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The artist who burned

Sunday, May 12, 2024 D3

the U.S.

flag raises a new one in Venice

American godfather

of activism, opened a
fictional “All African
People’s Consulate™ along
the city’s Grand Canal as
a challenge to the notion
that Europeans can
decide when and where
Afficans can move.

By ZACHARY SMALL

Nobody would accuse activist-art-
ist Dread Scott of being a diplomat
He would rather dismantle power
structures than sustain them. But
the “All African People’s Consulate™
he has created as a conceptual art-
work along the Grand Canal during
the 60th Venice Biennale has quick-
Iy become a sofid gathering place for
the Black community in a city that
hasnt always been hospitable to peo-
ple of color.

The exhibition is dedicated to an
imaginary union of African coun-
tries that would protect the rights
of its citizens to freeh: move around
the world. It highlights a more diffi-
cult reality — one where 30% of Af-
ricans applying for visas in Europe's
Schengen Area are rejected. which
researchers say is the highest refus
al rate of any region.

Experiences with the fictional
agency may differ. People from Af-
rica or with African ancestry receive

" and citizenship registra-
tion. Others receive a short visaand
imvitation to be a visitor in the com-
munity that Scott is hoping to foster
during the Biennale. the internation-
al art exhibition that runs through
the fall and includes 90 national pa-
vilions (this is one of the many col-
lateral events happening in the city).

SANTIAGO MERA

A protest banner by the artist Dread Scott at the Jack Shainman Gallery in New York on July 12, 2016.

program.
“We are challenging the notion
that Europeans can decide when and
where Africans can move,” Scott ex-
plained. “But we hope it will also be
a place to hang out. It’s somewhere
where visitors can listen to the Ni-
gerian singer Mr Eazi or get recom-
mendations for the best Ethiopian
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Amdrrmmu* of high school

only a few credits shy of graduation.
he started attending classes at the
School of the Art Institute of Chi-

cago.

“They were apparenthy not as dis
cerning as MIT or Caltech,” Scott
said with a laugh. “They didn't ask
many questions about whether 1
graduated high school. 1 dipped into
adegree program.”

The hip-hop group Public Enemy
formed the soundtrack of his young
adulthood. and he became exposed
to modernist photographers like Roy
DeCarava, pofitical artists fike Leon
Golub and Hans Haack
cal collectives like AfriCobra. But he
credited books like Toni Morrison’s
“Beloved™ with his political awaken
mg
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erasteady income — enough to
a child with his partner, artist Jen
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In 2086, Scott was installing a new
flag outside Jack Shainman Gallery
in Manhattan, white Jetters on a
hiack backgground that read, “A Man
Was Lynched by Police Yesterday~ It
‘was a response to the police killing
of Walter Scott (no refation). an un-
armed Black man shot in Charles-
ton, South Carolina, but it also ref-
erenced a flag that waved outside
the headquarters of the NAACP in
the lute 1930s that read, “A Man Was
Lynched Yesterday™ (The NAACT
eventually removed it after being
threatened with eviction)

Dn...‘ Sontt’s version of the flag
o we hate and the possi
illity of viokence: than | ever had wit-
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gallery,” sxid Jack S
art dealer.

“The kandlord threatened to evict
me,” he added, 1 was also worried
aboat the safty of our emplovees ~

Artist Hank Willis Thomas, who
helped curate the exhibition, ssid
that Scott may have indirectly infls-
enced the Black Lives Matter move
ment through his artworks.

Yet during the height of those pro-
tests, Scott said he couldn® find an
American museam to show bis flag
aboust police killings — incloding the
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Whitney Museum, which acquired
and showed a copy in 2017.

And Scott said that other art-
works have been effectively banned
in the United States, which he called
abyproduct of tapping into the roots
of racial injustice. “I'm a revolution-
ary, and my work asks people to re-
think the cohering ideals of Ameri-
can society.” Scott said

Diplomacy at work?

Five years agn, Scott staged a slave
rebellion reenactment, known as the
1811 German Coast uprising, with
participants marching through 24
miles of southern Louisiana. Their
path through former plantations and
new petrochemical factories large
Iy retraced the steps of some 500
enslaved people of African descent.
who marched toward New Orleans
in an unsuccessful attempt at secur-
ing their freedom.

“It was my best work.” Scott said,
reflecting upon the nuance.

In 2021, Scott displayed costumes,
photographs and props from the
march at his first solo gallery exhi-
bition in more than two decades at
Cristin Tierney Gallery. But he was
also proud of the flags he designed
for the march, with an image sym-
bolizing Ogun, a Yoruban gnd of war,
and an Adinkra image used by some
Ghanaians to represent hope and
confidence.

Independent for most of his career,
e joined the Cristin Tierney Gallery
last year.

“What artists like Dread need is
somebody to say, ‘0K, we befieve in
the project, and we will help iron out
the budget by floating the cost of this
project until the fundraising comes
in.” said Tierney, who helped raise
$375,000 for Scott’s Venice exhibi-
tion. She said the gallery sold small-
ereditions of the flag waving outside
the “All African People’s Consulate™
for a donation of $10,000 to help
fund the project

One of the major sponsors behind
the consulate is the Africa Center in
New York. which has advised Scott
on what languages and images to in-
chude on his conceptual passports.

“The rhetoric that we see around
migration is often heated and ex-
clusionary,” said Uzodinma Iwea-
Ia. the Nigerian American CEO of
the center, who is stepping down
this year. “But Dread's work stands
out because it creates an interac
tive experience that could get more
people thinking than z roundtable
at Davos.”

Jermay Michael Gabriel still re-
members the 2017 death of Pateh
Sabally. a Gambian migrant who
drowned in the Grand Canal as on-
lookers shouted, “Go back to where
you came from.” And last year, three
Ghanaian curators involved in the
Venice Architecture Biennale were
denied visas by the Italian govern
ment as legislators passed 2 sweep-
ing crackdown on migration in the
country.

When 1 spoke to Dread, | was
crying.” said Gabriel. “The idea of
the consulate hrought a sensation of
haning  space for Black peoph: and
getting to feel com:fetable when our
bodies are uncomfortable in this
country.”

Scott is still getting comfortable
with this leved of support, though he
noted & certain iromy to his profile
rising abroad when American insti
tutions have largely spurned him.

Despite his impact on artists and
activists, Scott has yet to receive a
solo exhibition at 2 major museam
in the United States.

“It would take courage.” Scott sug-
gested. “T've done the work of mak-
ing the art — consistenthy for over 35
years. The real question of why my
work isn't more visible and support
ed shouid be directed tocurstors and
institutions.”
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