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From left: View of "Frank Bowtlng: Map Paintings,• 2015 , Dallas Museum of Art.From left: Texas Louise, 1971; Marcia H Travels, 1970. 
Melvin Edwards, PyramidUpand Down Pyramid, 1969, barbedwire. Installation view, Nasher Sculpture Center, Dallas. Photo: Jeffrey Sturges. 

since been acquired by the Museum of Modern Art in 
New York) . Their scale, meanwhile, marked a shift 
from the focused intensity of the "Lynch Fragments," 
1963-, the small, stark, welded-metal assemblages for 
which Edwards is perhaps best known. One of the 
barbed-wire works, the delicate yet imposing Pyramid 
Up and Down Pyramid, 1969, consists of rwo pyrami­
dal volumes, one upright, the other inverted, each delin­
eated by strips of wire stretched horizontally across a 
corner. Corner for Ana, 1970, is simila~ though here the 
shape created by the stretched wires is a triangular 
prism . Curtain for William and Peter, 1969, originally 
exhibited in 1969 in a show curated by Bowling for the 
Art Gallery at Stony Brook University, is a row of single 
strands of wire hanging from the ceiling, their bottom 
ends connected by drooping swags of heavy metal chain. 
And in the final barbed-wire piece, "Look through minds 
mirror distance and measure time"-Jayne Cortez, 
1970, wires are attached to the ceiling at both ends so 
as to produce a suspended net or hammock. 

Edwards's environment is a somewhat ethereal 
affair, with its thin, glinting metallic strands crisscross­
ing the viewer 's eyel ine, but the material is all the more 
menacing for its apparent lightness. Originally from 
Texas, the arcist was familiar with barbed wire 's every­
day use by ranchers and farmers, but there are of course 
far more loaded connotations: prison camps, police bar­
riers, state power . Barnett Newman had activated all of 
these associations in his Lace Curtain for Mayor Daley, 
1968, a forbidding barbed -wire grid made in response 
to the riots during the Democratic National Convention 
in Chicago. In Edwards's work, the material, especially 
when combined with chains, has even more potent 

resonances. His reference in the 1970 exhibition pam : 
phler to barbed wire's "brutalise connotations" 
obliquely conjures not just state responses co the civil 
unrest of the '60 s but also a deeper history of the 
oppression of black Americans. His intent, it seems, was 
to put all the cultural meanings of the material into play 
in sculptural arrangements that evoked confinement or 
violence bur that, curiously, also conveyed a sense of 
protection or repose (a curtain, a hammock). [n the case 
of Pyramid, another contradiction lies in the association 
of the titular form of monumental architecture with 
slave labor and the most majestic spectacles of African 
kingship . It is interesting that the three other sculpt ures 
have personal dedications: Ana is Edwards's daughter; 
William and Peter are his painter friends William T. 
Williams and Peter Bradley; and the poet Jayne Cortez 
became his wife in 1975. It is as if Edwards wanted to 
acknowledge injustices and atrocities past and presen t 
but also to suggest that in spite of these conditions, 
friendship, community, and love could still create havens. 

Edwards's Whitney show was hardly noticed at the 
time, and it was criticized in this magazine by Robert 
Pincus -Witten for being an unoriginal fusion of "geo­
metrical minimalism and anti-form"; Pincus-Witten 
took the Whitney to task for "so obviously sponsoring 
the career of a young artist over those of the many art­
ists who are responsib le for having brought that style 
into being: Hesse , Andre, Flavin, Rosenquist ... " It is 
true that Edwards's work shared a formal language with 
pieces like Hesse's 1969 Right After (which was actually 
first presented in November of that year at New York's 
Jewish Museum, some months after Edwards's first 
barbed-wire sculpture had been seen at the Studio 

Museum in Harlem) . Bue just as clearly, the artist delib­
erately deployed Minimali st and pose-Minimalist lan­
guage to his own ends, not only activating barbed wire's 
richness as a signifier but also making tactical use of its 
inherent physical prop erties, which departed from and 
even resisted the conventions of the movements cited by 
Pincus-Witten. A double -st randed, twisting, linear 
mate 'rial with intermittent sharp protrusions, barbed 
wire could never be stretched into a perfectly straight 
Minimalist line. Nor could it fall freely under its own 
weight, as could Robert Morris's felts or Richard Serra's 
rubber Belts. Any barbed -wire line would always have 
an irregular ity- and this was a material kind of refusal 
of art's dominant languag e. 

