” Odita
said. Despite the Jim Crow laws of the time, Cook realized “this is still a country where my great-grand uncle
could build a campus like this. So stories like that... morally and spiritually, [were] influential for me when | was
thinking about” the mural design for the Nasher, Odita said.

For the downtown YMCA piece, Odita said he has noticed the interesting contrast between old and newer
architecture, and the change in the plant life in the area during his visits to Durham, all of which he will use in the
design and colors of that mural.

Born in 1966 in Nigeria, Odita grew up in Columbus, Ohio. His many murals include works for the New Orleans
Museum of Art and the Moss Arts Center at Virginia Tech, along with exhibits in Switzerland and South Africa.

In one of his artist statements, he says that color “can change minds.” He discussed how five people viewing
the color green “see that green as they understand it together,” as a community, but “in different ways. ... So
it’s this back and forth of being able to identify it but at the same time it escapes identification .... I'm very
interested in that openness and fluidity of what color is and how it can exist in that space,” he said.

When viewers approach these new murals, Odita wants them to bring their perspectives, but also consider “other
options that are occurring in the work.” He explains: “Let’s say you can see the color blue and you see another
blue and a third blue and then you have to say there are three blues, but they’re different. ... That’s the first part
of investigating the work.” Viewers then see those colors in relation to other colors, and in context of the size of
the mural.

“If you can reflect those things you've considered to people or to society then you have, | believe, a really
interesting way of looking at your world, where instead of just judging something by the cover you look deeper
into what you're looking at or interacting with and see how complicated something as simple as meeting another
person can be,” he said.
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At The Art hotel, the business plan
borrows from the museum world

By Ray Mark Rinaldi , Denver Post Fine Art Critic

shorter-
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The fourth-floor reception lobby at The Art hotel in Denver features Singer, a bronze sculpture with paper flowers by Kiki Smith, and a
Deborah Butterfield bronze work, which stands in the background at right. (Cyrus McCrimmon, The Denver Post)

The difference between an art museum and an art hotel is that museums are all about teaching.
Their job is to build an appreciation of the role that painting and sculpture play in shaping
cultural identity.

An art hotel just wants to knock your socks off.

And so it goes at the new, ankle-shaking inn, known simply as The Art, which opened this week in
Denver's Golden Triangle (http://www.denverpost.com/denver/ci 27010886/golden-triangle-
neighborhood-denver-hopes-build-early-success) neighborhood.

Guests enter under a canopy of 20,000 glittering, flittering LED lights installed by artist Leo
Villareal (http://thebaylights.org/) into the ceiling of the porte-cochére. They smack eye-first into
a brilliant blue-and-red, billboard-size drawing by 20th century icon Sol Lewitt.

They turn toward the elevators and painter Odili Donald Odita
(http://www.jackshainman.com/artists/odili-donald-odita/)'s triptych of zig-zag lines in greens
and yellows. They're tugged toward Mary Erhin's giant nuggets of shimmering gold, made from
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treated leather, that hang on a nearby wall.

Of course, a hotel needs more to its business plan than decorative
objects by Kiki Smith, Frank Gehry, Claes Oldenburg and Ed
Rushka and The Art does have 165 comfortably appointed rooms
for rent. It also has handsome conference areas and a high-end
restaurant
(http://blogs.denverpost.com/theden/2015/05/05/art-hotels-
fire-lounge-terrace-a-sneak-peek/) and bar, complete with an

outdoor terrace, meant to appeal to folks who want to spend less
than a night in the place.

The building also has two full floors of leasable office space and a
prime location, next to the Denver Art Museum and across the
street from the Colorado History Center. Both institutions draw
considerable out-of-town crowds for both their collections the
scores of private meetings and weddings for which they make
themselves available.

"We just though it would be nice to have something that really fit

into the neighborhood there, but also served a real purpose,” said Lanny Martin

(http://blogs.denverpost.com/style/tag/lanny-martin/), who partnered in the venture with

developer Corporex.

Corporex brought expertise and capital to the table, but Martin
brought art. The businessman and philanthropist chairs DAM's
board of trustees and is one of Denver's most active collectors.

Many of the hotel's pieces,including the splashy Vance Kirkland

painting in one of the conference rooms, are on loan from him.

The hotel is the final piece in a four-block section of the city's
cultural district that has been in development for 20 years and
now includes the Denver Public Library, the art and history
museums and the Ralph. L. Carr Colorado Judicial Center

(http://www.denverpost.com/ci

23733655/denver-carr-judicial-

centers-art-designed-be-inclusive). The hotel site was originally

slated for high-rise condominiums with a design to compliment
architect Daniel Libeskind's (http://libeskind.com/) scheme for

DAM, which went up in 2006.

Artwork also adorns the Fire Restaurant
on the fourth floor of The Art. (Cyrus

The recent economic recession and the city's complicated McCrimmon, The Denver Post)
construction-defects liabilities laws made the condo idea untenable

to investors.

For a decade, the lot sat empty as developers hatched various plans to exploit an awkward-
shaped, triangular parcel that stretches nearly a block along Broadway, yet is only about 100-feet
wide at its deepest point, on the corner of West 12th Avenue.

The new building is a mix of modern and post-modern styles and was designed by architect
Guadalupe Cantu, from Davis Partnership, which was the local design partner for Libeskind's
DAM project. Cantu worked for Libeskind during DAM's construction and he decided to stay in
Denver, ultimately joining Davis' team.

Cantu did have the advantage of knowing what art his new building would house, so in addition

to framing views of the local architecture and natural scenery, he designed spaces that allow

viewers to stand back and appreciate the decorative aspects. On every floor, for example, the

elevators open to a wall bearing a unique work from a single artist. There's Din Q. Le's photo on 8,

Clark Richert's painting on 5.

The building competes well with the art, not an easy task. Unlike a museum exhibit that flows in a
rhythm of works, big and small, bright and contemplative, the permanent show at The Art seems

to be on a steady sensory incline.

That's no accident. The pieces were selected and put in their places by Dianne Vanderlip, the
former, long-time curator of modern and contemporary art at DAM, who consulted on the hotel.

Vanderlip, widely respected in the exhibition world, knows well how to make the most of the visual

tools at hand.

"I wanted everyone who came into the hotel to find something, or maybe some things, that they
would be absolutely mad for," she said.

Ray Mark Rinaldi: 303-954-1540, rrinaldi@denverpost.com or twitter.com/rayrinaldi
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0dili Donald Odita, Homeland, 2015, Acrylic on canvas, 225 x 275¢m, © Odili Donald Odita, Courtesy Stevenson, Cape Town/Johannesburg. Photo: Mario Todeschini

TENSION THROUGH PATTERNS

In conversation with artist Odili Donald Odita

by Stefanie Jason

With a career that expands over two decades, Odili Donald Odita’s abstract paintings burst
with tension and colourful patterns. They convey messages dealing with the politics of
identity such as displacement and discrimination. From being an African in America to
police brutality in the US, the Nigerian-born, Philadelphia-based visual artist caught up with
our author Stefani Jason to talk about how these scenarios play out in his body of

work, Third Degree of Separation, currently on at Stevenson Gallery in Cape Town

Stefanie Jason: Your work in the past and your current exhibition touches a lot
on identity. Would you mind exploring this with me?

Odili Donald Odita: I grew up understanding myself as an African through my parents. And PLACE/
then I came to understand that there’s a certain sense of shame that the African has to carry STEVENSON

Stevenson is a

in the world. A shame that deals with technology, history and its connection to the slave contemporary art
trade, and so on. And there’s the reality that if 'm coming from Africa, I might not gallery with locations in
necessarily be a direct product of the slave experience, which is connected to the African Cape Town and...

American experience. So there’s that division and contention. For me that’s part of the things
I'm thinking of now.

SJ: Third Degree of Separation is made up of intricately designed pieces of work.
How long did it take you to create the body of work?

ODO: That work probably took a year to make. If you date the work, you can see that the
pieces go from early 2014 through to March 2015.

SJ: Duringthattime there was a lot of turmoilin America, from Ferguson-
related protests to the Eric Garner incident, and more. Did any of this affect
your work?
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ODO: Absolutely. It’s important what has happened, and that people are able to stand up to
that type of police brutality. For too long there have been people who are accepting of this
police violence because the justification is that there is a reason for it. But in most cases itis
abuse of force or overuse of force; force that does not need to be used to that degree.

Odili Donald Odita, Surface Charge 4, 2014, Acrylic on canvas, 51.2 x 66.7cm © Odili Donald Odita. Courtesy
Stevenson, Cape Town/Johannesburg. Photo: Mario Todeschini

SJ: And how have your thoughts on these issues translated into abstract work
such as your own?

ODO: It’s funny because I always find that there’s an issue with defining the translation; as if
one is equal to one. It’s really bizarre to even think of that kind of translation because music is
not painting and snow is not water. Even if snow originally comes from water, there’s an
ingredient that transforms water into snow. So you have these situations, where bodies
become victims of fists, blood becomes the result of the strike, and then you have paint on
canvas. And I'm channelling these real situations and thinking in my terminology, which
deals with lines and colours and forms and shapes, issues of contrast, friction and tension
with these materials. And I try to create a space that conveys what I'm thinking. Usually
people want a simplistic representation of these situations for their satisfaction and one has
to put much greater effort into thinking them through, thinking about how these issues can
transform themselves.

SJ: Bomb magazine compares your paintings to modaljazz, and in a video
interview, you say that “music is a means to structure the [your] work
conceptually”. How does music shape your paintings and whatkind of music
does?

ODO: I'love music. I sometimes think of myself as a failed musician who became a painter.
For me, music is something that is not only intellectual but emotional. It's something that I
respond to in that way. When I was a kid in college, I was really into punk rock. But I grew up
listening to all sorts of music; my mother would sometimes listen to country music and a lot of
classical music. And my father listened to a lot of highlife, early Afro-beat and juju. And I
listened to the radio quite a lot. It was how I got through living in the suburbs of Columbus,
Ohio, because it was really boring. I later grew into rap music, hip hop, new wave and punk
rock.

SJ: And how do you relate to music?

ODO: I have this relationship to music which is something like a freeing experience. It’s
helped me escape some of the doldrums of suburbia. And music, through punk rock, helped
motivate my sense of political agency and being able to use myself as an agent for change.

SJ: It’s strange that you speak of punk rock. Because, like your body of work,
punk rock gives off a sense of anarchy or chaos, despite its traces of harmony.

ODO: Absolutely. These relationships come through [in my painting], such as tension and
space, notions of being peripheral to centrality and so forth. Going back to music, I
understood that I could use it to understand cultural moments and specificities, and to
understand the notion of what an artist is and how artists try to make change in society. So
when it came to music, I would listen to the way the singer would sing, the phrasing of the


http://bombmagazine.org/article/2674/odili-donald-odita
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FWWXSMfGLt8%20

song, the breaks, the musicality. From Miles Davis to Iggy Pop and King Sunny Adé, the
music [ was listening to was very specific; it was from the 1960s and 70s, and it spread across
the world.

SJ: So when you were working on Third Degree of Separation, what were you
listening to?

ODO: Everything [laughs].

SJ: And was there any person or one thing that sparked the creation of Third
Degree of Separation?

ODO: I was on a panel at the Guild Hall Center for the Visual and Performing Arts in East
Hampton, New York, and I was there to give a lecture alongside other panelists. We were
speaking about our work and everything just dawned on me as I was talking about my
experience as an African in America. Despite having stressed my Africanness [on the panel],
T also wanted to concern myself with the Americanness in my life. My father is an art
historian and started the art history programme of African art at the Ohio State University.
He was one of the original Zaria Rebels [formerly known as the Zaria Art Society of Nigeria,
so I grew up with this strong connection to African and Nigerian art. But I was also educated
in the States — I had teachers outside of my father’s teaching at home. So with my painting, I
wanted to acknowledge all of this. Also, my wife is Swiss, so I have this European
consideration that I bring into my work.

SJ: SoIguess you were faced with yourself at this time.

