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Introduction

The unassuming prefix “re” became a source of unexpected insight while researching this book. “Re” can mean simply doing something again, but it can also mean more than mere repetition – it can mean undertaking an action again but with a view to a (hopefully) better outcome. Words like reimagine, reconsider, rewrite, reconceptualize, reread and rework frequently popped up in relation to the work of the Black artists and photographers featured here. The better outcome? A fuller representation and more nuanced appreciation of the lives and artistic output of Black people.

These artists from across the globe explore new ways to represent the humanity of Black people, upend persistent myths that denigrate them, and also demonstrate the multiplicity of Blackness. In their endeavours they engage with, pay tribute to and expand upon older bodies of work: like that of the greats of the twentieth century like Malick Sidibé, Gordon Parks and Carrie Mae Weems. The so-called canons of Western art and photography and the collective cultural imaginations, primarily but not exclusively, of the West that once excluded these artists are also simultaneously the playgrounds and contested territories in which these artists experiment.

The photographs, short films, sculptures and paintings not only insist on a Black point of view but that that point of view is also always in flux and evolving. There’s an aversion to being boxed in. This point of view could be called the “Black gaze”, one that decentres the white gaze, that rejects stereotyping and exploitative, paternalistic ethnographic perspectives. Black feminist theorist Professor Tina M. Campt’s recent book A Black Gaze: Artists Changing How We See (2021) is perhaps the most prominent recent discussion in art academia of the Black gaze and defines it as the idea of what Blackness specifically brings to both the creation and viewing of video art.

The current cultural and socio-political landscape has more than merely coincided with what feels akin to a Black artistic renaissance. The insistence on seeing the humanity of Black people in society, it could be argued, has contributed to a demand to see Black perspectives in all creative fields, with an awareness that the images we consume play a large part in how Black people are perceived and then treated. Take, for example, the discourse around hooded jumpers which became a major part of conversations about the killing of teenager Trayvon Martin by George Zimmerman or the persistent linking of du-rags with criminality. Several young Black artists have engaged with this question, wanting to flip those associations on their heads. The emergence of social media platforms such as Instagram and Tumblr has enabled much of these artists’ work to be disseminated further than glossy magazines, newspapers and exhibitions might have allowed in the past. These platforms have also provided the opportunity for collaboration and lateral network building, a way in through the side door, dodging the gatekeepers. I would not go so far as to group the artists featured in this book into a particular movement, but at the same time I would say a climate has emerged – or let’s be more accurate and say has been fought for and cultivated – in which Black artists are able to have a much more prominent voice at a much younger age than many of their artistic predecessors.

Just as these artists are able to reach back to draw from these pioneers, their own work will potentially form part of an artistic archive on the myriad Black experiences of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.
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Ronan Mckenzie, Present, Finally: AJ and Akuac, 2019
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David Nana Opoku Ansah, from We Are They, 2020
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Ronan Mckenzie, from Small Island, 2019


Speaking of cultural precedents, this book itself draws inspiration from, and would likely not exist were it not for, books such as Antwaun Sargent’s The New Black Vanguard (2019) and Ekow Eshun’s Africa State of Mind (2018), which have deftly highlighted the innovative work of important Black artists.

An interest in mythology and modern mythopoeia – that is, mythmaking in popular culture – also partly influenced this text, specifically how cultural myths are expressed in the cultural products of an age. Where do people get their perceptions of New Yorkers from? Of inner-city British youth? Of LGBTQ+ Africans? How do the creators of those cultural outputs contribute to these ideas? Conversely, how do they challenge them? Telling the undertold stories and celebrating their subjectivities – those of the artists and the subjects – has the potential to provide something new. The result in so many of these artist portfolios is work that advocates for open communication as opposed to projection. Evident in this work and also in how the artists talk about it are concerns about power dynamics, a hyper-awareness of how photography has traditionally been seen as an exploitative tool and a desire not to replicate those relationships.

These artists tackle questions of accountability and artistic freedom while openly acknowledging the amalgamation of the sense of responsibility they feel in representing sections of minority communities and the fear of being placed into a box from which they cannot escape, a box where Black artists are hired due to outside pressure and not because their perspectives are truly respected and seen as vital, a box where “Black artist” becomes a limiting descriptor instead of an empowering one or even, simply, a factual one.

This book is not just about looking at Black people; it is also about seeing the world through their varying perspectives. It is not just about presenting counter-narratives through photographs; it is about emphasizing that any photo is just the beginning, the entry point, and the wealth of emotion, artistry, humanity you encounter in the photo is just the tip of the iceberg. The goal is to afford Black people the fullness of their humanity.
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David Nana Opoku Ansah, Family Property, from Where I live I will Grow, 2019
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