It was on ly with Bow ling 's essay "It's Not Enough 
to Say ' Black Is Beautiful," ' published a year after 
Edwards 's Whitney show closed, that a serious response 
to these sculptures emerged. Bowling attended not to 

the resemblances between Edwards's work and 
Minimalism or post-Minimalism, but rather co the art's 
short-circuiting of the putative transparency of both of 
those styles and, crucially, to its fragmentation and dif­
ferentiation of the homogeneous, generic (i.e. , white 
ma le) audience implicitly posited by most of the 
advanced art of the time. Claiming that " the traditional 
esthecic of black arr, often considered pragmatic, 
uncluttered and direct, really hinges on secrecy and 
disguise,,, Bowling argued that Edwards was continu­
ing a tendency in black art to "turn . .. suc h things 
as language inside out ." With "contro lled criticisms 
gone beyond anything Minimal or anti-form art had 
achieved," Bowling contended, Edwards was signify­
ing different ideas to different audiences : "He reroutes 
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fashion and current art convention to 'signify' something 
different to someone who grew up in Watts rather than 
to 'signify' on ly in the meaning of Jack Burnham and 
his colleagues." 

But Bowling did nor rate Edwards's show a success 
only because of what Edwards did with Minimalist or 
post-Minimalist idioms; he also saw in the artist's prac­
tice a route that departed from the activist realisms then 
called for by such African American leaders as Emory 
Douglas, the culture minister of the Black Panthers, who 
exhorted "all progressive artists" to depict "fascist law­
yers, judges, generals ... being punished for their crim­
inal acts." Edwards's "unforced delivery is the opposite 
of political-realist arr," Bowling wrote. "This work was 
like taking the Classical tradition and Humanism by the 
ear and making them face rea lity from the inside. The 
trouble is if your gaze is elsew here, only an act of vio­
lence will redirect you, and, as I've pointed out else­
where, don 't burn the museum down; this will only bar 
you from the art experience. Watching the museum burn 
is a spectator sport . Tangling with barbed wire hurt s." 

AS HE WAS WORKING on this art icle, Bowling was pre­
paring his own Whitney show, which opened in 
November 1971. It was the first major gathering of his 
works since his arrival in New York in 1966, and it is 
interesting to co nsider how the strategies he assigned to 

Edwards were at work in his own paintings . Just as 
Edwards torqued Minimalism and pos t-Minimalism, 
so Bowling rerouted the material and chromat ic lan­
guage of Color Field painting and the appropr iations of 
Pop, perhaps particu larly the cartograp hic imagery of 
Jasper Johns, who at the time was working on his Map 
(Based on Buckminster Fuller's Dymaxion Air Ocean 
World), 1967-71, whic h Bowling might well have seen 
while vis iting the artist . 

What is certain, in any case, is that Bowling, having 
learned from Larry Rivers how to use an epidiascope, 
projected images of continents onto paper and made 
stencils from them . In his Broadway studio, he laid out 
huge canvases on the floor and then poured and spread 
waves of thin ned acrylic paint on them. He then ele­
vated the canvases to the vertica l and affixed the sten­
ci ls, spraying paint around them in a new color, before 
taki ng the stenc ils off and adding fresh app lications of 
paint . In the finished works, a ll that remain are faint 
outli nes of the contine nts, recalling the edges of objects 
or bodies in so larized photographic prints. Sometimes 
Bowling only used stencils of Africa, the Amer icas, and 
Australia, but in looking at the works, it is impossible 
to tell whether, say, Europe and Asia have disappeared 
under washes of color o r whether they were never there 
in the first place. Unlike maps created by Europea n car­
tographers, these paintings emphasize a geography of 

From left: View ot "Melvin Edwards," 1970 , Whitney Museum of American 
Art, New York. From left: "Look through minds mirror distanceond measure 
time· -Jane Cortez,1970; Curtain for WIiiiam and Peter, 1969. Frank 
Bowling,MiddlePassage, 1970 , acryllc on canvas, 10' 7¼" x 9 ' 2%". 

the South and, consequently, they suggest a critique of 
Eurocentrism and colon ialism . Bowling's maps could 
also be read in the context of debates ongo ing in the 
black community in the '60s and '70s. While many of 
the artists, musician s, and wri ters he had been meeting 
in New York were beginning to call themselves African 
American s and were developing a so metimes romanti­
cized Afrocentrism, Bowling presented a more expansive, 
mutable, and ambig uous geograp hy, one wit hout cen­
ters or poi nts of origin or destination. 