ODO: Yes. It was really interesting. Because I was asking myself things like, what position
does my voice have within an African American landscape? Is it taken as equal or as tertiary?
I was thinking a lot about my voice: is it a First World voice, a Second or a Third World voice?
And what voice do I connect to? Is my Nigerian voice relevant and how is it relevant in
America?

Odili Donald Odita, Accelerator, 2014, Acrylic on canvas, 127 x 152.5¢m © Odili Donald Odita.
Courtesy Stevenson, Cape Town/Johannesburg. Photo: Mario Todeschini

SJ: Your use of patterns, space and colour in your artis bold and emits emotion.
Regarding your patterns, do you have a vocabulary for them? Do you repeat the
same kind of patterns? Or is each pattern unique?

ODO: The pattern for me really comes into play in the structuring of the painting. I'm taking
one pattern from one situation and I combine it with another from another situation to make
a third situation. I'd say that my patterns for my paintings began in 1998. I have several
books with hundreds of pages of patterns. I organise them all by date and the majority of
them have not been used. These patterns are the basis of food for thought for me. They
could’ve meant something when I originally made them but it often happens that I come back
to them years later and use them in my paintings, which might change their meaning.

SJ:You explore the theory of third spaces in this body of work and your artwork
evokes a mashup of SMPTE colour bars (TV stripes) and West African prints.
Would you consider incorporating digital spaces of art creation?


http://www.tate.org.uk/learn/online-resources/glossary/z/zaria-art-society

ODO: I can’t escape the fact that my painting is made by my hand, and my body is part of that
experience as much as mind. And that’s the reality I want to maintain with my work. I know
that there’s a lot of my work online, but you really have to stand in front my paintings to feel
the physicality of them.

SJ: Whatare you currently working on?

ODO: I'm working on several wall installation projects. One for Yale University and two for
the Nasher Museum of Art at Duke University.

Odili Donald Odita, Third Degree of Separation, March 5 — April 11, 2015,
STEVENSON, Cape Town.

Stefanie Jason lives in Johannesburg and is an arts and culture writer for South African
publication Mail & Guardian. Her writing focus is on visual arts in the country and music.
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A New York Subway Line That Doubles as an
Art Gallery

OCT. 15, 2014

Building Blocks

By DAVID W. DUNLAP

For a picturesque ride, few railroads in New York rival Amtrak’s Empire line
along the Hudson River.

The West End line on the D train, between Sunset Park and Coney
Island in Brooklyn, would not seem to be among them.

What it lacks in scenery, however, it makes up in art. Twelve of the 14
stations between 36th Street and the Stillwell Avenue terminus now offer
some kind of visual delight: mosaic proletarians, cast bronze bees and a 20-
foot-long translucent hot dog. (You’ll never guess where.)

The works were commissioned by the Arts and Design program of the
Metropolitan Transportation Authority, which is typically allotted 0.5 to 1
percent of a rehabilitation budget for subway and commuter rail stations.

After an $88 million refurbishing of seven stations on the West End
line, completed in 2012, D trains in southwestern Brooklyn travel through
one of the greatest concentrations of public artwork in the subway system.

“I really, really liked the idea that they would be seen by people who do
not or cannot frequent art galleries and museums, or who can’t afford to buy
an expensive piece of art,” said the artist Portia Munson, whose brilliant
floral mandalas have transformed the Fort Hamilton Parkway station.
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http://web.mta.info/mta/aft/permanentart/permart.html?agency=nyct&line=D&station=19&xdev=1929
http://web.mta.info/mta/aft/
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/organizations/m/metropolitan_transportation_authority/index.html?inline=nyt-org
http://www.mta.info/press-release/nyc-transit/rehabilitation-seven-west-end-d-line-stations-brooklyn-now-complete
http://web.mta.info/mta/aft/permanentart/permart.html?agency=nyct&line=D
http://www.portiamunson.com/
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The Arts and Design program has earned the right to call itself a
museum, but it’s a museum in which one gallery can be 15 minutes away
from the next. On the West End line, by contrast, you can hop on and off the
train, covering a lot of artistic ground in not much time.

And this is a good moment to take stock of Arts and Design (known
until recently as Arts for Transit), as it approaches its 3o0th anniversary.

For one thing, the largest single artwork ever commissioned under the
program, “Sky Reflector-Net,” by James Carpenter Design Associates,
Grimshaw Architects and Arup, is to go on view this fall when the new
Fulton Center opens in Lower Manhattan.

The net — a 79-foot-high tapering, truncated cone of reflective
aluminum diamonds set in a stainless-steel tracery — also appears on the
cover of “New York’s Underground Art Museum: M.T.A. Arts and Design,”
by Sandra Bloodworth and William Ayres, which is to be published this
month. The catalog updates “Along the Way: M.T.A. Arts for Transit,” from
2006, with many new projects.

Arts and Design has also reached the point of being established firmly
enough to provoke a parody. Last month, three illicit sculptures were added
to the “Life Underground” groupings by Tom Otterness in the 14th Street
station of the Eighth Avenue line. They imitated his style, a blend of whimsy
and biting commentary on corruption and greed.

The figures showed a man pointing a gun at a dog, and a distant
bystander. A freelance creative director who took credit for the installation,
Andrew Tider, said the reference was to Mr. Otterness having made a film in
the 1970s in which he shot a dog. Mr. Tider said Mr. Otterness should have
included himself in the “Life Underground” tableaux. (Mr. Otterness had
apologized years earlier for what he called an “indefensible act.”)

The figures were removed almost immediately.

No such controversy seems imaginable among the latest additions to
the West End line, a distant successor of the Brooklyn, Bath and West End
Railroad. On the platforms of six elevated stations, windscreen panels of
laminated glass display lovely translucent imagery.
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“These projects are like little jewels,” said Ms. Bloodworth, the director
of Arts and Design. Officials have taken something of a gamble using glass.
“We have to trust, as we have, that the higher nature of the citizenry will
come out when they see these beautiful works,” Ms. Bloodworth said.

In case your D train is delayed, these works repay study. Some, like
Odili Donald Odita’s “Kaleidoscope” at 20th Avenue and Amy Cheng’s
“Rediscovery” at 25th Avenue, are large-scale abstractions that can be
appreciated from a passing train.

At the other end of the spectrum is the intricacy of Daniel Zeller’s
“Internal Connectivity” at Bay 50th Street. His scaleless abstractions can be
read as topographic maps or as tissue samples under an electron
microscope.

Ms. Munson straddles the spectrum with “Gardens of Fort Hamilton
Parkway Station.” Her symmetrical arrangements of flowers, florets, petals
and weeds can be appreciated from inches away or from across the tracks. At
that distance, they look like stained glass, especially “July Mandala Garden,”
a rose window formed of a four-leaf clover, a sunflower, blue dayflowers, red
zinnia petals, yellow coreopsis, globe thistles and daisy petals.

Though she lives in the Catskills, Ms. Munson comes to the city with
some frequency. On one visit, she was describing the nature of her artwork
to an acquaintance who was pleased to tell her after a few minutes, “You

know, it sounds a lot like this amazing subway station in Brooklyn.”

© 2014 The New York Times Company
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Slack

ADbstraction:
Not a Contradiction

Long marginalized by their community
and overlooked by the art market,
African American abstractionists are

finally coming into the spotlight

“Donald Judd didn’t have to explain himself.
Why do I have to?” asks Jennie C. Jones, an African
American abstract painter who has grappled with
the issue of how her work can or should reflect her

race. “Fred Sandback can make this beautiful line
and not have to have it literally be a
metaphor for his cultural identity.”

Jones, 45, sidestepped the debates
around multiculturalism that were
raging when she was in school in the
1980s and gravitated toward Mini-
malism. Yet over the last decade, she
has forged a conceptual link in her
work between the histories of ab-
straction and of modern jazz in
America— “black guys in the 1950s
taking jazz into the concert hall and
making it this bluesy hybrid with
Bach,” as she puts it.

In her recent show at Sikkema
Jenkins in New York, an atonal sound en-
vironment accompanied her monochromatic
paintings that had acoustic panels attached to the
canvases. Strips of fluorescent color painted on the
edges of the canvases bounced off the white walls
and created a sense of movement, rhythm, and vi-
bration. “This art and music juncture,” she says,
“gave me the permission to point to something in

62 JUNE 2014 ARTnews

BY HILARIE M. SHEETS

the room that said, ‘I didn't fall out of the sky.”

The contributions of African American artists to
the inventions of abstract painting have historically
been overlooked, or else fraught with the kind of
questions faced by Jones. “Generations of black

abstract painters never seem to be cele-
brated,” says Valerie Cassel Oliver, senior
curator at the Contemporary Arts
Museum Houston, where she re-
cently organized “Black in the Ab-
stract,” a two-part exhibition that
focused on the history of African
American painters working in ab-
straction. She placed younger artists,
including Jones, Shinique Smith, and
Angel Otero, in dialogue with mem-
bers of the older generation, such as
Felrath Hines, Alma Thomas, and Ro-
mare Bearden, who were producing
seminal works in the 1960s.
“You find these artists being marginal-
ized on both ends of the spectrum,” Cassel
Oliver continues. “There was this manifesto with the
Black Arts Movement that you did work that re-
flected the beauty of that community in no uncertain
terms,” she says, referring to a group that coalesced

Hilarie M. Sheets is an ARTnews contributing editor.

©ESTATE OF AL LOVING/COURTESY GARTH GREENAN GALLERY, NEW YORK
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opposiTE Al Loving, Untitled, 1969. The illusionary cube is the signature image in his early abstractions. asove Odili Donald Odita,
Firewall, 2013. The Nigerian-born Odili’s zigzagging shards of vibrant color suggest colliding cultures and emotions.

in the 1960s to promote social and political engage-
ment in art and literature. “Oftentimes abstract
painting is not as celebrated as more figurative work
by the black community. From the mainstream art
world, it’s just the sense of not being preoccupied

with what black artists are doing, period.”

The 1960 canvas Strange Land, included in the
Houston show, would be unrecognizable to most
viewers as a work by Bearden. It wasn’t until 1964,
when he started making collages inspired by the

ARTnews JUNE 2014




rituals and rhythms of
African American life,
that he achieved ac-
claim. Bearden and his
contemporary Jacob
Lawrence, whose sub-
ject matter was similar,
were the most
renowned African
American artists of
their time. Their sensi-
tive portrayals of black
families were the kind
of works many thought
were needed and that
they expected from
black artists. Yet Bear-
den, in his 1946 essay
“The Negro Artist’s
Dilemma,” bristled at
the tendency to critique
work by blacks on “so-
ciological rather than
esthetic” merits. His ex-
tensive experimentation
with Abstract Expres-
sionism from 1952 to
1964 has gone virtually
unnoticed. The first ex-
hibition devoted to this
lost decade of his work
is being prepared by the
Neuberger Museum of
Art in Purchase, New York.
“It took a lot of integrity and a lot of courage for
an African American artist to be an abstractionist in
the 1950s, '60s, "70s even,” says Michael Rosenfeld,
who organized “Beyond the Spectrum: Abstraction
in African American Art, 1950-1975” at his Chelsea
gallery earlier this year. The show brought together
what Rosenfeld calls the first-generation African
American abstract artists— Charles Alston, Harold
Cousins, Beauford Delaney, Norman Lewis, Alma
Thomas, and Hale Woodruff —and the second gen-
eration, including Frank Bowling, Edward Clark,
Melvin Edwards, Sam Gilliam, Richard Hunt, Al Lov-
ing, Howardena Pindell, William T. Williams, and
Jack Whitten.

Rosenfeld points out that Norman Lewis
(1909-79) participated in the landmark symposium
organized in 1950 by Robert Motherwell and Lewis’s
friend Ad Reinhardt and held at Studio 35 in New
York, where the artists present debated what to call
the new art movement. (Abstract Exressionism was
the term that eventually prevailed.) Yet Lewis is rou-
tinely omitted from the narrative of this defining
moment in American art. The first comprehensive
overview of his career opens in November 2015 at
the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts in
Philadelphia.

64 JUNE 2014 ARTnews

Angel Otero, Everything and Nothing, 2011. An innovator with
materials, he collaged oil-paint skins on canvas for this work.

