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Austin Lee's 3D Reality

— Art

August 22, 2018

The strikingly vibrant, digitally driven work of
New York-based artist Austin Lee imparts on its
viewer a sense of a priori wonderment. The
rudimentary figures he renders in paint and
sculpture — often working out in Photoshop or
in a VR program beforehand — offer a playful,
childlike vibe.

office recently stopped by the artist's studio in
Long Island City to chat about his work and
upcoming projects.

Interview and photos by Paige Silveria

How would you describe your practice?
I make paintings and sculptures using a computer to sketch out ideas.
How vital is technology for you?
It’s part of the world and you can choose to embrace it or distance yourself from it. They're basically just tools of the time
you are in. These tools can really change our perception and the way humans understand the world and how we live in it.
An invention like photography or a computer or telephone completely changes the way humans behave and interact. I feel
like that’s something worth thinking about.
How long have you been working with 3-D printing and what materials do you use?
I started experimenting with it back in grad school around 2011. I’ve used mostly plastic but also bronze filament and
plaster powder.

Tell me about discovering VR and how it's changed your practice. What do you use it
for?
I’ve only been using it for like a week but it’s been a huge breakthrough. My friend Rachel Rossin convinced me to try it. I
didn’t really understand how useful it was until she showed me how you could make sculptures in virtual reality. It’s really
amazing how it works as a tool. You can make a sculpture that is six-feet high and walk around it and get a sense of what it
would be like if you made it that big. It’s like how I can try things out in photoshop first with a 2D image, but with
sculptures. I was in Milan recently and made a 3D scan of the Rondanini Pieta — it’s probably my favorite sculpture. It’s
not the same as seeing it in person, but I can look at the scan in virtual reality, and I can look at the form in the way a photo
or flat image just can’t compete with.
How would you compare the act of using VR with painting? It's similarly so sensual —
maybe even more so?
That’s a good way of putting it. Yes, I think that’s one of the things I am drawn to with it. It’s like nothing else in the way it
feels though. A book or a movie let’s you escape your body and go into someone else’s reality. In VR this imagined world
extends to your physical body also. It’s really interesting.
I read in a recent interview you said: “There is no specific message I am trying to
convey, although I’m happy to share my thoughts. I don’t want others to think the
same way but I do want others to think ... I try to understand the world around me by
making artwork – there are messages and meaning as a result.” Is there a message or
no? What is it?
I’m trying to say that there is not one correct interpretation. Painting is a special visual language that can say things that are
unsayable in other mediums. I’m just as interested in what a painting evokes in a viewer as in why I made it. Often people
come to my studio and say things about my work that I hadn’t thought about. That can really change my own view of it. I
am also learning in the process. I’m just saying that I like that about it. Everyone has a different experience and viewpoint
they bring to something. Me appreciating that doesn’t remove any of my own agency. Paintings can have multiple meanings.
When I first started making drop shadow paintings in the mid 2000’s they felt really weird because I hadn’t seen that kind
of imagery outside of a computer. I still like those paintings but they are different now because the world is different now
and the way I understand them is different, but it’s still the same object.
How did you get involved in the group show in San Francisco, Pleasure Over Matter?
My friend Darryl Westly asked me if I’d contribute a work for a show in San Francisco and I said sure.
Tell me about the work that's being presented in this show.
I made a tiny 3D-printed VR sculpture of Darryl, based on a 3D scan.

What do you think of the art scene in San Francisco?
I have never been there so I don’t know much about it, but I'm curious.
Do you see it rivaling either LA or NY at any point?
No I feel like all these cities are unique and people can find special things in each one.
Do you think it matters much where a show is held — city or specific location — when
everything is online anyways?
I don’t think of online documentation as a replacement to seeing a show. It’s just documentation. It’s great that it makes it
easier to get a sense of a lot of things going on in the world at the same time quickly but it’s certainly not the same thing as
living in place or visiting it.

