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Inspirations

FRED WILSON

I’m not going to speak here about E Pluribus Unum; I’ve never spoken 
more about one exhibition, in one city, in my entire career—Mining the 

Museum aside.1 But I did want to look at other interesting slavery monu-
ments and memorials in different locations, then at artworks by some 
contemporary artists with whom I have an affinity, and finally at the work 
I have done since I started working on E Pluribus Unum.  

James Mastin’s Haitian Memorial Monument (2007)—which depicts 
the Haitians sent by Napoleon to fight with the rebels against the British 
in the Revolutionary War—is in Savannah, where I did a project not too 
long ago. I found it extremely important and uncelebrated.  You may see 
African American men in uniform on an American monument, but rarely 
do you see them pointing guns at you, and this monument is quite startling 
in that depiction. Many projects have their large and/or small controver-
sies; the small controversy with this one is that one of the figures on the 
monument bears the face of a donor to the project, which some people 
considered inappropriate. 

Fred Wilson is a conceptual artist whose practice includes painting, sculpture, and photography. 
He is known for his sculptures in glass and for his site-specific installations in collaboration with 
museums and cultural institutions throughout North America, Europe, Africa, and Asia.
1Wilson’s Mining the Museum installation appeared at the Maryland Historical Society in 1992.  
Among many other discussions of the project, see Lisa G. Corrin, “Mining the Museum:  An 
Installation Confronting History,” in Gail Anderson, ed., Reinventing the Museum:  Historical 
and Contemporary Perspectives on the Paradigm Shift (Walnut Creek, Calif., 2004), 248-257; and 
Fred Wilson and Howard Halle, “Mining the Museum,” Grand Street, No. 44 (1993), 151-172.
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While attending a conference in Barbados, I had an opportunity to 
see Karl Broodhagen’s sculpture of the emancipated slave, Slave in Revolt 
(1985). What I found fascinating about this particular sculpture is that 
the man stands alone, separated from all the tropes of that type of moment 
(though of course, the ubiquitous chains are there).  I also like the fact 
that it’s in a traffic roundabout; as you go around it in your car, his body 
looks different; it’s not a very static sculpture.  The obvious problem with 
its location in a roundabout is that it’s difficult to get right up to it; you’re 
always whizzing by in Barbados traffic.

Vicissitudes (2008) by Jason deCaires Taylor, is an underwater sculp-
ture located off the coast of Grenada.  The first time I saw it on the Internet, 
I, like many others, immediately saw it as an incredible expression of the 
horrors of the Middle Passage, from the throwing of the “undesirable” 
Africans from the ships to the unsuccessful escape attempts of those slaves 
trying to flee the islands.  I viewed the sculpture as an evocation of the 
souls of these folks in the waters of the Caribbean. From what I’ve read, 
the artist has said that the work is not really about the subject so many 

James Mastin’s Les Chausseurs Volontaires (2007), also known as the Haitian  

Memorial Monument, depicts the Haitian soldiers whom Napoleon sent to fight with  

the rebels during the American Revolution.

Sculpture Copyright, James Mastin 2009 

Courtesy, James Mastin
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2See Randal C. Archibold, “Trying to Protect a Reef with an Otherworldly Diversion,” New York 
Times, August 14, 2012.

people seem to see in it, which I find unfortunate.2  His interests are more 
about ecology and biodiversity; the figures have become a part of the 
underwater scene. Artists, of course, have their own desire and ideas of 

Karl Broodhagen’s sculpture of an emancipated slave, Slave in Revolt (1985),  

on the island of Barbados.

Courtesy, Catherine Reinhardt-Zaicar
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the importance of why they create things. Sculpture is a visual medium 
though; it is imperfect in its ability to communicate specific things. People 
are able to see what they want in an artwork, and purposely so.  However, 
as I started thinking about Taylor’s works and what is happening to these 
figures over time because of their living, watery environment, I realized 
that the notion of biodiversity may indeed take over my version of the 
sculpture’s meaning.

Swing Low (2007), a recent monument / memorial to Harriet Tub-
man in Harlem, was created by Alison Saar.  The faces on Tubman’s dress 
could be, for me, all of the individuals she brought out of the South. This 
monument also faced a bit of controversy, which I’ve never discussed with 
Alison. Some were upset that Tubman faces the South. I know that this 
probably was done because if her sculpture faced north, it would always be 
in shadow. If I ever did speak to Alison, I would tell her that her artwork 
is right on target. The amazing thing about Harriet Tubman was not that 

Jason deCaires Taylor’s underwater sculpture, Vicissitudes (2008),  

located off the coast of Grenada.

© 2014 Jason deCaires Taylor / ARS, NY / DACS, London

Courtesy, Artists Rights Society
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3See the video of Abraham Lincoln: War Veteran Projection at http://vimeo.com/55889439. 

she brought people out from the South to the North, but that she went 
back to the South again and again and again. I’m reading into this in my 
own way, as one does with art.