Alma Thomas was
picked up by the
Martha Jackson Gallery
in the 1960s and was
the first African Ameri-
can woman to have an
exhibition at the Whit-
ney Museum in 1972.
Yet she is not well
known today.

“The African Ameri-
can Abstract Expres-
sionists are part of the
same movement as
their white counter-
parts,” says Rosenfeld,
“delving within them-
selves and trying to
express something
universal.”

While all these artists
resisted the pressure to
paint images that told
stories of black experi-
ence, most were very
politically engaged.
“Witness: Art and Civil
Rights in the Sixties,”
on view at the Brook-
lyn Museum through
July 6, includes works
by several committed
abstractionists who
found ways to meld their art and activism.

The 80-year-old Sam Gilliam, known for his rav-
ishing color-field canvases that he sometimes drapes
sculpturally on the wall, painted a monumental can-
vas stained and splattered all over with hot pinks
and reds, titled Red April (1970), in direct response
to the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. on
April 4, 1968.

Lewis’s Untitled (Alabama) from 1967 shows a
crowd of abstracted angular figures in white packed
into a bladelike shape slicing through a black field.
The artist always disavowed overt narrative content
in his work, but the visual suggestion of hooded
Klansmen together with the title clearly alludes to
the civil rights movement.

“Lewis became a beacon for the next generation,
moving into an abstract space and saying, ‘I don't
have to put that burden of representation on my
work,”” says Kellie Jones, cocurator of “Witness”
and associate professor of art history and archeol-
ogy at Columbia University. “Somebody like Jack
Whitten makes the same decision.”

The Brooklyn show includes Whitten's Birming-
ham 1964, in which a newspaper photograph of a
confrontation in Birmingham is partially revealed
under layers of stocking mesh and black oil paint,
like a wound that can't be covered over. The

COURTESY THE ARTIST AND KAVI GUPTA GALLERY, CHICAGO
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Tor Howardena Pindell, Untitled #18 (detail), 1977.

A memory of discrimination in childhood played a role in

her work. aBove Shinique Smith, Kaleidoscope, 2013.

JUNE 2014 ARTnews

74-year-old artist, who grew up in Alabama and
moved to New York in 1960 as an art student,
revered the Abstract Expressionists, many of whom
he met at the Cedar Tavern. While Whitten said he
felt pressure to make work about the civil rights
movement in the 1960s—and wanted to do so—he
made a decisive leap into abstraction in 1970.

“If I was going to get around Bill de Kooning,
first of all I had to go faster than he, and second of
all I had to do something much larger than he,”
says Whitten, who created a 12-foot-wide tool he
called the “developer” to drag paint in a single ges-
ture across the entire picture plane. (This was a
decade before Gerhard Richter began his heralded
abstract paintings using a similar technique.) Whit-
ten, who shows at Alexander Gray Associates in
New York, will be the subject of a major retrospec-
tive at the Museum of Contemporary Art San
Diego in September.

As a graduate student at Yale in the mid-1960s
Howardena Pindell, 71, also found inspiration in
the work of the older generation of abstractionists
—namely Ad Reinhardt’s paintings of close-value
colors and Larry Poons’s Op art canvases of circles

TOP: ©HOWARDENA PINDELL/COURTESY GARTH GREENAN GALLERY, NEW YORK; BOTTOM: COURTESY THE ARTIST AND JAMES COHAN GALLERY, NEW YORK
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Alma Thomas, Untitled, 1968. She was the first black woman to exhibit at the Whitney Museum.

and ovals. Throughout the "70s, Pindell experi-
mented with color, surface, and texture. She cut
out hundreds of tiny paper dots with a standard
hole puncher, collaged them onto cut-and-quilted
canvases, and smothered them in layers of acrylic,
dye, sequins, glitter, and powder. One of them, the
pale, luminous Untitled #20: Dutch Wives, Circled
and Squared (1978), was included in “Black in the
Abstract.”

“I remember going with my abstract work to the

Studio Museum in Harlem, and the director at the
time said to me, ‘Go downtown and show with the
white boys,”” says Pindell, adding that William T.
Williams and Al Loving met with the same kind of
response. “We were basically considered traitors be-
cause we didn't do specifically didactic work.”
Pindell, who just had an exhibition at Garth
Greenan in New York, says her conscious intention
was to explore the esthetic possibilities of the circle
when she started on those works. Then she was
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startled by a childhood memory that came back to
her. On a car ride through Kentucky in the 1950s,
she and her father, who lived in Philadelphia,
stopped at a root-beer stand and were served mugs
with red circles on the bottom.

“I asked my father, “What is this red circle?”” she
recalls. “He said, ‘That’s because were black and we
cannot use the same utensils as the whites.” I real-
ized that’s really the origin of my being driven to try
to change the circle in my mind, trying to take the
sting out of that.”

0dili Donald Odita, 48, says that he feels in-
debted to the persistence of the older generation of
black abstract artists who asserted personal free-
dom in the face of an art market that rewarded cul-
tural and political stereotypes. In the early 1990s,
as a young artist out of graduate school at Ben-
nington College in Vermont, where he studied the
work of mainstream abstract painters such as
Helen Frankenthaler and Kenneth Noland, Odita
got a job at Kenkeleba House in New York, owned
by the painter Joe Overstreet, who collected and
showed work by African American artists. Stunned
that he had never heard of these artists, Odita
began a project to interview abstract painters from
the 1970s and 1980s, such as Pindell, Loving, Ed-
ward Clark, Frank Bowling, and Stanley Whitney.
Odita’s research grew into a series of talks he has
given at universities over the years.

“Any kind of formal invention in the work of
black artists was seen as, if not second rate, then
something done the second time around,” says
Odita, noting that Clark laid claim to making the
first shaped painting—before Frank Stella—and
that the king-making art critic Clement Greenberg
regularly visited Bowling’s studio but never took
the opportunity to write one word in support of his
work. “In the competition of the avant garde in
modern art, these older-generation African Ameri-
cans felt disenfranchised and marginalized in the
race to advance art.”

Odita didn’t want his own work subsumed under
the standard narrative of Stella and Noland, and all
this information helped him navigate his path as an
abstract artist. Because his family fled the civil war
in Nigeria when he was a baby and settled in Ohio,
he grew up with the duality of African traditions at
home and American pop culture in school. In 1999,
he started making geometric paintings in which
shards of vibrant colors zigzag and abut in composi-
tions that suggest colliding cultures and emotions.

“I wanted people to identify the trope of Africa
with this structure and color and see the patterns of
one world and another world pushing into the space

ABOVE LEFT Charles Alston, Troubadour, ca. 1955.
LErFT Frank Bowling, Tony’s Anvil, 1975. They are
among the early black abstractionists now
receiving attention after years of relative neglect.

TOP: COURTESY MICHAEL ROSENFELD GALLERY LLC, NEW YORK ; BOTTOM: COURTESY MICHAEL ROSENFELD GALLERY LLC, NEW YORK AND SPANIERMAN MODERN, NEW YORK
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Jack Whitten, Chinese Sincerity, 1975. He made a leap from politically engaged work into abstraction.
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of the painting,” Odita says. He draws on the palette
and designs of African textiles, TV test patterns, the
Nigerian landscape, and suburban wallpaper in his
work, which he shows at Jack Shainman in New
York. “If it’s successful, it doesn’t end in that trope.
Then people start engaging with other things that are
occurring —texture, color, the dynamic of the com-
position, light, what the space creates, how it relates
to your body and mind,” he says.

James Little, 60, also has an affinity for color,
design, and structure in his hard-edge abstract paint-
ings that are strongly influenced by jazz. “I've fig-
ured out ways of suggesting movement, rhythm,
speed, and how to shift color,” says Little, pointing
out that de Kooning and Piet Mondrian were also re-
sponding directly to jazz. “I felt that abstraction,
coming from my background, which was a very seg-
regated upbringing in Tennessee, reflected for me the
best expression of self-determination and optimism
and freedom. I've had to do an uphill battle in a lot
of ways in the art world on both sides, amongst the
blacks and whites, but I've just really stuck with
what I believe in.” His canvas Juju Boogie Woogie
(2013) was included in “Black in the Abstract.”

June Kelly, whose gallery represents Little, has no-
ticed a positive shift in the art world at large toward
black abstract painters. “There’s a wonderful group
of collectors who are more receptive to the work of
black abstract painters now,” says Kelly. “As they
read more and look, they see the need to open up
their collections. The writings and exhibitions of
black historians and curators such as David Driskell,
Kellie Jones, Richard J. Powell, Lowery Stokes Sims,
Judith Wilson, and Valerie Cassel Oliver are making a
difference.”

Jennie C. Jones is thrilled by the large number of
black collectors who are now interested in her work.
She credits, in part, Studio Museum director Thelma
Golden, who has organized such shows as “Energy/
Experimentation: Black Artists and Abstraction
1964-1980” in 2006.

“Over the last 20 years, she has been really edu-
cating black collectors to step away from focusing
on the WPA era,” says Jones, who will have a solo
show at the Contemporary Arts Museum Houston
in October. “I have black collectors today who say,
‘I've always been in love with Russian Construc-
tivism, and now I feel I can have something close
to that but reframed in a new context.” |

Double-Consciousness Raising

“My passion has really been in exhibi-
tions uncovering those things that are in
plain sight says Valerie Cassel Oliver,
who has been a curator at the Contem-
porary Arts Museum Houston (CAMH)
since 2000.

In addition to her most recent exhibi-
tion, which looks at the neglected history
of African American painters working in
abstraction, she has established the lin-
eage of black artists marginalized in
other areas, with exhibitions such as
“Double Consciousness: Black Concep-
tual Art Since 1970” (2005), “Cinema
Remixed & Reloaded: Black Women
Artists and the Moving Image Since
1970" (2007), and “Radical Presence:
Black Performance in Contemporary
Art" (2012). She has also organized
broad thematic shows such as “Splat
Boom Pow! The Influence of Cartoons in
Contemporary Art" (2003) and
“Hand+Made: The Performative Impulse
in Art and Craft” (2010).

For Cassel Oliver, who is 51 and a
native Houstonian, the Contemporary
Arts Museum was a formative place.
“The world was very small in Houston
when | was growing up and the CAMH

provided a worldview that was much
more expansive than what existed for
me at that time," she says. She re-
members first coming to the museum
as a teenager and being exposed to
Andy Warhol and Joseph Beuys.

As an undergraduate at the Univer-
sity of Texas at Austin, Cassel Oliver
studied communications. She went on
to get her master’s degree in art his-
tory at Howard University in 1992.
Throughout graduate school and after,
she worked at the National Endow-
ment for the Arts, during the height of
the controversy over public funding for
the arts. In 1996, she became director
of the Visiting Artists Program at the
School of the Art Institute of Chicago.
Cassel Oliver was a cocurator of the
2000 Whitney Biennial in New York
before taking the job in Houston.

“Since the museum was very open
to my vision, here was a golden oppor-
tunity to expand the history and to talk
about the evolution of various genres
and where black artists fit within those
spectrums,’ says Cassel Oliver, who in
2011 received the Driskell Prize for her
contribution to the field of African

Valerie Cassel Oliver’s aim is to
expand the history of black artists.

American art and art history. “There are
more younger artists now in art schools,
trying to find their own legacies and not
seeing themselves reflected. They are
not the first ones doing this type of
work. It's basically shedding light on
what is right in front of you” —H.M.S.
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LEFT Norman
Lewis, Untitled,
1966. He
played an
important role
in the
establishment
of Abstract
Expressionism.
BELOW James
Little, Juju
Boogie
Woogie, 2013.
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ODILI DONALD ODITA'S MESMERIZING PAINTINGS

By Sola Agustsson | October 24, 2013

Nigerian-born artist Odili Donald Odita’s third solo exhibition at the Jack
Shainman Gallery is entirely stunning. The paintings at first appear abstract, perhaps
referencing Picasso’s early abstract paintings, but in reality are careful studies in color
and light refraction. Sister Midnight is theoretically an interpretation of a veil falling.
Plane Shifter articulates the refraction of sunlight through a stream. Many of his
paintings are abstracted Nigerian landscapes, kaleidoscopic visions of remembered
mountains and rivers obscured by time and space.