Check out Lee's current group show Pleasure Over Matter in San Francisco, on view now. Email
The Space Program San Francisco for an appointment. And mark your calendar for the group show Punch, which opens at
Jeffrey Deitch in New York on September 15.
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Last month, the music video “Pardon Me” by Lil
Yachty featuring Future and Mike WiLL Made-It
dropped. It has garnered millions of views on
YouTube and has an overwhelmingly positive
reception from fans across the globe.
I have genuinely never seen a music video like it
before. I have no idea how a person would even
begin to create a video so visually complex in
its editing and composition while at the same
time appearing to have a relatively lower
budget for a music video with such major
rappers. It preserves the Atlanta trap energy
that Future and Lil Yachty so dutifully represent,
featuring sideshows with BMWs and stunting
on Lamborghinis.
Interview by Saam Niami
Lead photo by Raheem Hercule
Photos by Zhamak Fullad

Future’s inclusion, especially, is jarring. His music videos are shot in mansions, in satanic trap houses, in millionaire strip
clubs. In “Pardon Me,” the all-star rapper is humbled, as if someone found some rare early 2000s footage of pre-fame
Future radiating the freedom found in the anonymity of geeking with friends.
When the video ends, you’re a little stupefied by what you saw. It wasn’t a high-production, flashy, corny music video that
we’ve become used to with some of the creative excess in music industry. It isn’t someone dropped into the industry with a
bag full of money and told, “Go.” It’s someone with a honed-in craft and style. It’s someone who knows what they’re doing
with a camera, as if the footage itself is a character with a personality. It’s someone who knows what the fuck they were
doing, and was just waiting for a chance to flex. And you can’t help but wonder, “Who made this?”
At the end of the video, in marker-drawn lettering on a flashing collage of photos, the words “DIRECTOR ZHAMAK
FULLAD” show on the screen, and rest there for a moment, as if to stare you in the face and say, “This is who the fuck
made this video.”
I sat down with Zhamak Fullad, a fellow Iranian, born in Tehran and based in Los Angeles, to speak at length about her
journey. She worked for years as a behind-the-scenes photographer for some of the biggest artists in the music industry
including Drake, J. Cole, and Rico Nasty. After years of crafting her skills and hustling, she landed the director spot for Lil
Yachty's "Pardon Me" after a friend put them in touch.
She is the first brown woman to direct a music video for Future or Lil Yachty. We spoke on her move to America, the
friction she experienced in western schooling, Iranian culture, and her struggles and ultimate triumphs in Hollywood.
Zhamak also has many thoughts on how other brown girls can do it too.