Some critics have argued that Bow ling's approach to 
source imagery was related to the way Johns used maps 
and that for Bowling, the map was pr imarily a func ­
tional and fam iliar ready-made figure, valuable only 
insofar as it provided structure for his color pours. But 
this implies an arbitrariness belied by the work . It seems 
to me that Bowling put color and the liquidity of paint 
to work against the fixed authority of cartography . In 
Marcia H Trave ls, 1970 (dedicated to a rt ist Ma rcia 
Hafif), rich arrays of plums and purples overwhelm the 
map imagery, and the continents appear like tiny masses 
adrift in wine- dark hues; in Texas Louise, 1971, an area 
of fuchsia abuts anothe r of deep maroon, creating a 
divide that has noth ing to do with a line like the equa­
tor. Islands and archipelagoes of color with no relation­
ship to real landmasses appear in Polish Rebecca, 1971, 
while another passage in the same painting resemb les 
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Clockwise, from above: Frank Bowling, London, 1962. Photo: Tony Evans/ Getty Images. Melvin Edwards, Senefane, 2004, welded 
steel , 18 ½ x 17 ½ x 7 1/•"· Fromthe series "Discs," 1964 -. MeMn Edwards, Gulley Hammer, 1980 , welded steel, 9 ¾ x 7 x 8 ". 
From the series "Lynch Fragments,• 1963-. Melvln Edwards, Djerl D)ef, ca. 2004, welded steel, 11 ¼ x 7¼ x 5¾". From the series 
"lynch Fragments,· 1963--. Melvin Edwards, Mamba , 1965, welded steel, 10 ½ x 9 x 9 1/•". From the series "l ynch Fragments,• 1963- . 

an aerial view of a mountain range, presumably because 
the canvas was crinkled or rippling as acrylic paint 
washed over its surface. Here and there on all the can­
vases paint creates a terrain of rivers and tributaries . 
Scanning these imaginary landscapes, one feels the hold 
of preconceived notions about the world and the sys­
tems that organize it loosening. 

Earlier in the year of his Whitney outing, Bowling 
had worked with Rivers on "Some American History," 
an exhib ition sponsored by the Menil Foundation and 
mounted at Rice University in Houston. Bowling had 
introduced Rivers to younger black artis ts (Williams 
and Joe Overstreet among them) who were invited to 
contribute to the show, and had sent his own Middle 
Passage, 1970, a paint ing populated with cont inental 
shapes and silk screens of faces and places, to be dis­
played alongside Rivers's large construction A Slave 
Ship and Slaves, 1970. Bowling's tide of course evokes 
the mi llions of deaths th at took place as ens laved 
peop le were transported across the Atlantic, but the 
"Map Paint ings," with their liquid geographies of lus­
cious color that overwhelm and melt the continents, 
ro rr!'esuggest p ossibil ity rather than loss. These can ­
vases intimate what it might mean to be truly cosmo­
politan. Having move d from Guyana to London to 

New York, Bowling lived this cosmopolitanism, though 
this is not to say that the paintings are autobiographical. 
Rather, they offer an idea of existing beyond borders, 
one that ran counter to the demands of some African 
American activist groups that were fighting for principles 
of nationalism. 

The prescience of this vision is obvious-and, in fact, 
one of the striking commonalities berween Edwards and 
Bowling is the way in which bot h anticipate future 
theories and practices . Bowling's works have already 
been related (notably, by Kobena Mercer and Tanya 
Barson) to Paul Gilroy's semina l accounr of the black 
Atlantic. In his 1993 book of that title, Gilroy wrote 
that "the history of the black Atlant ic ... , continua lly 
crisscrossed by the movements of black people-not 
only as commodit ies but engaged in various struggles 
towards emancipation, autonomy, and citizenship­
provides a means to reexamine the problems of nation­
ality, location, identity, and historical memory." This is 
precisely the cosmopolitan comp lexity that is articu­
lated in Bowling's painrerly gestures and in the dynamic, 
changeab le geography they produce: To look at his 
maps is to be reminded of many transatlantic passages, 
and not just those ending in the US. Bowling 's argu­
ment about signifying, and his claims that black artists 

redirected establis hed meanings, predates some of the 
arg uments in Henry Louis Gates Jr. 's inlluenrial 1988 
study The Signifying Monkey. Meanwh ile, Edwards's 
barbed-wire works anticipate d the current practices 
of many artis ts, from tho se who have used simi lar 
materials in formally similar ways (Mona Hatoum, 
Adel Abdessemed) to Theasrer Gates, who has created 
absrract pa intings from fire hoses, the weapons used 
against children marching in civil rights protests. Forry­
five years ago, difference-as a condition of meaning, 
as rhe manifold to which signifying addresses itself, and 
as an antidote to essentialism-was routinely elided in 
art's reception, such that a Whitney curator and a min­
isrer of the Black Panthers could find common groun d 
in flattening distinctions among practices that, whi le 
perhaps engaged in a complex interrelationship, are not 
at all the same. Thanks in part to precisely the kind of 
expansive and "unforce d" critica lity advanced by 
Edwards and Bowling, art's multiple audiences are now 
better equipped to apprehend rhe work of these two 
artists and those who followed them. D 

"Melvin 'EdWtlrds: Five Decades" is on view at the Nashe, Swlpture Center, 
Dallas, through May 10. •Frank Bowling: Map Paintings" is o11 view at the 
Dallas Museum of Art through Aug, 2. 
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