Agustsson, Sola. “Odili Donald Odita’s Mesmerizing Paintings.” Whitewall, 24 October 2013. Online. <
http://whitewallmag.com/all/art/odili-donald-oditas-mesmerizing-paintings ?utm_source=rss&utm_medium=rss&utm_campaign=odili-
donald-oditas-mesmerizing-paintings>



His color sensibility is akin to a mathematician’s. The painter meticulously maps out
each painting’s angular design and chromatic scheme. Inspired by the vibrant textiles of
his home country Nigeria, Odita fuses these patterns with elements of Western
modernity. The splintering effect of his designs speaks to the idea of the “other” and
parallels the displacement he felt growing up in Midwestern America. Odita’s family fled
Nigeria just before the start of the Biafran war in 1967. The fragmented nature of his
paintings visually represents the postcolonial existence, which lacks a definite center.

Says Odita: “Rather than work in institutionally grounded aesthetic systems where the
containment of color occurs because of assumed and prejudiced notions of color as
aberrant, abject and superficial, it has always been my intention to work without the
fear of color,” which is in itself a censoring, limiting and debilitating condition.”

Each of his large-scale works, including a mural in the entrance of the gallery, is
mesmerizing. Though the arrangement of the colors and shapes are exacting, they are
sometimes intentionally irregular, making the patterns even more compelling.

Odita has been commissioned to produce many murals, including one outside New
York Presbyterian/Weill Cornell Medical Center in 2012. Previously a drab grey
wall sat across from the patient’s rooms (which was so oppressive that nurses avoided
putting patients in that room), Odita’s new mural now brightens visits.

Odita also is interested in music and says he explores this medium to understand the
human condition. He has had solo exhibitions at the Yerba Buena Center, The
Studio Museum in Harlem, and the Institute of Contemporary Art in
Philadelphia. He lives and works in Philadelphia.

“This, That and the Other” is on view at the Jack Shainman Gallery through November
16.

Agustsson, Sola. “Odili Donald Odita’s Mesmerizing Paintings.” Whitewall, 24 October 2013. Online. <
http://whitewallmag.com/all/art/odili-donald-oditas-mesmerizing-paintings 7utm_source=rss&utm_medium=rss&utm_campaign=odili-
donald-oditas-mesmerizing-paintings>
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Odili Donald Odita, X-Ray, 2013, gouache on paper, collage, 14 3/4 x 12 1/2”.

Odili Donald Odita is well known for large-scale, hardedge abstract paintings of syncopated shards of high-
volume color. But for two decades, a different, more intimate body of work has woven through this output
like a contrapuntal melody. For “Grey,” his first solo show in this relatively new gallery—which is already
carving out a niche with its smart program in an unlikely southern city—Odita debuts nineteen small works
on paper that have been made over the past ten years.

Several abstractions here evoke a Minimalist vocabulary that—unlike Odita’s sprawling paintings—mostly
cleave to a modernist grid and employ a palette of primary colors. A single horizontal bar of saffron yellow
against the white ground of Sword (all works cited, 2013) distills Mondrian into a meditative object.
Meanwhile, the stacked black bars inDaylight invite the memory of Judd’s stacked boxes. But by altering the
dimensions and color of the uppermost bar, Odita adds a directional vector and thus introduces the element
of time. Some of the paintings are loose and expressionistic, such as X-Ray, with its central panel of rib-like
marks over a solid red background. The rest of the show offers figurative works, many showing decorated
faces naively drawn or clipped from news media. Emitting less vibratory energy than the abstract works,
these latter pieces nevertheless touch on themes of cultural distance prevalent throughout Odita’s oeuvre.

One of the most important aspects of these small works is the great light they shed on Odita’s major
paintings (not on view). The figurative works inoculate against claims that his work aims for a bland
universalism. What’s more, the abstract works demonstrate how a heightened perception can produce
narrative associations and experiential depth from the simplest artistic gestures.

— Cinqué Hicks

APRIL 2013


http://artforum.com/archive/id=40090
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HEALTH AND HOSPITALS | OCTOBER 25, 2012, 1:33PM

Nobody Goes to the Hospital for the View, but...

by RANDY LEONARD

Librado Romero/The New York Times
A wall outside New-York Presbyterian/Weill Cornell Medical Center in Manhattan was recently painted, much to the delight
of patients and hospital workers who used to see a blank industrial wall outside their windows.

Being a hospital patient is usually not a pleasant experience. For some patients at New-York
Presbyterian/Weill Cornell Medical Center, stays were not enhanced by the view out the
window: a bland white industrial wall.

The drab barrier — erected in 2010 a stone’s throw from patient rooms on the fourth and fifth
floors to hide newer mechanical systems — presented such a dismal sight that nurses would
avoid putting patients in those rooms. Whenever space became available, they would move
patients from the west side, with the view of the plain wall, to the coveted east side, where light



bounces off the waves of the East River and a steady stream of boat traffic passes Roosevelt
Island.

But much to the delight of patients and the hospital staff, workers recently removed scaffolding
in front of the wall to reveal a mural of dazzling color.

“I just think the lines are beautiful,” said Michelle Miller, a patient, as she sat in a chair with a
view out her fifth-story window. “They were finishing it yesterday, when I was moved into the
room. I thought it was gorgeous.”

The 5,000-square-foot abstract painting is a vibrant series of vertical diamond and chevron
shapes of blue, purple, green, and ocher — created byOdili Donald Odita, a well-known artist
with a worldwide following.

“I'm a huge modern art fan,” said Ms. Miller, 42. “I see a lot of different things in it.”

The crenulated greens and blues are like earth and water, she said, adding that she saw people
interacting and shapes that reminded her of a celestial being.

“When you’re in the hospital you have work to do, I mean getting well is your work,” said Ms.
Miller, who was being treated for alcohol withdrawal. She added that a positive environment
“helps expedite your improvement.”

Hospital workers agreed that having natural light and pleasing aesthetic surroundings was an
important part of caring for patients. “It just makes such a difference,” said Caroline Olivetti, a
nurse in the cardiac unit on the hospital’s fourth floor.

She said she went around opening curtains to give patients a view of the hospital’s newest
artwork. “We don’t mind putting people over here now,” she said.

“I like it, and it’s beautiful,” said Alma Mercado, 79, a Brooklyn resident who was rushed to the
hospital after having a heart attack. “It’s so bright.”

Ms. Mercado is big on color, pointing out a patterned purple blouse hanging in the closet in her
room on the cardiac unit. Her nails were freshly coated in a greenish blue.

Ever since the wall went up, hospital officials had been wondering how to make it more
appealing; they even considered projecting an image of the East River onto it. In the end, they
settled on a painting and commissioned Mr. Odita to do the work.

Mr. Odita said he was challenged by the responsibility of painting the mural, given its location.
“It was almost daunting to think of doing something at that scale and at an institution of that
importance,” said Mr. Odita, in a recent telephone interview from Cape Town, where he was
setting up a gallery exhibition. “I knew the comparison would always be the East River. I wanted
to have and include nature without illustrating it.”

Mr. Odita, who was born in Nigeria and raised in Ohio, said his mural, “Time and Time,” took
about two months to complete. His work has been featured in exhibitions in America, Africa and
Europe.


http://www.odilidonaldodita.com/

Realizing that the mural would be visible by people from the infant nursery on the seventh floor
to the elderly in the cardiac unit, Mr. Odita wanted it to represent the cycle of life, and give
solace to viewers by helping them see their place in that cycle.

He knew that unlike gallery browsers, patients would face his painting for hours and even days.
He hoped someone staring at the complex shards might “allow the color to open up other ideas
of possibilities or considerations of what might be going on in their life,” he said.

Ms. Miller said gazing at the mural gave her encouragement.

“It’s inspirational for me,” she said. “It makes me feel like I want to get out of these cream-
colored walls and go back to life.”

Librado Romero/The New York Times
The wall had been bare for years and some patients complained that staring at it was not good for their mood.

Leonard, Randy. “Nobody Goes to the Hospital for the View, but.” The New York Times, 26 October 2012: A29, illustrated.
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Odili Donald Odita, X-Ray, 2013, gouache on paper, collage, 14 3/4 x 12 1/2”.

Odili Donald Odita is well known for large-scale, hardedge abstract paintings of syncopated shards of high-
volume color. But for two decades, a different, more intimate body of work has woven through this output
like a contrapuntal melody. For “Grey,” his first solo show in this relatively new gallery—which is already
carving out a niche with its smart program in an unlikely southern city—Odita debuts nineteen small works
on paper that have been made over the past ten years.

Several abstractions here evoke a Minimalist vocabulary that—unlike Odita’s sprawling paintings—mostly
cleave to a modernist grid and employ a palette of primary colors. A single horizontal bar of saffron yellow
against the white ground of Sword (all works cited, 2013) distills Mondrian into a meditative object.
Meanwhile, the stacked black bars inDaylight invite the memory of Judd’s stacked boxes. But by altering the
dimensions and color of the uppermost bar, Odita adds a directional vector and thus introduces the element
of time. Some of the paintings are loose and expressionistic, such as X-Ray, with its central panel of rib-like
marks over a solid red background. The rest of the show offers figurative works, many showing decorated
faces naively drawn or clipped from news media. Emitting less vibratory energy than the abstract works,
these latter pieces nevertheless touch on themes of cultural distance prevalent throughout Odita’s oeuvre.

One of the most important aspects of these small works is the great light they shed on Odita’s major
paintings (not on view). The figurative works inoculate against claims that his work aims for a bland
universalism. What’s more, the abstract works demonstrate how a heightened perception can produce
narrative associations and experiential depth from the simplest artistic gestures.

— Cinqué Hicks
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ODILI DONALD ODITA
INTERVIEWED BY ROBERT HOBBS

RH: Early on in your development you embraced
conceptual art and such conceptually oriented practices
as the one Félix Gonzalez-Torres originated. Traditionally
colour has been regarded as antithetical to conceptual
art and, in fact, was almost entirely abandoned by
conceptual artists in the 1960s and 70s for sub-aesthetic
propositions made with typing paper, printed words,
typescript and grainy photographs, causing some critics
to mistakenly believe that this art totally dispensed

with so-called objects in favour of ideas. Given this
circumstance, how do you explain endorsing colour in
your conceptually oriented practice? What convinced
you to return to painting in 1998 after rejecting it for
explorations of identity through multi-media based
installations, digitally manipulated images and photo-
based art, and after having moved away from painting by
opting to work as a critic and curator?

ODO: Colour has become for me a way to explore
perception while locating it as a construct within

a social/cultural space. I am interested in looking

at colour as a parallel to ‘peoples of colour’, for
example, by basically taking the formal construct,
colour, as a means for addressing this and other
social circumstances. My return to painting was a ‘why
not’ situation. Through my work as an independent

curator and critic in the 1990s, I was able to visit
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Interview between Odili Donald Odita and Robert Hobbs. Africa and Abstraction. June 14-17, 2012: pp. 29-41, illustrated.

studios around the world and in the process gain great
insight into the working methods of many artists.
Ultimately, it did not make sense not to paint. During
the time when I did not paint, I was working with
photo-based methods and employing the ideas and
properties of painting anyway. I thought like a painter,
even when making the photo-based work, so it made
even more sense to go back to painting and confront

its limitations as positive, rather than as negative.

Perhaps colour is the single most difficult aspect of art
to describe. In your writings about your work and also in
a number of your recorded conversations, you provide

a schematic to your overall programme, consisting of

a basic armature of black-and-white values, which you
in turn nuance with colour. You equate both black and
white as well as the many hues you employ in your work
(numbering oftentimes in the dozens and sometimes
even more than a hundred) with a range of social,
historical and psychological ideas. My question to you
is: even though you might have strong social, political,
cultural and personal associations with certain colours,
how can you be sure viewers will react in the same way?
Or will your own personal resonances create special
intensities capable of engaging viewers, but leaving
them free to interpret the range of hues according to
their own experiences?