What is up, dude? How are you?
Nothing, I just had like five phone calls and I was like, ‘I gotta go.’
What were the phone calls about?
These edits! Drowning in work. It's great.
How have you been feeling about the video?
It's been cool! You know, it's not like, cinematic, like I made a short film. It's just, everything else about it. Just the vibe, it’s
me. The style is close to what we wanted for once. And no one has ever seen Future in this light before. So I'm getting a lot
of positive feedback, even when I'm like lurking the YouTube comments. I'm like, 'Oh, I haven't seen anything bad.'
Everyone’s like, ‘This is great stuff!’ So that’s cool.
Have you heard from like Lil Yachty and Future's people? How did they feel about it?
They felt great. They love it. It was the first time they had a video without any notes. We had version one, And then they
were just like, ‘Sick, can we get this export?’ It was done.
Let’s get into the nitty-gritty. You were born in Iran.
Yeah, Tehran.
How old were you when you moved to Vancouver?
I was 12 and a half or something.
What was it like growing up in Iran?
I mean, you don't know anything different and when you're there, that world is your whole life. And then you move on and
you're like, 'Whoa, everyone's racist.' [Laughs] Wow, hate it here. But, I dunno, everyone there is so different. Everyone
matures up so quickly. Even the school system, the curriculum is so different, you’re doing finals since grade one. Like our
fucking art class, I don't even remember it being anything crazy. It's very science and math-oriented. And you're in school
with all girls and boys are in school with all boys. Everyone’s wearing hijab from grade one and it’s weird. Like you’re six and
you’re like, ‘Why do I have this shit around my head all because men can’t control themselves around my wrists and ankles.’
So why’d y’all move?
My mom’s an artist and my dad's an architect. They just wanted to move for better opportunities and a better life for us. I
have a sister too, my younger sister. I can’t tell you our age difference, though, people will be able to guess my age.
Oh, don’t worry I got you, Iranian man to Iranian woman. No one will know your age.
All my aunts are twenty-nine.
My mom has been twenty-one for my entire life. I don't even know her fucking age. I'm not even capping, I don't know her
age. I've been lied to my whole life. So, I’m twenty-one, whatever.
I’m interested in how growing up in Iran and learning about art within Iran affected
your artistic upbringing. What ideas of art did living there give you that were different
from here?
Everything has to be done sneaky. You don't have freedom of speech. You have to figure out some way that you can talk
about sex, but not talk about it directly. I'm talking especially about cinema. It's like, okay, we're in Iran. The man and the
woman in the movie can't even fucking touch. We got to somehow say they had an affair. You have to be extra creative to go
around all the bullshit. It exercises your sense of using metaphors and a lot of symbolism in your work and talking about one
thing but showing another. You have to be like a ninja, how to dodge all the taboos things. And I think that's the best thing.
It’s almost poetic. There is so much metaphor going on.
That’s why Iranian cinema is so fucking good. 'Cause there's so much nuance.
And it’s so underrated.
That’s why Asghar Farhadi is so amazing…he says so much with so little because he
has to.
You have to. And another thing with Iranian artists is they get banned, they go to jail. Sometimes they're like, ‘Okay, you're
not allowed on TV or anywhere on the news for like 10 years.' People get banned left and right. Even if they're not speaking
politically, it still happens. You can’t make art there.
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So, you moved to Canada, and with all those ideas you mentioned of art and creating in
mind, how did it clash with what you were told was the right way to make art and be
creative in the west?
Well, first of all, I wasn’t even ‘making art’ in Iran. In Iran, everyone's an artist. You have to make art, even if you're like a
doctor, a lawyer, or something, you're doing something artistic on the side. Just to keep your sanity. This is probably so
cocky, but we could do anything and that's how I grew up. Like all of our family, friends, everyone did something artistic. Be
it playing the piano or playing the fucking sitar or the santur, someone could do it! Everyone knew how to do something.
But I grew up in a house that was all about arts, but I was more interested in sciences and stuff. My mom would force me to
sit and draw and I hated it. She would do classes at home where she would teach kids how to draw and stuff and I was
forced! I was like, ‘I don't want to fucking do this. I hate drawing.’ But then last week, I'm like, ‘I wish I knew how to draw.’
This sucks, it would have been great.
But from that we moved to Canada and I was still into sciences and I was like, you know, fucking getting graded straight A's
and being the perfect Asian child, coming from that strict system of schooling, It's not very passive. It's not like, ‘Oh, la-dida, you can do arts and you can smoke weed, every break and fucking do whatever,’ you know, it's different. You have your
school. Your school is your escape from society, to escape from home, whatever is going on at home, you just want to build
your future. Like you're in grade two and thinking, ‘Okay, I need to get my shit together and be a doctor so I can have a
family and have a poppin’ life,’ you know? ‘Cause it's hard. You just want to be set for your future.
And then coming from that and being in Canada where no one's taking school seriously, no one’s taking anything seriously.
It's not a matter of life, things aren’t that deep. And I learned English in a month and then again I was doing art in school
that I didn't want to do.
And then I randomly got into an elective and they were like, ‘Oh, you have a camera at home, you could take photos.’ And I
was like, ‘Okay,’ I didn't pursue it. And then I was in university and I dropped out, I was just like, ‘I’m gonna make art now.’
When I went back to Iran a few years ago after twelve years, I was like, ‘Okay, I need to pay more attention to what is here
and how I'm related to my culture,’ or how my roots are in Iran and that’s my culture, how do I bring that into the
light? Shooting a lot of music stuff, there's no real way to showcase that. Being a photographer and shooting music, there's
nothing that I can reflect from my culture into that photo, it's all about the subject matter. They’re already their own
person, their own icon. Where do I fit into this picture? I’m just the brown girl with the camera. Yeah, of course, I'm
representing my people and my gender and all of that. If I have a photo of Drake, are you going to see that was by me or by
an Iranian girl? No, you don't think about that shit. Just, ‘Oh, that's Drake, cool. Next.’ The most someone would say would
be, ‘Oh, this was taken by a brown girl. Cool.’
I feel like with painting and writing and filmmaking there’s much more room for that stuff. And when I started getting into
making videos and making short films for myself and I do a lot of passion projects and I shoot a lot of videos for myself,
that's when I'm like, ‘Okay. This is more of me.’
I guess with celebrity photography you’re more of a device, you’re not in it.
You’re not seeing eye to eye with the artists. They don't look at me as another artist. They're like, ‘Oh, that's just like
another photographer.’ I just want to be looked at as an equal artist.
How are you treated differently as any Iranian woman within these circles? I'm sure
there are many ways in which people treat you differently, but what do you experience
that I, an American-born man, wouldn’t experience.
Right off the bat, anywhere I walk into there’s misogyny. It's been like that. It is like that. And it's always going to be like
that. It doesn't matter what race or ethnicity I deal with. I walk into a room, I’m immediately against misogyny. And apart
from that, I'm never fitting into any sort of group, everyone cliques together. Different ethnicities, different races, and stuff.
They all that kind of bunch. Do you ever see a group of Persians in an art collective?
Oh do not worry about it, I know exactly what you’re talking about.
Even if there is a bunch of Persians together they’re probably just gossiping.