As I stated earlier, I’m also interested in discussing some sculptures 
that have nothing to do with slavery.  One of my favorite permanent 
monuments, located in Union Square in Manhattan, is Kantilal B. Patel’s 
Mohandas Gandhi (1986).  Patel represents Gandhi’s whole being in the 
sculpture. It is not a heroic figure—huge, over-scaled—but is instead close 
to human scale. The sculpture captures the feeling of his philosophy rather 
than aggrandizing the man.  This man who was very much of the people, 
who owned few things, is depicted walking amidst a setting of trees and 
flowers. This contemporary gesture, placing him not in the context of the 
city but in the context of nature, softens the sculpture and slows down 
the viewers’ reception. You get a different feeling looking at the sculpture 
because you cannot actually go into the site on which it stands:  a gate 
separates his natural setting from the rest of Union Square.  Approaching 
Gandhi from the back, you see the natural environment of Union Square 
Park, rather than the frenetic city space he inhabits. It’s a traditional bronze 
sculpture that is incredibly contemporary.

Krzysztof Wodiczko, a well-known New York artist of my generation, 
often creates projections on buildings. In Abraham Lincoln: War Veteran 
Projection (2012), he decided to project video of veterans talking about their 
traumatic experiences on the statue of Abraham Lincoln in Union Square 
Park.  I first came across it one evening in the park, not knowing that he 
had done this.3 It spoke eloquently to the horrors and history of war, and 
its location evoked the chilling memories and stories of soldiers from the 
Civil War through the time of our present conflicts. This is a temporary 
project; it came and it went. Yet precisely that transitory quality can give 
some temporary projects intense power.  

Another example of the power of temporary work is Japanese artist 
Tatzu Nishi’s Discovering Columbus (2012), erected in Columbus Circle, 
New York City.  The original Columbus Circle Monument is so high that 
you can barely see it from the street, so Nishi decided to change that. He 
built an armature around the monument, with stairs going all the way up. 
You climb into this little building, this little space, and there’s Columbus—
in a living room. You’re up close and personal with this statue of Columbus. 
Nishi is engaging not with the subject of Columbus, per se, but simply 
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Alison Saar’s Swing Low (2007) is a Manhattan monument to Underground Railroad leader 

Harriet Tubman.  

Photography by Penny Colman, www.pennycolman.com

Courtesy, Penny Colman
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Placed among a serene setting of trees and flowers, Kantilal B. Patel’s Mohandas Gandhi (1986) 

stands in a gated area of New York City’s Union Square Park.

Courtesy, Briana Stephenson
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with this object that is often ignored, unseen in plain sight. In this sense, 
I suppose the project suggests similarities to Columbus’s discovery of the 
Americas. New York’s Columbus certainly was known to the locals, but it 
took an outsider to claim it as “new.”

Monuments and memorials like the ones I have outlined above are 
not necessarily art with a capital “A” because they are about organizing 
a series of specific symbols in an understandable form for a large public, 
and not about delving into the inner emotions, ideas, and feelings of an 
individual artist.  Therefore, the concerns that I’ve touched on in these 
works of public art also inform some of my own projects. In 2005 I was 
one among many artists invited to do a project at the New-York Historical 
Society for an exhibition about slavery. My piece brought things out from 
collection storage of the museum and put them together in a tableau. The 
society liked it so much that when they renovated their façade and ground 
floor, they had me bring this group of objects back permanently. So now, 
the first thing you see when you walk in the building is my project, Liberty/
Liberté (2011).  The idea for this project was rooted, as I’ve suggested, 
in the society’s collections.  They had many, many images—as historical 
societies do—of George Washington. I found two—one regal Washington 
in Roman robes, and one in which he’s in contemporary clothes of his time, 
looking very sinister. The most amazing object I found was this cigar store 
black man.  Over his hand I placed a red liberty cap, the kind you see in 
French paintings or ancient Roman statuary representing liberty. (I had to 
reproduce the liberty cap.)  To me, the black man is holding it to George 
Washington—who was a slaveholder—saying, “Yes, you’re going to be 
President, but what about us?” Between Washington and the black man 
is the balustrade from the balcony that Washington spoke from when he 
was inaugurated in New York City. Beside Washington is Napoleon, who 
re-established slavery in France’s colonial possessions, where it had been 
abolished following the French Revolution.  In Haiti, however, slavery was 
stopped dead in its tracks by the revolution of 1791 to 1804. Therefore, 
the back of the tableau features slave shackles, slave tags, and a beautiful 
picture of Toussaint L’Ouverture—all objects from the collections.

In 2011, I was invited by the Savannah College of Art and Design 
Museum of Art to work with the collection of Dr. Walter O. Evans, an 
African American surgeon who has retired to Savannah.  When I met with 
Dr. Evans, went to his home and got to know him a bit, I discovered that 
he not only owns an incredible collection of African American art, but 
that he also has an extensive collection of documents from every African 
American person of note, it seems, who ever wrote.  The visit provided me 
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Fred Wilson’s Liberty/Liberté, on permanent exhibition at the New-York Historical Society.  

Wilson used objects drawn from the society’s own collections.