Yes, I agree, and I do believe I work through your
latter point. There is no way I can play music, let’s say,
and expect everyone to dance. I have to believe I create
enough of a situation for the viewer to enter the work
through a particular and defined doorway. It might

be in the colour schemata, or in the overall design of

the patterns within the work. Essentially, I do think I



play with some stereotypical aspects of what one might
think of African patterning, place and authenticity,
as well as address my own sense of origin and the

foundations of my own intellectual inquiry.

Does colour in your work function ideologically,
universally and poetically, the latter taking the form
of metaphor or metonymy, for example?

I believe colour in my work does all the things you
describe and possibly more. I do not think that colour
can be ‘controlled’. Rather, I wish to play with its
relativity, as I believe there is freedom in this for myself,

as well as for the viewer in what can be imagined.

A related question regarding colour: can it function
both as a transcendent element and contradictorily as
a concrete device in your art?

Yes to both. It is not that I want to have my cake and
eat it too, but I believe colour is a force of its own,

which I try to direct through my vision of it.

In 2007 you completed the mural Equalizer for the
Studio Museum in Harlem. When you described the
completed work, you provided a specific allegory for it
based on different sets of tonalities for each wall, thus
transforming the work into a contemporary yet abstract
history cycle connecting it to the African diaspora. Would
you briefly recount the cycle you had in mind and would
you please explain how colour works on a number of
different and perhaps even contradictory levels in it?

This point you bring up is what I like about colour

— its contradictory nature. As a colour can be cool

or warm, depending on its condition, this can also
be said of a person. For example, does a person see a
partially filled glass of water as half empty or half full?
My ideas behind the Equalizer installation were specific
to the venue where the work was installed (The Studio
Museum in Harlem) and the understandings I have
as a Nigerian about my relationship to race and
history in America. I wanted to tell a story about my
own personal journey to America, as much as one
about the great crossing of people of African descent
from Africa to America during the age of slave trade
in America. The piece was formatted like a comic
book or an illuminated manuscript on many levels
for me. The title of the piece makes popular cultural
references to 1970s ‘Blaxploitation’ films, as well as
action-drama TV shows at that time. Each wall in the
installation comprises a page in the story I wanted to
convey. I also wanted the viewer to see the entire work
from the centre of the room. The cycle starts with the
red wall — the great explosion/exodus, then it moves
to the ocean, treacherous waters, before advancing to
a cold mountainous landscape juxtaposed against a
more luscious one — home? — that sits beside it. The
last wall suggests the contemporary world present in
a continuous struggle to find an integration of figure
and ground and a balancing of the figure within

the space. I adjusted the colours in this last wall so
that they could picture this dilemma and convey

in addition the possibility of coexisting figurative
elements (the brown tonalities within the ground).
This same wall painting was partly inspired by Jackson
Pollock’s Blue Poles, in as much as I believe that in

his later work he was trying to interject figures, or
figural elements, within his volcanic and frenzied

painterly grounds.



Ever since the French Orphist painter Robert Delaunay
and the American Synchromists Morgan Russell and
Stanton Macdonald-Wright attempted in the first decades
of the 20th century to create a viable alternative art to
Cubism by predicating painting on a structure comprised
of colour, there have been a number of ongoing attempts
to understand this most unwieldy artistic component.
Subsequently, such artists as the Bauhaus professor
Josef Albers and the mid-century American Colour

Field painters Morris Louis, Helen Frankenthaler and
Kenneth Noland took up this challenge and made
important contributions to this tradition. As a painter
coming into maturity in the late 20th and early 21st
century, how have you picked up this tradition and

what exact contributions do you feel you have made

to the understanding of colour’s structuring capacity?

In some of the notes you have shared with me, you
included several references to your concise and poignant
interrogative, ‘What holds colour?' Perhaps this self-
directed inquiry provides a clue to the structural and
formative role colour plays in your art.

‘What you are asking is interesting to me. I believe that
colour can hold the condition of humanity within it,
and not just describe things. For instance, [curator]
Ann Temkin’s exhibition Color Chart [at the Museum
of Modern Art, New York] was troubling to me at
first because I felt it reduced colour to serving as only
a materialist insertion or description after the fact,
but after speaking with her about it, I learned that
she was using this notion of colour as a starting place
to exploring how color expands beyond this point.
And yes, I understand the history and use of colour
as a spiritual device and as a means for recalling or

realising the sublime, all of which may now be worn
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out and devoid of meaning currently. But I also

see colour, as Byron Kim and Glenn Ligon have
seen it, as a means to address race through cultural
and social relatedness. I am interested in colour’s
specificity and its difference, that is, the situation
where colours can appear close to one another and yet
still remain distinct. In addition, I look at colour’s
interaction with respect to the nature of people and
things: I can say that colour’s ongoing and subtly
metaphoric situation is a quality that continues to
hold my intellectual interests. So I can answer this
by saying that when I look at colour, I am utilising
specific constructs or notions of social classifications
and social identifications, as much as memory and

experience, to guide my colour decisions.

You often refer to the physicality of colour and the

role of the black body signified in the work as well as

the situation of a range of bodies becoming physically
self-aware when standing before your paintings. Would
you say this aspect of your art develops out of Robert
Morris' circa 1960s emphasis on Merleau-Pontian
phenomenology and its capacity to project itself outward
to viewers' actual space, including that of their own



bodies, thereby replacing art's traditional mimeticism
and transcendence with a resolute objectivity and
intransigent actuality? Does colour serve as a
phenomenological tool in your work?

I am not familiar with Robert Morris’ notions that
come from Merleau-Pontian theories, but I do believe
in colour that is working as a phenomenological tool.
For me, colour does incorporate the ability to create
awareness and catalyse memory on many different
levels. Colour is not only a mental tool, but also

exists as a physical one: colour can affect my body as a
maker, as well as those observers of my work who are

able to appreciate it.

Another phenomenologically related question: when
discussing the ways colour operates in your art - a
tremendously difficult task for any artist working
primarily with hue - you invoke its ability to create
distinct cultural frames, referencing, in your words,
“particular histories and societal lines". Your language
makes me think of Martin Heidegger and his emphasis
on the impossibility of knowing anything in itself,

even simple tools like hammers, and the necessity of
approaching all objects through the specific lenses of
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time and space, two terms often mentioned in your
conversations and writing. While these references would
place you and your work clearly in a Heideggerian
perspective, you also have cited an alternative route
for colour in the form of your prose poem, which I really
like, the most relevant stanza being: “Colour does what
it wants/ It misbehaves/ But most of all, / Colour can
change our minds."” How do you reconcile this basic
contradiction, and how do you think your work handles
it? Would David Batchelor's neologism ‘chromophobia’
pertain to your goal to awaken people to the potential
danger inherent in a semiotics predicated on hue?

During the summer of 2009 I was in Williamstown,
MA, and spent some time on a farm by a rolling
stream watching the water undulate and move over

a rock-bed beneath it. For me this rock-bed, like a
drawing, was structure and armature. Additionally,
the water was like colour, moving this way and that
in a flow based not only on the structure of the
rock-bed beneath it, but also on its own condition
of what it was, as well as what it could become with
other forces such as the wind and sun that beat down
on it. Like this, colour can exist within a structural
framework, which gives it a context and direction (as
line does with colour), but what colour does and how
it moves also has a lot to do with its own conditions
and properties — its mass, space, chromatic intensity
and its value, for example.

Batchelor’s theories are another way that I see
colour working in the West, and this is an additionally
important point for me to make in my colour
investigations. I wish to investigate what we take for
granted concerning colour, as much as its ability to

design and define our lives and the world we live in.



As an example, what would people do if they
encountered their doctor or dentist, ready to perform
a life-threatening operation, wearing a harlequin-
coloured or tie-dyed outfit? If conscious, would you
still remain on the operating table? How can a colour
affect or change our minds about a profession or an
action? The idea that colour can be alarming outside
of a given context can make us question the essential
nature of the context at hand. And then, what about
‘persons of colour’? How do our concepts of colour
enter into play here, and where do we stand in relation
to these notions? It is only colour, yes, but our minds
can be affected by what the colours are and in the ways

we see these colours perform.

Colour is notoriously unruly, as you have noted, because
one hue changes its character when seen next to others.
Since you view yourself as a postmodern artist and your
work as open to the world outside it, how do you think
your work responds to the environments framing and
housing it?

Colour has the potential for being distinct, in as
much as it can mirror the complexities of the world we
live in. It can be specific, and it can describe so much
through itself. It does not have to be relegated to only
one thing or another. It can be used in so many ways.
I want to create situations through drawing for colour
to move as it wishes, and to depict a world of potential

in this way.

Over the years, you have articulated your desire to be
seen as an African artist and have contributed to the
magazine Nka, which art historian and curator Okwui
Enwezor primarily initiated in order to promote African
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art. Since you are the son of the expatriate Nigerian
painter and art historian Okechukwu Emmanuel Odita,
who was a member of the Zaria Society, focusing on
images of Nigerian nationalism in the early 1960s, and
a long-term faculty member at Ohio State University

in Columbus where you were brought up, why do you
insist on an African identity for yourself as opposed to
a global one for example? Or even a Nigerian-American
one? Or, more simply, a Nigerian one? What makes your
work ‘African’ as opposed to these other identities? Is
this a particularly empowering perspective based on an
intellectual movement that has enabled you to create
the challenging and beautiful works you have made?
Can we consider the African identity inherently global in
the sense of opposing internationalism by emphasising
permeability in national and even geographic
boundaries, thereby resulting in the paradoxical
development of a heightened reliance on local and
regional characteristics?

I see myself as an African in the way I was raised,
and in the belief system I was brought up in through
my parentage. I think of myself, specifically, as a
Nigerian-American. I am also a human being in
the world. I can locate myself within the world, but
I do not want to lock myself down within it. I know
my experiences can be the same or different from
others, regardless of birthplace or cultural origin.
I have experiences that are real to me, and I make
a distinction toward Africanness based on how my
experiences have been established.

I believe that African identity can also be
experienced as a local and global phenomenon,
whether as an African, a visitor to this continent, or

someone well versed in the reality of Africa itself.



I see African identity as a construct that can be
understood as much as lived through. There are many
‘Africas’, which I believe is a positive notion, but it

is interesting me to that it still exists as a contested
zone, used in denoting the idea of authenticity as a

power and a control.

A related question: in the 1960s the American group of
African-American artists known as AFRICOBRA wanted
to essentialise and demarcate race in terms of specific
sets of formal characteristics, most particularly colour.
While some members of this small group, active even
today, create representational work, others are abstract
artists. How does your focus on colour differ from the
AFRICOBRA approach?

There was a time where I thought I was making
paintings with ‘African colours” or with the colour
of ‘Africa’. This is now for me the most ridiculous
notion that I can think of because I have to ask
myself, “What is African colour?’ I do not know what
‘African colour’ is. I own neither Africa nor the idea
of what it is. I know I can only try to recall and create
a situation that makes my memory present, or that
gives me a feeling of this place and space. Colour
cannot constitute an exacting description; rather

it exists for me as metaphor and allusion. I like the
idea of making associations through implication, not

literal depictions.

Often in conversation you mention the importance of
African fabrics for your work as well as an African colour
sense, but you have not specified exactly what kind of
fabrics. Are you interested in only locally produced ones?
Or have you also embraced the colours found on the
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many Dutch-wax printed cottons so popular in various
West Coast African countries, textiles particularly
important to the art of Yinka Shonibare, for example?

I am most interested in Kuba cloth, as well as in
Mbuti pygmy bark cloth, both from the Democratic
Republic of the Congo. I also love Ewe cloth from
Ghana, Bamileke Ndop cloth from Cameroon,

and traditional strip-woven cloth from Nigeria. My
interest in these textiles stems from the great systems
of patterning and the many opportunities for chance
variations that occur within the structuring of these
designs. The same thing goes for caftans, as well as
Persian and Afghan rugs. The patterning, the use of
colour and the spaces created in these items are truly
breathtaking, and the foundations of these creations
are indeed wonders to ponder for intellectual inquiry

as much as for aesthetic thought.