You're constantly floating between different circles. Of course, being in any POC circles
is better than being in a white circle.
Absolutely. But you're never fully welcome in any circle. It doesn't matter what race it is. It doesn't matter. It's weird. And
then sometimes I'll do a project and it’s a bunch of brown girls, ‘Sick!’ And then always, I don't know why, but it goes so
wild. It gets so crazy. Everyone's so opinionated and strong, Middle Eastern women. Oh my God. It's like, I'm talking to
myself times 10, everyone’s so stubborn. But still, I would rather work with that than a group of white people.
That's the caveat forever, ‘It's still better than working with only white people.’
Yeah! No matter how weird I may feel in a POC circle it’s still better than hearing racist passes at me on a set.
Constantly feeling like you’re undervalued, not even having to question it.
Absolutely. And obviously, the Black people on sets have it the fucking worst. I've been on sets where it's like, ‘Okay, you're
not being directly racist towards me and might be cool, but you're being fucking whack and saying weird shit about Black
people on Black culture,’ you know what I mean? Hip-hop was invented by Black people. Being around a lot of white artists,
they're imitating all of that. Like, this is so corny of you. And it's weird. Cause you’re dumb and young and probably don't
even like, think about the fact that you’re being racist.
Which is worse because they're not expected to think about it, there's no reason to
think about it.
There’s that, and then there's saying the n-word. Oh my God. Once on a set, I was talking to my other photographer friends
and she's like, ‘Yo, we gotta start invoicing for therapy because I was put on a white set.’ I was like, I'm down to start doing
that, especially those in the Black community.
And sometimes I have to think about it, the fact that I'm even here and being in this community and shooting music stuff,
it's because of Black people. We're all profiting off of this, but white people don't just don't want to drill it in their head.
Without Black people these music labels won't be anywhere, you know? I'm not saying that there are not talented white
artists, we all listen to them, rock and roll is mad white people. But don't get it fucked up. We all owe it to Black people.
But for me specifically, it’s misogyny. And then there are white girls getting the job over me, you know? So if it's not a white
man, then it’s a white girl.
And then there’s the issue of people sometimes not even knowing what race I am or where I come from. People can tell I’m
not white but they don’t know where the fuck I’m from. It's more of an American ignorance thing. They’re like, ‘What?
Iraq?’ I'm like no, Iran. How do you know Iraq but you don’t know the larger country that’s right fucking next to it?
Or they know where it is and they’re like, ‘Aw shit right that country that wants to blow
us up.’
Oh my God. Dealing with cops. It's always, ‘When was the last time you were in Iran? Does your family work with a
government? Are you guys spies and stuff?’ You look at me and you think I must be a spy or a terrorist? And that's the first
fucking question you asked me?
We were like shooting a video for a friend two months ago or something. And then I guess we were on in an area that was
restricted but we didn't see the signs. And we were just shooting those like four of us at night cops pull up, fucking
investigators. It was me and my sweet friends and they're all Black. And it's like, okay, here we go. This is going to be the
worst fucking thing. An Iranian with three Black guys, sick. So they questioned everyone. And then to my surprise, they
questioned me the longest like, ‘Oh, so you're from Iran. Oh, you were there two years ago. Okay. Yeah, let's talk more.’ The
guy was like, ‘Okay, so what does your mom do? What does your dad do? Do you have family in Canada? Do you have family
in America? What does your uncle do? What do your cousins do? What are their full names? Do you have your passport?’
And I was like, ‘No, why would I have my passport on me?’ I have my ID. They thought my ID was fake. My Toronto driver's
license. I hated these guys. It was so wack. I have been to Iran once in like twelve years and it’s a big deal.
Something you brought up a second ago that I wanted to ask more on, how did you
feel the transition of racial politics when you got here?
I grew up somewhere with my kind. You’re only around your own kind. They run the economy, the run the country. When
you see white tourists, that’s the most you'll see white people. Coming to Canada was the first time that I experienced
racism off the Internet or books or TV or movies. Like when you watch a lot of movies, it's like, ‘Okay, like this is racism.’
Watch it on the news. This is racism. Your parents tell you, this is racism. It's not cool. You don't treat other people like
that, you know? And then you come and move to somewhere that's white dominant and you're like, ‘Whoa, why am I the
weird one?’ Why is my outfit weird too? I used to wear tracksuits and Nike's. And my school, my white ass school, I used to
