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	KWA_Financial_Times_Online_4_June_2021_1:                     The catalogue for American artist Kara Walker’s new exhibition, A Black Hole Is Everything a Star Longs to Be, weighs 3.8lbs and is 600 pages. The size is daunting, but it seems fitting for its content, a collection of more than 600 drawings from the 51-year-old artist’s private archives that are on show alongside new work at the Kupferstichkabinett at Kunstmuseum Basel in Switzerland.  The exhibition, curated by Anita Haldemann, highlights ways the artist examines and considers the annals of art history in her practice, as well as showcasing graphic, provocative and unshrinking imaginative takes on aspects of American history through a sort of retrospective of Walker’s creative mind over the past 27 years. Images and texts explore the themes of power, race and gender relations, sex and violence, for which Walker has become known through her installation art of paper-cut silhouettes, film, puppetry and a range of mixed-media forms.   On opening the book, the first image is a drawing of a naked black woman in a posture of pleading agony, her arms reaching towards something we can’t see. Her upper body is stretched forward as she balances herself on her bent legs, and her large round buttocks illuminated as though caught in the moonlight. I turn the page to see the full image. The woman’s figure is now just a small part tucked in the bottom right corner of the illustration. We see she is crying out to a deified image of Barack Obama, whose large face appears through a parting in stormy indigo blue clouds, sending what could be a stream of tears or lightning rods from his far-gazing eyes. The title of the work is “Allegory of the Obama Years by Kara E Walker”.  Walker, who is based in Brooklyn, New York — though she grew up first in California, then in Georgia — talks about her practice of blending mythological elements to current world or political realities. In her early years as an artist, she says: “There was a lot of contentiousness — well, there always is in America — but especially in the late ’80s, early ’90s. One thing that catapulted my thinking [about making art] was the Jesse Helms era of censorship . . . that conservative, reactionary response. It made me really interested in the power of art to disrupt norms.” 
	KWA_Financial_Times_Online_4_June_2021_2: 
	KWA_Financial_Times_Online_4_June_2021_3:  In her drawings, Walker explains, she wrestles with how human societies are never far from their story-making or myth-making origins. “It’s funny and sad and tragic and beautiful that we try and try to coalesce this big world into as much as we can hold in our imagination. We invent these systems of belief, and create societal understandings of these systems of what we believe to be true and right and good. I feel like I’m adding into the sort of subconscious sea of imagery and ideas that are informing where we are at [as a society].” 
	KWA_Financial_Times_Online_4_June_2021_4: In the exhibition, her four role-portrait drawings of Obama speak to Walker’s larger sense of a deeply rooted human tendency to live and act out of a mythological realm of understanding ourselves and the world. She is “trying to understand the mythologies that undergird the violence that people do to one another and the violence that people have endured. [Because] to have been a victim of systemic racism or a victim of domestic abuse, or all the other things, there is another level of self-protection [that we enact] through mythmaking or storytelling in order to get through.”  The show is full of intimate detailed drawings and rough sketches, images of cut-outs, photocopied and handwritten and typed texts, letters, postcards, visual explorations of various sizes and stages of completion. There is a raw emotional opening here in this exhibition, a crawl space just wide enough to make one’s way into what feels like a deeply private chamber of Walker’s creative thought. And in large part, Walker confesses, the exhibition is experimental for her. Sorting through boxes recently, she found drawings, little dream notes, clippings and artefacts she’d kept over the years for reasons she couldn’t necessarily pinpoint.                    “It was almost like I was making a note to my future self to work with these [thoughts and sketches] later. Sometimes I found groups of drawings of which I had showed some but not others . . . because I wasn’t sure about them. There’s a question for me about that state of uncertainty. Like, did it cost me self-censorship or is it, like the dream notes, meant to spur me into action later on?”  Maybe, she muses, this exhibition was the “later on” for which she’d been waiting.  Walker has never held back from putting her work out there in all its intensity of alarming graphic detail and violent visuals as she confronts issues of race, gender, violence, sexuality and power.  In contrast to the delicacy of her cut-out images, and the grand room-sized tableaux of black cut-paper silhouettes, there are recent large-scale sculptural creations, such as the controversial “A Subtlety, or the Marvelous Sugar Baby”, a giant white sphinx-like creature with the scarfed head of a black woman, made with some 80 tons of sugar and sited in a former Brooklyn sugar warehouse. Or Tate Modern’s 43ft “Fons Americanus”, a pastiche of high Victorian memorialist sculpture that features a welter of art-historical references to the transatlantic slave trade and the ambitions and tragedies of its perpetrators and victims.
	KWA_Financial_Times_Online_4_June_2021_5: 
	KWA_Financial_Times_Online_4_June_2021_6: Raised in a family that held art as “the noblest of pursuits”, and making art since she was a child, as a college student she began asking herself what it really means to be an artist.                                    “I was trying to find my voice [as an artist and a person], and I was really interested in genre and history painting in the grand tradition, but in a way that felt problematic because I wanted to explore what was happening in these works and to extend myself into that role as the genre painter, the history painter,” she says.   "It’s couched in the language of slavery or the past of America but it also comes from these family dynamics"  “But it coincided with the perceived wrongness of my being there, the anticipation that as a black girl I should not want to be there and I should not be allowed to be there.” She laughs at the absurd reality of it before continuing in a more subdued tone. “But I was also unearthing some interesting [personal] traumas. 
	KWA_Financial_Times_Online_4_June_2021_7: “There was a very disruptive force in [my] house for the entirety of my childhood and young adult life, and an unwillingness of my family to deal with that. It’s a sort of polarised, bifurcated life when you’re caught in somebody’s mental illness. Now at 50-ish it’s interesting to look at the sort of work I’ve been making and to realise that, yes, it’s couched in the language of slavery or the past of America but it also comes from these family dynamics. Living with somebody else’s pain is tricky.” It is clear she means this also as a wider statement of our human condition.
	KWA_Financial_Times_Online_4_June_2021_8: Walker posits that people, herself included, tend to form political identities that are in lock-step with their personal traumas. “When someone starts expounding their world view hardcore, it seems like they are just creating a self-portrait. There are aspects that others will recognise, yes, but there’s this whole other excess that falls over into something else. I think it’s the excess that I include in my work, the ugly, ‘too much information’ stuff.”   Her work interrupts our public imagination with the question of whether the past is ever fully the past. By continually revealing visceral, unapologetic ways to blend mythmaking and present realities, alluding to history and race and gender relations in grotesque dramatisations, Walker keeps us gaping yet paying attention, and asking necessarily hard questions.  June 5-September 26, Kupferstichkabinett at Kunstmuseum Basel   