Finally, a very personal question: having taught a
graduate art history seminar on colour, which was
enormously frustrating because the subject seemed
continuously to escape clear and precise definitions,
even when | took the class through the basics of Albers
famous colour course, | would like to know how you
teach colour to painters. Do you subscribe to traditional
colour theories such as Goethe's, Wittgenstein's or
Albers', or, since you yourself work intuitively, have

you developed your own pedagogy and theory for
conducting this course?

I like to introduce assignments at the beginning
of my colour course that cover the basic, essential
elements of colour. Early on, I also like to discuss

colour in terms of the social as well as the historical.



After which, my primary text becomes Josef Albers’
Interaction of Colour. It is a simple yet complex book,

and so beautifully done. It is something that cannot
necessarily be read alone —you need to go through

it with a group to be able to understand the many
different perspectives that can arise from the ideas
within it. It is a fascinating book for me, because of its
simplicity and directness. The book is actually bluntly
obvious, but also laden with subtleties that can take it
to so many places conceptually. This can in turn make
one read more into it than what it says, so this is why it
is better to read it as a group — so that the individuals
in the group can appreciate the variety of views that
can exist concerning colour. Ultimately, my goal is for
the class to learn to personalise colour for themselves,
to give colour a home within one’s own personal
history, since I believe this is the best way for anyone

to handle colour qualitatively.
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Flame On

2012

Acrylic on canvas
213.5 x 264.5cm
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Plane Shifter
2012

Acrylic on canvas
178 x 228.5cm

40



41



The Wall Street Journal Magazine
Online.wsj.com

May 2012

Pages 90-97















CARRIE MAE WEEMS

“They’re like my little morse
like little Lifesavers. I alway:
1 N


















The Philadelphia Inguirer

Galleries: 'Karmic Abstraction' brings a tint of
turquoise to renovated Bridgette Mayer Gallery

By Edith Newhall
For The Inquirer

It's hard to say which is more impressive: The renovation of Bridgette Mayer Gallery,
which has turned the former parlor floor and cellar beneath it into sleek, muted,
minimalist spaces while retaining some of their 18th-century features, or the sprawling,
colorful group show of mainly abstract paintings celebrating that transformation. But
there's no question that the latter, "Karmic Abstraction," inhabits the gallery's new and
improved quarters as if designed to test their architectural refinements.

The show's theme - that all contemporary abstract painting embodies or reflects on the
history of art - is fleshed out successfully in most of the works in this 16-artist exhibition,
starting with the first paintings you see in the front room. They are Thomas Nozkowski's
handsome untitled oil painting of solid forms, reminiscent of late Guston paintings and
Brancusi's sculpture The Kiss; and Odili Donald Odita's Electric City, a huge acrylic of
angular, vertical geometric shapes in a composition that seems equally informed by
color-field painting, op-art, and art deco art and architecture, but also by African art
(Odili grew up in the American Midwest but was born in Nigeria). The two
monochromatic phthalo-blue paintings with punctured surfaces by Los Angeles artist
Joe Goode look wonderful in their close proximity to Nozkowski and Odita.

Speaking of phthalo blue, that turquoisey hue shows up everywhere in this show - in
Leslie Wayne's accumulations of vertical slices of paint, in Matthew Fischer's modestly
scaled, broad-stroked oil paintings that recall aspects of Howard Hodgkin's work, in Neil
Anderson's oil Cleopatra's Barge, in Arden Bendler Browning's monumental gouache
and Flashe painting on paper that suggests a cityscape seen through a kaleidoscope,
and in Ryan McGinness' mesmerizing Black Holeand SponsorshipRedux painting and
print. There's even a little pool of turquoise in the lower left of Tim McFarlane's Constant
Flux.

As Mayer clearly knew, having an internationally known lineup like McGinness,
Nozkowski, Odita, and Scottish artist Graeme Todd - all of whom have recently joined
the gallery's ranks, as have Bendler Browning, Fischer, Wayne, Radcliffe Bailey, lva
Gueorguieva, Eemyun Kang, and Nathan Pankratz - would make "Karmic Abstraction" a
must-see. She needn't have included the works of her long-standing artists, but
contributions from Anderson, McFarlane, Charles Burwell, and Rebecca Rutstein
happen to shine in this company. Now, that's karma.



ODILI DONALD ODITA

Colour’s radical potential to dislodge cultural moorings is the sub-
ject and modus operandi of Odili Donald Qdita’s abstract paintings.
Raised in the American Midwest by parents who had fled Nigeria in
the build-up to the Biafran war, Odita has refined an abstract visual
language that imbricates these two seemingly adversarial back-
grounds. In discrete works on canvas and installation-like murals,
he deploys hand-mixed hues that explicitly evoke skin colours
(beige, ochre, dun) or the blues and purples of an imagined sea
voyage undertaken by African slaves en route to the New World.
Canny conceptual switchbacks trouble these works and lift them
far beyond the decorative: if their palette appears celebratory, it
should be recalled that their visual pleasure is also routed in a post-
colonial reading of history and contemporary media culture. Far
from being devoid of political content, these works seek to locate
colour within a framework in which beauty has a history that can
be engaged with both critically and viscerally.

Odita’s path to painting and abstraction in particular has been
ambulatory. In the early 1990s he moved to New York and began
a critical engagement with contemporary culture through readings
encouraged by the newly established Nka:Journal of Contemporary
African Art, founded in 1994 by curator Okwui Enwezor. Initially
working across media and often using photocollage to critique
magazine advertising, it wasn't until the end of that decade that
Odita began producing the colour-based works for which he is now
known. Indeed, his abstract murals stillinvoke such a reading: the
artist has noted that his images can look ‘like the scrambled recep-
tion from a television set’, a relationship that might appear abstract
but nevertheless gives ‘the sense of a familiarity located deep
within‘one’s own culture’. These works are equalizers that connect
the palette of African textiles, the language of Modernist abstraction,
and the visual textures of postmodern/postcolonial life lived in
proximity with digital imaging on computers and mobile phones.

Odita has exhibited widely at such venues as the Venice Biennale
(2007), Studio Museum in Harlem (2007) and the Yerba Buena Center
for the Arts, San Francisco (2009). In the latter he presented the
wall mural Post-Perfect (2009), whose dazzle-like effect seemed
designed to confuse the eye and make one’s passage through the
space a visceral experience. A recent work on canvas, Brave Men
Run (2010), is a typical exposition of his talent for sharp-toothed
energy. a central band sparks horizontally like a modified sine wave
in brilliant hues of orange, blue, green and pink. This visual intel-
ligence has a personal history — Odita’s father was also a painter
who worked in a Cubist-style, and it is evident that Odita junior has
spent a lifetime thinking about abstraction. Odita urges us to read
colour as a loaded form that cannot escape the culture in which it
is embedded. - Colin Perry

1. Serrated, 2008 4. Here and There, 2008
Acrylic on canvas Acrylic on canvas
127x152.5¢cm 228.5x178 cm

2. Brave Men Run, 2010 5. Post-Perfect, 2009
Acrylic on canvas Acrylic on wall
213.5x277¢cm Dimensions variable

Exhibition view at Yerba Buena
Center for the Arts, San Francisco
3. Crash, 2008
Acrylic on canvas
213.5x277¢cm
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Chromatic Symphony

Interview with Odili Donald Odita

Missla Libsekal

Interviewed by Missla Libsekal (Another Africa) and
lipo Jauhiainen

Following his recent solo exhibition entitled Body &
Space this past Autumn in New York, | had the pleasure
of interviewing Nigerian-born (b. 1966 Enugu) abstract
painter and hard-edged, colour field enthusiast Odili
Donald Odita. His oeuvres, architectonic creations
on canvas, plexiglass and wall drawings explore the
mysteries of colour, its infinite possibilities considering
colour anew - as a conceptual space. The journey
discovering his work and thoughts behind his practice
has been both intellectually and visually stimulating.
His rigorous practice, specificity yet instinctual
abandon to chromatic freedom create visual vistas
ocularly titillating. Viewing his paintings in the flesh,
one can easily find themselves lost in time, gazing
and seeing different perspectives shapes and forms
ultimately experiencing a renewed faith and love of
colour.

During our recent telephone interview in December
2010, Odita spoke candidly of his work, his thoughts
on colour how it marks, codifies and shapes our
world, influences our understanding and perceptions
whether it be at loftier heights such as in relation to
socio-political constructs or to the mundane yet rather
logical extrapolation as to why stop signs are typically
red.

MISSLA LIBSEKAL: What are the themes you
have found yourself naturally gravitating towards
through your paintings?

ODILI DONALD ODITA: Quite a lot of things actually
that I’ve been wanting to push through with the work.
| feel as if | have wanted to speak about painting
primarily; it’s a very important thing for me to speak
through. | want to speak to it in a specific way, from
a cultured position, from one who is speaking from a
certain place in the world, in a certain mindset from
within this world.

4. Interview

| want to speak clearly about painting as not only an
African but as a human being. It is interesting for me
to try to address certain things that | am concerning
with, certain things dealing with power relations within
cultures, certain ideas that have, that exist underlying
in painting that are very in certain ways hegemonic
let’s say and so there are a lot of different things that
| am trying to do within painting. | want to expand
the content of colour and the understanding and
awareness of colour rather than for it to be assumed
and dealt with in a superficial manner as it is in art and
painting. As | look at colour, colour can become an
enormous conceptual space that has only begun to
be scratched in the realm of painting it’s always been
looked at in a certain political, conceptual way rather
than only a technical way.

ML: The understanding of colour in the West is
said to be influenced by Chromophobia, Can you
tell us what this is?

ODO: | am borrowing the term from David Batchelor
whose great book titled Chromophobia goes into the
whole notion of the fear of colour in Western culture
and it’s a book that | use extensively with my students
in colour class. It’s a book that is interesting because
when American kids read this book and | am reading
in class, they look at it as an attack against them, or
a slight against them, and that is very, very important
- that reaction and | highlight to students that he is
speaking towards Western culture and they already
are feeling attacked. What does this say about their
awareness if not intuitive, their conscious awareness
of their participation, their embodiment of the West -
how they embody the West, how they are the West and
how they are receiving this argument in this way, this
particular way. It’s interesting, this book goes into some
good scholarly, historical detail into how colour has
been perceived, written in texts, philosophies, colour
theories in a way that genderizes it, makes it a state
of psychosis, puts it in the space of drugs, illicit drug
use, talks about colour almost as a state of anarchy
and all these sorts of things. This is all in documented,
historical, academic official text. You said something
really interesting to me about perception and colour,
and again | think this is to speak about how we
understand colour our perception meaning or being
understanding, perception being the way we see,
perception being the way we think, and how colours
can affect when used well and used interestingly, can
affect, modify and maybe change one’s perceptions
and feelings, thoughts, considerations, a particular
point of view.
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So | think that there is a lot of power in colour, and there
is a lot of distrust in the normal say Western sense of
colour, there is a distrust of it because it is used as
something that can’t be managed quite easily.

ML: Do you think that chromophobia is something
that typically occurs only in North America?

ODO: | couldn’t say that either because | know the
book, Chromophobia documents the West very
thoroughly but again it’s also a book from the West.
It’s an analysis of Western culture. If | was going to
make an analysis say of Nigerian culture, | might get
into aspects of chromophobia there too - | wouldn’t
know where to begin in that sense but | think that
that could be the case as well. There might be colour
associations, symbolic associations, colour that is
related to a symbol that one is to say do not trespass
this space, because this colour represents this idea or
this particular thing. So in that sense it’s about surviving
and life is always all about this on one level - you know
survival. | think that art is this other level, where it’s
like how do we live and move beyond only wanting
to survive. What is life beyond the mere necessity of
survival - where is the beauty of life beyond that and
that is when | think - you know wow plants with their
colours, they are made to attract bugs so that they can
pollinate let’s say, or plants with colour, bright colour
that are meant to be a warning in nature, that is if you
eat this plant you are going to die, drop dead and you
know you can start to contemplate those things. How
does it happen that we have colours and we actually
code things with colours and we identify from plant
life to stop signs, colour to help us move through
things. Certain colours kind of repeat as a certain
understanding, commonalities let’s say that goes
through certain colours identifies in a certain way, the
feeling that we have for red then there is fire then there
is blood, then there is a stop sign. It is interesting when
you think of it in that sense but you have to think about
it, you can’t just reduce it to only a stop sign, then |
think that colour becomes inadequate and becomes
only technical

ML: Living in the Digital Age where computers are
a common part of many of our lives, how do you
feel this is influencing our experience of colour?