get bullied for that make weird. But I was in a super white suburban neighborhood, if I was buying the same fit in New
York, that's a whole other story. It was a shock. Like, ‘Wait, why am I the weird one?’ Why am I the one that outsider?’ It
just feels lonely. I hate that I have to adapt to your routines and your way of running things.
Do you still have experiences where you go in and no matter what you've been
assigned or who has hired you, you have to prove yourself?
I'm constantly fucking trying to prove myself. It gets exhausting. I go on sets where the director has the tiniest I’m getting
treated like I'm the amateur. I've been doing BTS (behind the scenes) photography. Being on music video sets, no one gives a
shit about BTS photography. They get paid nothing. You’re always getting bitched at. ‘You’re in the shot!’ Get out of the
shot!’ Blah, blah, blah. And then most of the time they're not getting paid and not getting paid on time. Everyone uses the
photos, nobody tags them. It’s just a lose, lose, lose, lose situation
This video, ‘Pardon Me,’ was the biggest fuck you to anyone that was ever like, ‘Oh, Zhamak? The BTS photographer?’ No,
bro. I'm not just the BTS photographer. My photo career is seven years old now. The BTS photography, the past three, four
years was my means of income and my networking. Learning and putting in my 10,000 hours.
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No respect for the hustle.
No, absolutely not. And being a girl, someone’s always like, ‘You're here to fuck someone, or you already fucked someone.’
And people don’t take chances on you. I have mad artist friends that are big and that I work with a lot. And sometimes they
do a project where they switch to male photographers or male directors. And I’m like, what was I doing wrong that made
you feel you couldn’t trust me? What was I doing that wasn't good enough for you? Because you’re gassing me and saying
I'm one of your favorite photographers. So why am I not getting hired?
No one’s giving me a break. No one's ever giving me a chance to just be like, ‘Here's a project, do whatever the fuck you
wanna do.’ So that’s why I'm super thankful for this project and Yachty because he picked me. We had talked because one of
my friends put us in touch and that's how it worked out. We started talking and shooting photos in Atlanta and he saw my
work and I was like, ‘What if we do a little video?’ And I wasn't even thinking about doing anything crazy. And he was like,
‘I'm with it.’ And then it just turned into something else. He trusted me with one of his favorite songs on the album too.
This is what I mean, this is what's important. I even told him, ‘I appreciate you and love you forever. You took a chance and
you finally gave me the break that I needed.’ And being the first brown girl to shoot him and Future. That’s important to
me.
And it’s also like, y'all can do it too! Just work hard. And you don't have to fuck anybody. You can just work hard and it'll
take a long time, but it'll pay off eventually.
How does being put in these boxes affect your level of creativity? What do you wish
you had more access to?
I just want to be looked at equally. But that's like asking God to drop a million dollars on my lap just right now.
So what’s your dream project?
Short-term, I’m trying to manifest shooting a video with Rihanna. She sounds sick. She uses a lot of women and this sounds
like a dream job, you know, trying to get that this year. But dream job is where everything aligns. Everything works out.
Each part of the project works out. There are no obstacles. There's no budget shortage. There's no one trying to one-up me
or try to get in my way or. My word is accepted. If I'm directing or if I'm shooting and if I'm leading the project, that's
trusted and that's backed up and no one is trying to come in and direct for me. And a team where we all work together and
help each other and back each other up.
Do you feel like the work that you're putting out now is like properly defining you? Is
that if not, what?
No.
What would you change?
I would love to work with more female artists. Healthy. Nice. Nonviolent. Just saying down with the patriarchy. Fuck all this
shit. And also bringing my culture into the work. Go back to Iran. Fuck around. Bring me and my people into my work.
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Anthony Bunmi Akinbola is a multidisciplinary
artist who makes use of the readymade to
explore the cultural rituals, connections, and
conflicts in the fashioning of identity.
Employing objects such as Durags, Torino
Brushes, and Palm Oil, Akinbola attempts to
question what makes an object “Black,” and in
turn, what makes him Black.
As a Nigerian American, Akinbola aims to
mitigate the separation between Africa and
Black America, his works acting as metaphors
for what a first generation existence might look
like. The Jean-Michel Basquiat to my Glenn
O’Brien (socially speaking), Anthony resides in
his Brooklyn studio exploring color, texture, and
recalling how to live independent of the
concept of responsibility. In his spare time,
Anthony enjoys cooking, weekend trips to
Hudson, and biking through Brooklyn listening
to Sade.
Interview by Sebastian Jean
Photos by Matteo Mobilio

We sat down and spoke about ideas for the future and where he sees his work in the conversation of art and global cultures.

How do you define “culture"? Tell me about the cultural impact you see your work
having on those who experience and interact with it.
I think the current global culture is a globalized American culture. When you look at apps, brands, celebrities, music, film,
etc, the most popular ones tend to be American. China also plays a big role in the production of that “American Culture,”
and in turn, both have a codependency when it comes to maintaining this beast called capitalism. It's with that background
that I then think of “culture” in its contemporary understanding, as being synonymous with “Blackness.” More specifically,
Blackness in America. In that same vein, if American culture has become the dominant culture and within that, Black
American culture has become the most popular, then it's really just “Black Culture” that's the global culture. It becomes
difficult for me, because with the advent of Black Culture, there is this demonization of these same things being idolized. I
think about the ownership and value of tropes like Jordans, Popeyes, Hot Cheetos, Fashion Nova, Colt 45’s, a lot of these
things aren't respected in the same way I see my blackness, yet they hold a social currency in this contemporary culture. I
remember seeing a white guy walk out of a Popeyes near my old studio in downtown Brooklyn. Based on his accent and
how he looked, I could tell he was a tourist from somewhere in Europe. I remember thinking, “what the hell is he doing
eating Popeyes,” assuming that maybe Nathan's next door or McDonald's would be the more appropriate establishments for
a european tourist in America to eat at. I am still trying to figure out why, you know, why or where that feeling comes from,
that feeling of ownership. This notion of black culture being subjected to capitalist structure is a theme I’m continuing to
explore.
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If you had to localize it, where do you think the root of this understanding lies?
I think it's a symptom of trauma, it's a symptom of, “they’re always taking our shit.” Take Rock and Roll for example. It’s
the fear of having these “products” that have an intrinsic cultural value off their proximity to black people, stolen and coopted by white people in a way where they monetize.
Do those moments of immediate recognition and frustration regarding that ownership
as it relates to “the other” make you upset, or is it just something that you realize and
then later disregard as maybe being irrational or misguided?
It's interesting, because for me, Popeye's is terrible for you. It will literally kill you. And it's like, “Is that the thing that I
want to champion?” I believe there is a cultural significance and value that Popeye’s holds, but I don't think that those things
are necessarily worth holding onto. I don't want a fast food franchise that's not even black owned to validate my blackness
or my black experience. This plays into ideas we grew up with, where if you're eating vegan or vegetarian, it's some white
shit. Even now that I'm making this art, I'm like, “okay, okay, Durags are obviously black,” but how? And that shit makes me
sound crazy, but when I really think about it, they're actually American, you know? And so, if the Durag is black and we
don't see them in other regions of the world where there are black people, then I think it would be more justifiable to say
that they're American, and Americans just happen to be black. I don't know if that's a controversial position to have as a
black person but I also know the discourse on what makes something black or not is also very complex and ongoing and it's
not something that's just black and white. Everyone experiences blackness differently.