ODO: But always remember that you have the colour
from the monitor, colour from an image, and then you
have colour entering your eyes from a natural light,
from being outside, from being in the sunlight - there
are multiple experiences. I’'m interesting in the quality
of colour generated from machine light, from mechanic
light, like a computer or a TV light and what that does.

| am also interested in what happens with colour in
nature under the sun, or in the atmosphere. Because
| believe that when we experience colour, through our
eyes, just through our eyes in the real world we are
going to experience infinity - the infinite, the infinite
potential - the infinite possibility. When we have man-
made, mechanical light we are going to have another
kind of experience, it’s just going to be flatter, but it
can be equally intense - different. Like an apple and an
orange, it’s just different. It’s a different meaning and
a different feeling. To be under a bright sun, outside
on a brightly sunlit day or indoors in an intensely neon
lit space or fluorescent space. It’s just a different kind
of experience, and | think that those experiences are
equally intense and valid, and specific and | love that
specificity of one verses the other because it talks
about condition, and it talks about stage and it talks
about state of mind.

ML: Your abstract paintings have been likened to
the scrambled reception of a TV, unrecognizable
imagery yet somehow familiar with the images
penetrating the viewer like a slogan. What led you
to isolate and define this particular attribute in
your paintings?

ODO: Well it’s all about contrast for me, all about
condition and contrast - what is the nature of the space,
how can | bring the space to an alert consideration, to
an alerted and alarm consideration, how might | deal
with say the subtlety of say a whisper, how can one
whisper and bring attention to what they need to say.
How can one scream, shrill, and bring attention to
what they say. So a lot of it is about being effective.
Having a sense of effectiveness of force being able to
modify, being able to render in colour, being able to
hold in colour the nature of a given space. It’s really
that | think that there can be so much clarity and at the
same time so much openness when one uses colour
and there is so much possibility with it and | think, and
| know for sure that colour as much as | have talked
about it specifically doesn’t exist by itself. It needs so
much of everything else for it to be something at it’s
most intense.

ML: The installation in Cincinnati, Flow, you
juxtaposed the confederate flag colours with
white and black skin colours. Is this one of those
invisible penetrations?

ODO: The penetration again is in the mind’s eye. It’'s
about trying to change the mind or affect the way
that somebody can engage the space. | wanted to
be able to come from my consideration of that space
you are talking about the one in Cincinnati. To me, my
consideration of the space, the nature of the space
with Zaha Hadid’s design in the space.

114






| am just trying to do many different things in this
sense. | am just addressing some of the many layers,
reality to colour. Good colour doesn’t exist. Space
doesn’t exist without colour and drawing. You need
line and form. Colour with edge to be able to help give
one a definition of space, to give oneself a sense and
a definition of space and I’'m trying in my work to be
able to understand all the different polarities that can
possibly exist to get to this notion of space and in that
sense having the body react to that space, react to
that in new, different and varying ways. | am always
interested in being able to come across some other
situation or condition that | didn’t foresee because
then it talks to me about the infinite, about infinity;
positivity and infinity of space and the world around
us you know, and on many levels, from the level of
music, to the level of intellectual inquiry, to the notion
of reality | am trying to investigate what colour can
be and it’'s not just wanting to use it to define form or
wanting to use it to depict objects, but | want to use it
also to help create an understanding of the world we
live in and an engagement in that world too through a
better understanding of colours, our sense of how we
perceive colour. How we deal with it, how we handle
it in our daily, our day-to-day experience and it’s just
so interesting how from one place to the other with
travels, literal travel as well as Internet travel, how one
can see and experience these changes. If you were
travelling, you’re going from one city to the next, if
you are sensitive you are going to notice that light is
different that daylight and the night-light is different
and | think that’s an important thing to realise. What
you are saying is | am here. | am in this world and | see
and | can see.

ML: You’ve described your wall paintings as
events, ephemeral, for a definitive period, to be
experienced in person and then gone. What does
this ephemerality bring to the work?

ODO: As a student, | loved this artist On Kawara,
a Japanese artist. He started out making postcards
where he would say, he said I’'m alive, I'm here and he
would send them out to people, his friends and people
he knew and later on he made these date paintings
which were painted on the day, and the subject matter
is the day that they’re painted. September 12, 1967 ...
February 18, 1966 ... December 30, 2004. They carry
the meaning from just the day that they were made.
It becomes just a really beautiful experience as | see
it - just existing. They have a sense of permanence
because that is real, and they are temporary because
the day passes and another thing about them is that
they were painted out of a suitcase essentially. This
guy doesn’t need a lab or studio with twenty assistants
running around, it’s just a modest scale painting with
this date on it, written on it, and that is it and I've
always liked that idea.

So for me, maybe I’'m excited by this notion of the
wall paintings because being essentially not literally
but essentially something it’s like this , | go to the
hardware store, buy my paints, | have a pattern and
everything, | go in there and paint on the wall, give
something to the public, give something to them you
know, they can take part in it, enjoy it, and then it
comes down and the experience is heightened by the
fact that somebody, that you the viewer where able to
go see it you know.

ML: Mentioning Kawara he has been archiving the
colours from his painting for many years which
in turn became *an artwork unto itself. We heard
that you too archive your colour palette. Your
paintings sometimes use up to 100+ colours, it
seems like the archiving process would be quite
rigorous. What importance do you put on this
process of documentation?

ODO: Well yes I've documented since the very largest
painting | made in ‘98. | document the colours that I've
used in my paintings maybe part of it is just the fact of
my father being an art historian. It is partly in my mind
to want to, to have the desire to document and to
make documentation of my actions. It was something
that | was taught from him but at the same instance
it’s about being able to see just the experiences that
I’'ve been able to have with colour. On another level
it’s being able to see how far | have gone with colour.
| want to look to see if | am using the same kinds of
colours, if | am using different ones, if | am reaching
for different considerations or different positions or
different spaces through colour. Colour creates space;
colour is about space as much as it’s about paint. So |
want to know that | am being able to challenge myself,
challenge my considerations of what it can be, useful,
appropriate, what could work with colour.

* Journals 1966 - 2000, On Kawara. Shown in Colour
Chart: Reinventing Colour 1950 to Today, MoMA New
York 2008.

ML: In reflection where have you gone in
your dialogue with colour for example in one
instance?

ODO: For me right now, with the show that | have up*,
| am very happy with the way that | have been able to
create a dynamic that goes beyond just colour itself.
The dynamic of the colour and the colour situation,
and the composition of the colours created this light,
created this type of energy in the space where light
and colour and form came together in a way that blew
the space apart, that really just pushed the space
apart.
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| was interested in the physicality of light and the
physicality of light being generated through colour
and the physicality of light as it moved through the
room because it was generated by the colour in the
room.

* Body & Space exhibited at Jack Shainman Gallery
from November 18 to December 23, 2010 in New York

ML: I’s interesting your articulation of this
intangible phenomenon; | was able to experience
this at the show.

ODO: Artintheacademyanddiscourse of theacademy,
we are trained to find ways to speak of things that there
are no words for but you know, it’s the power of colour,
it’s phenomena is beyond words. It’s about reality, it’s
about being able to experience physical nature, how it
shapes how it defines, it identifies. It is very important
to be able to for me, to be able to experience those
things and that is rewarding. It reminds me that colour
is not just only an item to fill identification of a space
but it is used to really make the world new and again,
make the world new and again.

ML: What role does the pursuit of innovation play
in your practice; you’ve written that you hope to
make a contribution to the intellectual future of
painting? Where do you think you are?

ODO: Well, | am still in the process of it. | had this
show that | had a really good experience with. | almost
killed myself doing the show cause it was so much
work and so much preparation in such a short time but
you know | appreciate the process, | appreciate what |
learned. There’s an artists who once said, talked about
coming out of your space, your studio to know what
fear is and | think that strong work can be like this
experience of coming to face one’s fears and learning
to live beyond them, yah.

This coming April, Odita will participate in a group
exhibition at ARS 11, Kiasma, The Musem of
Contemporary Art, Helsinki Finland where he will be
exhibited a piece inspired by Africa.

About the artist

Odili Donal Odita was born in Enugu, Nigeria and
lives and works in Philadelphia and New York. Odita
is currently an Associate Professor of Painting at Tyler
School of Art, Temple University in Philadelphia. His
work has been exhibited around the globe in solo and
group exhibitions. Of note, the 52" Venice Biennale,
The Contemporary Art Museum, Huston, The studio
Museum in Harlem and the Yerba Buena Center for the
Arts, San Francisco.

Odita is represented by Jack Shainman Gallery, New
York and Michael Stevenson Gallery, Cape Town.

http://www.odilidonaldodita.com/
http://www.jackshainman.com/
http://www.michaelstevenson.com/

Missla Libsekal

Founder of online magazine Another Africa, a
platform to showcase a contemporary vision
of Africana. She works as a design business
consultant earning her degree in Business
Administration with Honours in Management
though recently made a foray into the world of
publishing and journalism. (www.anotherafrica.
net) She is passionate about Africa and
conveying stories that speak to the richness
and cultural wealth from and inspired by this
continent.

llpo Jauhiainen

He is a composer, sound artist and writer.
Studied Sonic Arts atthe Middlesex University,
London, UK.

Copyright for all images:
Odili Donald Odita. Body & Space 2010. Image courtesy
of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, NY.
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critics' picks
“Wild Is the Wind”

SAVANNAH COLLEGE OF ART AND DESIGN
Gutstein Gallery, 201 E. Broughton St., Pei Ling Chan Gallery, 322 Martin Luther King Jr. Blvd.
January 11-February 28

“Wild Is the Wind” brings together seven artists whose work shares a sensibility that the curator,
Laurie Ann Farrell, connects to the mood and lyrics of the 1957 American song of the same title,
a slow, melancholic ballad of longing, discovery, and love. To translate these emotions into a
coherent visual exhibition, Farrell casts her net wide. MiddleSea, 2008, a hauntingly beautiful
video by Zineb Sedira, follows a middle-aged man who is alternately lost in contemplation and
pacing the deck as he travels as the lone passenger on a ferry. Ghada Amer’s equally compelling
installation, Le Salon Courbé, 2007, explores the space between cultures and examines the
definition of terrorism in English and Arabic. Kiluanji Kia Henda's large-scale color prints reveal
the beauty and dignity the Angolan photographer has found among Luanda’s poverty-struck
inhabitants. His pictures provide an interesting contrast to Shish Kebab, 2004, Lara Baladi's
critical look at the culturally loaded media images that flood society.

Less obvious but no less powerful are paintings by Odili Donald Odita, whose hard-edge
abstractions speak of a desire to create harmony among elements that may be at odds with one
another. Similarly, Nicholas Hlobo’s elegant sewn “drawings” made from leather, tire rubber, and
ribbon offer personal meditations regarding his search for acceptance as a gay black man in post-
apartheid South Africa. Combined with Penny Siopis’s figurative paintings, which teeter between
romanticism and fantasy, the exhibition becomes a thought-provoking meditation on the very
basic human quest for understanding and acceptance.

— Rebecca Dimling Cochran



Odili Donald Odita

JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY
513 West 20th Street
November 18-December 23

Odili Donald Odita, Point of Return, 2010, acrylic on canvas, 90 x 92”.

For those not familiar with Philadelphia-based painter Odili Donald Odita’s vivid revitalization of 1960s and '70s hard-
edged abstraction, this exhibition is a concise and elegant introduction. Since returning almost exclusively to painting
in 1998, Odita has modulated his work between canvas, Plexiglas, and direct application of paint to gallery walls.
Versions of each process are featured here, and all the resulting works are saturated with the rich acrylic tones hand-
mixed for each piece.