We met in (2015) when you were working on your very first art piece, Target Practice.
In that piece, you placed the heads of men of color on our college campus onto
shooting targets and included audio where they spoke about their Black experience in
America. How has your work and approach developed since then?
I’m expressing some of the same sentiments as I did with the piece Target Practice, but now, as I've developed my visual
language, there has become a more subversive way for me to write palatably. There are a lot of white people that see the
work, and I know they don’t look at it in the same way a black person would, which is fine because that's specifically why I
use the Durags. However, I find myself having to explain to them why I'm using the material. And while it does defeat the
purpose, I believe there is a silver lining in being able to educate non-blacks on what a Durag is, so they can understand
there's a function and history beyond the crass perception of them “being scary” (somebody really told me that once). It's
important to understand the history of the object and how that relates to conversations around accessibility and
respectability. It's funny because the Durag was originally created to make you look less threatening and now it's the flip. I
want viewing my work to become a spiritual experience outside of the basic, “Okay we get what you're doing,” because
Durags are usually seen like this and you've made them look like art, and now they’re “okay” or “this makes sense.” I have
Black people talking about their moms, and the hot comb, and matching their shoes, and the nigga they used to work with
and “Oh, I actually have this Durag” or “Oh shit, silkies.” It’s like a portal, I feel like black people can walk into my work.
I love that. How do you feel about the lineage of the Durag? Black people have always
worn du-rags, but from what I can remember, when I got my first durag in ‘02/’03,
there have been so many developments in color, texture, and overall style. Back then,
silkies weren’t even a thing and it's just become this super item. Durags are even more
“fashion” now.
I think a big part of that is consideration, that evolution also relates to my practice in a very immediate way. When you look
at the paintings, you'll see the seam is on the outside and then the Made in China tag is also on the outside, exposed. Durags
aren't usually worn with the seam on the inside, because it’ll leave that line on your head. So to see that tags are now being
sewn the way they'd sew a t-shirt, where you have the tag hidden, but the seam is still on the outside, shows this
consideration of culture. It is nice to see all the new brands, colors and textures. I remember when Durags were just black
and maybe you would see a white one once in a while. Now you got violet and turquoise and orange and burgundy. I like
walking outside and seeing all the different color Durags I can spot in a day, it’s inspiring.
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How has this development in Durags and their cultural status influenced you as an
artist? The pieces have ripened so much since you first started working with them as a
medium.
I don't usually create a series of work, well at least I wasn't doing it before. I like to make things and move on to the next.
All of the works I made prior were all so different from one another. One might be a sculpture, the other might be a video,
maybe I’d make a painting or try to figure out a performance somewhere. I still work in that way, but over the past couple
years I've felt motivated to continue exploring these Durag paintings and it's kinda hard to stop. Especially when you go to
the beauty supply store and they got new colors and patterns you are just seeing for the first time. It's like going to Blick
and seeing new paints you haven't used yet or a music producer using a new drum kit. It's exciting to be working with a
medium that is constantly evolving and developing. I couldn't have made this work 10 years ago, the variety just wasn't
there.
With the Black Lives Matter movement in powerful effect, the legitimacy of how
museums, galleries, and other art spaces acquired Black art throughout history
continues to be scrutinized. As an artist and a Black man, how do you navigate a desire
to be a part of the “art world,” in addition to being aware of the methods in which
these art institutions came to be in possession of the Black art in their collections?
I enjoy being around the “Art World” but only for certain moments and from a distance. That environment is fickle and if
you don't guard yourself, you can really get caught up.There is a long history of artists being exploited, especially now with
this whole “Black Art” boom, it's hard to really feel like people are genuine in their motives. I’ve been much better at
vetting people before I give them my time. To be honest, I prefer showing my work in an institutional setting if it's physical
objects, and if it's something else, I like just putting it out in the world on my own. I believe it becomes less susceptible to
art world politics that way, because if I am going to be a part of those politics, I want it to be on my terms.

You had a show that opened just before COVID-19 hit, at the Museum of Art & Design,
and then a solo show that was supposed to happen in April. What can we look forward
to as the world opens back up, and what are you looking to explore in your work and
approach following these pending exhibits?
Yeah, the title of the show was LOCAL IMPORT, that's really the last thing I remember doing before the lockdown. I am
glad people were able to see it before everything closed. I'm currently working on two solo exhibitions I have coming up
early 2021, one at the John Kohler Art Center and the other at False Flag Gallery, which also happens to be my NYC debut.
Both shows will run at the same time. I feel like I've just been mining more and more information and trying to make sense
of it through the work, hopefully I can continue to concentrate these ideas in a way that I feel might be digestible to my
audience. I don't really know what that looks like at this time, but it's definitely just the evolved version of themes and ideas
I’ve already been playing with over the past couple of years.
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You might know him by his musical moniker
SSION, but true multidisciplinary artist and
queercore icon Cody Critcheloe has blessed us
with a new virtual exhibit of paintings entitled
Chips.
Having directed music videos for King Princess,
Mykki Blanco and Robyn, Critcheloe is a
creative who is used to tapping into this
distinctly fantastical, otherworldly vibe through
a plethora of mediums. Producing his own
albums, performances, and paintings, his
virtual exhibit, "Chips," may have seemingly
random subject matter, but all works are laiden
with hints of Crticheloe's artistic self.

office talked with Critcheloe to answer two
pressing questions about the latest exhibit.
Text by Logan Brown

Why ‘Chips’ when seemingly no chips are featured?
Chips is this word that has been flowing around me for a while… just a good word, a great title. While I was deep in
quarantine I started watching a lot of documentaries on painters. There’s this documentary on David Hockey I really loved
and there’s this great scene where in the midst of making all these iconic pool paintings and in a moment of contemplation
he’s legit devouring handfuls of chips in this comical over-the-top way. I found it relatable and charming… it stuck with me
throughout the process of making these paintings in a silly way.
Also, Chips is one of those words that no matter what the intention, still felt relatable to what I was making… a lot of these
paintings came from storyboards, treatments and shelved photoshoots that were all part of a broader narrative. It’s a pop
title… a fun title that leaves a lot of blank space to giggle in.
And I love the captions, how did you come up with them?
I wanted the titles of the paintings to be conversational and funny with direct nods to cinema and pop culture in general.
It’s also a way for me to link the paintings to a bigger full-circle narrative. It gives these stand-still moments new potential
and shifts things away from begin solely based around celebrity portraiture (when a so-called celebrity appears), which I
find really flat.”

Being Blonde (side parts), 2020 Acrylic on canvas 30 × 24 inches
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Chino Girls: Bailey, Jane & Eduardo, 2020 60 × 40 inches

Yves on Sofa, 2020 Acrylic on canvas 12 × 20 i
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