In some ways, the show demonstrates the seemingly infinite variation of Odita’s tightly regulated visual economy. The
squared Point of Return, 2010, for example, reorients the usual horizontality of his canvases, shifting the rays of color
into a receding, radial abyss. The lush pastels simulate perspectival depth, even as a shard of black powerfully drives
home the flatness of the work. Yet each of the works in this show, which is titled “Body and Space,” relentlessly

references the gallery space and co-implicates the viewer.

Some pieces play out the exhibition’s title quite literally: A smaller gallery is painted floor to ceiling with vertical bands
of color that wrap around corners, imply sculptural volume, and seem to lean against the supports like an early
Richard Serra. In contrast, the polyptych Television, 2009, evokes space-age static and solid-state silicon wafers.
Absent the canvas and stretcher, paint and picture surface become hypnotically coterminous—even white appears
here as luminous pigment. And in both cases, figure and ground relationships are left unnervingly indeterminate,
embedding us in a sort of unsolvable optical puzzle. While its striking chromatic beauty is a delight, the show is also a

powerful reminder of abstraction’s enduring versatility as an analytic and visual system.

— lan Bourland



ARTINFO

EDITOR’S PICK
In New York: Gallery Openings This Week

Published: November 17, 2010

Odili Donald Odita, "Body & Space" at Jack Shainman Gallery, 513 West 20 Street, through
December 23, opening Thursday, November 18, 6-8 p.m., jackshainman.com

The Nigerian-born artist Odili Donald Odita has used his colorful geometric abstractions to evoke stories
from the African experience, from the slave trade to more recent patterns of willing emigration, using
explosions of vibrant paint to suggest manners of movement. In his new show at Jack Shainman gallery,
the artist — whose work once graced Barack Obama's White House — has again called upon his
eloquent hues to address another improbable subject: the color black, which in theory is achromatic. Not
in Odita's hands. "For myself, color is the way to become specific about black, i.e., black as skin, as a
social construct, and as real experience," he says in the show's statement.
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THE WALL STREET JOURNAL

Friday, February 26, 2010

FRI 26 | 'Africa On My Mind'

Odili Donald Odita/Michael Stevenson, Cape Town

Along with live oaks, Savannah, Ga., is gaining an international reputation for nurturing
African-American art, thanks largely to the Savannah College of Art and Design. This
weekend, the college will oversee "Africa On My Mind: Contemporary Art, Home and
Abroad," a series of gallery shows around town featuring major artists like painter Ghada
Amer, born in Cairo, and Odili Donald Odita, a Nigerian artist known for his paintings
of interlacing shards of color. The college's coinciding symposium includes a talk today
by Simon Njami, curator of the first African pavilion in the 2007 Venice Biennale.



























The
seduction
of order

Odili Donald Odita’s distinctive paintings, notable
for their vivid colours and rhythmic energies,
present the viewer with a distillation of African
tradition, modernity and a transnational visual
aesthetic, writes A.M. Weaver

A.M. Weaver

The work of Odili Donald Odita exists between two
worlds: that of western modernism and traditional
African textile design. A Nigerian émigré brought up
in the United States, Odita adheres to a reductive
aesthetic in form and style and is, broadly speaking,
a post-minimalist. He is an artist who straddles
distinctive ideological zones, but insists he is
uninterested in identity politics. In conversation,
Odita, born in Enugu in 1966, concedes that the
issue of cultural power and its place in the art
market nonetheless intrigues him. His paintings are
an attempt to place his art firmly within the western
canon while retaining a visual language of vivid
colours and rhythmic energies that draws inspiration
from African art.

Odita received his Masters in Fine Art from
Bennington College, Vermont in 1990. A stronghold
of modernist activity from the 1950s through to

the 70s, Odita's education encompassed intimate
knowledge of Clement Greenberg's assessments of
abstraction produced in the 1960s following Abstract
Expressionism. In his essay for the 1964 exhibit Post
Painterly Abstraction, which Greenberg organised, the
influential critic argues that art following on the heels
of painterly abstraction was not a reaction to it but

a continuum. The qualities of clarity and openness in
the works of the 31 artists he selected for his show at
the Los Angeles County Museum of Art constituted
a freshness in which geometric regularity called

less attention to drawing and stressed lucidity of
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colour. This background marked Odita’s initial brush
with colour-field painting, in particular the works

of Kenneth Noland, Jules Olitski and Morris Louis;
however, he cites the work of Frank Stella, Peter
Halley and Josef Albers as being the most influential.
Exposed to the activities of various conceptualists
active in New York, he initially ventured into photo-
based installations, but eventually settled on painting.
Asked to crystallise his thoughts on this medium,
Odita says: “Painting is something that advances

its own form and can advance possibilities of
consideration and of existence... it is my means of
[articulating] my own purpose, my own sense of

Influenced by his
environment and systems of
design and pattern, Odita
distils his perception within
two dimensions that often
extend outward, defining an
architectonic space

intellectual purpose and drive.” In many senses,
Odita’'s painterly oeuvre, which ranges from small
canvases to large site-specific installations, describes
a dialogue between self and reality. Dominant as

a force in these paintings is Odita’s striking use of
colour, especially in his large installation works.

His arresting palette is derived in part from his
upbringing in suburban America. During the 1960s
and 70s, homes were painted in pastel colours in
order to personalise the generic architecture. An
avid fan of television and comic books, Odita was
influenced by the chromatic colours that appeared at
the end of a broadcasting day on television. He uses
a myriad of acrylic paints and chooses his colours
carefully for each painting.

His enormous canvas work, Pulse (2006) - it
measures 152.4 x 203.2cm - functions as a large
echocardiograph: the horizontal movement of
angulated marks and shapes conveys the energy

of a recorded life force in rose, mauve and muted
crimson. Latent and active force fields converge in
Odita’s use of vibrant and subdued tertiary colours,
combined within angular clusters. Allen Leepa, in

a critical anthology on minimalist art published in
1968, describes the ‘reality’ of minimalism as existing
at the meeting point of the inner and outer worlds
in the painting and not in the mind's eye of the
observer. He further explains that the objective of

the minimalist artist is to provide clarity and consider
the essential aspects of perception. "“Minimal art is
seen as an effort to deal as directly as possible with
the nature of experience and its perception through
visual reactions,” adds Leepa.

Odita’'s work is hard to place categorically. However,
he does follow some minimalist doctrines in that his
marks are based on geometric forms and the flat
application of paint is vigilantly measured within
taped areas across the canvas. He uses clusters of
angulated shapes to construct his canvases. A recent
work, Night's Door, has the appearance of analytical
cubism; he fragments and breaks down his shapes
so that sections overlap forming trapezoids and
guadrilateral planes. Influenced by his environment
and systems of design and pattern, Odita distils his
perception within two dimensions that often extend
outward, defining an architectonic space.

In recent years, Odita has produced a number of
site-specific installations, notably his installation at
the entrance to curator Robert Storr's exhibition,
Think with the Senses, Feel with the Mind, at last
year's Venice Biennale. | want to discuss two of
these architecturally orientated interventions, both
exhibited in the United States last year: Equalizer,
staged in the Project Room of Harlem's Studio
Museum, and Flow, presented in the CAC Kaplan
Hall of Cincinnati's Contemporary Art Center. Both
bring to mind public works by Gene Davis and,
more recently, Jim Lambie, a contemporary of
Odita. All three artists share a singular, distinctive
affinity: colour. Lambie traces rooms in his floor
installations and is concerned with the optical plays
of colour. While optics is a concern for Odita, he
vacillates between using subdued tones and colours
in conjunction with dynamic applications of colour
that vibrate and shift position in relationship to each
other. The interplay of his angular shapes further
impacts an overall sense of place. Rather than going
for a psychedelic effect, his compositions subtly
alter the experience of a room; colour, shape and
the direction of Odita’'s marks determine spatial
relationships. Picture windows enhance the unigue
qualities of Flow, which can be viewed internally and
externally. In developing plans for this installation,
Odita spent time in Kaplan Hall at different times

of the day, taking notes on the bustling activity

and traffic around the structure; his observations,
rendered in sketch form, are reflected in the
subsequent installation, which draws on a palette of
more than 100 colours.

| visited Odita's studio in Philadelphia, not only to
meet the artist in person but also gain insight into
the polemical positions and aesthetic attitudes that
define contemporary African art. His studio is orderly
with shelves full of acrylic paints. While his assistant

profile

aggressively taped areas of his canvas in preparation
for adding additional colours, we discussed the
position of the presumed marginality of the African
artist and his/her journey toward being part of a
global art movement. Odita feels that as an African
raised in the American mid-west he has taken the
entire complex of being black in America and created
a cultural product.

Odita came of age as an artist when the work of
African American conceptual artists Glenn Ligon,
Fred Wilson and Leonardo Drew were gaining
widespread attention. At this time, Odita joined
forces with two fellow Nigerian expatriates, the
painter and scholar Olu Oguibe and curator Okwui
Enwezor, helping to establish Nka, a magazine
focused on art from Africa and the African Diaspora.
Along with artist Coco Fusco, New York gallerist
Skoto, artist and writer Ike Ude, curator Octavio
Zaya, and scholar Salah Hassan, Odita engaged in
dialogues that shaped the scope of the magazine.
“The imperative was to give contemporary African
art a currency, an urgency that made it be seen as
serious as the most cutting-edge art forms being
produced in the art world,” says Odita.

Before settling into his current medium, for a period
of about five years starting in1993, Odita produced
photo-based installations. However, he always

painted and by 1998 began to devote all of his
energy to a mode of painting that some view as
steeped in twentieth century modernism, a history
that has roots based, in part, on work from African
antiquity. “My work, in a way, deals with a certain
revisionist critigue without necessarily being only
about that,” he says.

Odita’s work evidences elements of traditional
African aesthetic: the chevron designs of the Kuba,
the colour palette of Kente clothe. In conversation,
he cites linear and design orientated Uli body art
and painting as a reference, which the Nsukka
School of thought used as a foundation for its
radical practice of artmaking. The actions of Nigeria’s
Zaria Society predate the activities of the Nsukka
School by a decade. In the 1950s, vanguard artists
such as Uche Okeke, Bruce Onobrakpeya, Yusuf
Grillo and Demas Nwoko began to experiment with
abstracted elements, shifting from the prevalent
naturalistic style that, up until then, had followed a
European mode. (Of note, Odita’s father, Okechukwu
Emanuel Odita, was a member of the Zaria Society.)
During the 1970s, the advent of the Nsukka School
eventually became the official art of the nation. It
has been the recent thrust of Nsukka to promulgate
a postmodern agenda. Odita's work parallels that

of recent adherents to Nsukka, who are concerned
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with how contemporary African art transports itself
in the world. His works are philosophically grounded
in interpretations that range from direct observation
of the interplay between light and colour to the
pictorial allegory of migration from Africa to America,
as in Equalizer. Although not formally tied to Uli,
there are indeed political overtones to the underlying
explanations of his imagery.

IN his 1999 essay, ‘Between Worlds: Postmodernism
and African Artists in the Western Metropolis’, Okwui
Enwezor proposes paradigms that have shaped
discussions on the challenges confronted by African
artists working in, and informed by their presence

in western cultural capitals. In this essay Enwezor
analyses how identity is mediated through the quest
to embrace a “new politics of difference”. The cultural
world of the African artist in the west, Enwezor
states, “represents a plural universe built from the
multiplicity of frames that aspire towards the creation
of new territories”. He uses the term postmodern

throughout the text to imply the flux and ambiguity
that surrounds the present moment in history. At
best this term encompasses an inclusive aesthetic
operating from a de-centred core with ample room
for the multivalent explorations of artists once
considered other or marginalised. Odita operates
within this context.

Odita pursues an idea of artistic freedom through
abstraction, and his work attempts to push the
viewer's vision beyond the formal categories of

pure colour and form. “I have been able to find an
understanding of freedom and all that this can entail
through the notion of possibilities, an aspect inherent
and intrinsic [to my] process of painting,” he says.
His work appeals to the intellectually tenacious
viewer who is willing to look deeply for its essence in
African tradition, modernity and a transnational visual
aesthetic.

A.M. Weaver is a curator and writer based in Philadelphia
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