Courtesy, Fred Wilson



INSPIRATIONS 19

4Life’s Link:  An Installation by Fred Wilson.  Inspired by the Collections of Walter O. Evans, SCAD 
Museum of Art, February 21-July 8, 2012.

an opportunity to have a dialogue between these great men and women 
of letters, and look at the synergies and connections between them, in a 
visual way. The exhibition that resulted from this unexpected opportunity 
was a combination of these exceptional writings and African American art.4

There is a letter from Napoleon to Toussaint L’Ouverture basically saying, 
“Please stop this war, we’ll treat you very nice if you come to Paris.”  Evans 
also has letters from L’Ouverture to Napoleon and to Henri Christophe, 
another leader of the Haitian Revolution. In addition, there are letters 
from Malcolm X on the haj, publications by Frederick Douglass, and a 
letter from Douglass to his sons.  I ended up placing these artworks and 
documents together around various themes.  

And then there were the bricks. As I first walked through the museum 
(located within and part of the ruins of an old railroad station), the cura-
tor, Isolde Brielmaier, said, “Well, you know, the bricks of this building 
were slave-made.” This set me on a path with this project.  Most of the 
bricks were slave-made on a plantation right next to Savannah.  It turns 
out that there were 172 individuals who produced the bricks for Savannah, 
and who made several generations of white Savannans very rich in the 
process. These bricks are all over town; in fact, the whole city was built of 
these bricks.  So, the first thing I did was create a display of the different 
kinds of bricks one finds in Savannah: Home Depot brick, machine-made 
brick, etc., and the last which says, “Savannah Gray slave-made brick.” 
Bricks are used as a metaphor throughout the space. Some of them create 
walls that enclose sculpture, some are stacked in patterns that I found 
in architectural brick designs around the city, referencing borders and 
boundaries, and obstructions.

I also created an evocation of the table where I sat as Dr. Evans 
brought out these leather-bound, box-like document cases and opened 
them with a big flourish. I had those cases reproduced and labeled like 
his, but inside my cases are Savannah Gray slave-made bricks. If you lift 
them up, you think they are going to be light, but the weight of history 
is in these leather-bound boxes. As you go around the room, there are 
sculptures by Elizabeth Catlett, Richmond Barthé, and many other artists 
that one might know.  There are letters from James Baldwin and Malcolm 
X.  Malcolm is talking about prison, from prison. Baldwin is talking about 
the psychological state enclosing him.  The little vignette created by hav-



IND IANA   MAGAZ INE   OF  H ISTORY20

ing these three things—the bricks, the writing, and sculpture—together 
resulted in a more existential space.

My Savannah project featured a little vignette of someone’s home.  
There is a painting called Man Fishing by Robert Scott Duncanson, a 
nineteenth-century African American painter.  Duncanson became a 
very renowned artist; though his prominence was blunted because he 
was African American, he did quite well for the time. If the young man 
in the painting is not specifically Duncanson, he could have been, since 
throughout history artists have, on occasion, painted themselves into a 
painting, adding an unannounced autobiographical footnote. In addition, 
Duncanson’s features and skin tone allowed him to pass for “white” in 
situations and places in which it would have been impossible for him to 
reveal his true identity. I put this painting over a mantle by Thomas Day, a 
nineteenth-century African American cabinetmaker.  Beneath the mantle 
is Fire!!, a magazine for “younger Negro artists” from the Harlem Renais-
sance in the 1920s.  On one side of the mantle is a small book and list of 
John Brown and his children; on the other side is a nineteenth-century 

As part of his Life’s Link exhibition at the Savannah College of Art and Design (SCAD),  

Wilson created a brick installation in recognition of the slave-made bricks that make  

up the college’s Museum of Art.  

Courtesy, Fred Wilson
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Wilson’s installation included Elizabeth Catlett’s Homage to Black Women Poets,  

enclosed in bricks.

Courtesy, Fred Wilson
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Richmond Barthé’s The Dancer was also included in Wilson’s brick installation.

Courtesy, Fred Wilson
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Central to this domestic vignette in Wilson’s SCAD exhibition is a mantle by nineteenth- 

century cabinetmaker Thomas Day.  Objects surrounding the mantle include a painting by 

Robert Scott Duncanson and an FBI poster of Angela Davis.

Courtesy, Fred Wilson

A drawing in Robert Scott Duncanson’s autograph book.  The words “Life’s Link” inspired  

the title of Wilson’s installation at the SCAD Museum of Art, February 21-July 8, 2012.

Courtesy, Fred Wilson
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“runaway slave” poster and an FBI poster of Angela Davis. You’re looking 
at posters and thinking, “Whose home was this? Whose home could this 
have been?”  This could have been an abolitionist’s home; it could have 
been an African American home. I was creating something from nothing, 
but by bringing these objects together, creating questions about whose 
space this was, I was also creating an African American space—a subject 
that rarely is addressed in art museums.

In front of the mantle I laid a snaking, river-like succession of bricks 
in the herringbone pattern that one sees throughout Savannah. There are 
172 of these bricks, each representing one of the individuals who worked 
on the plantation that produced them. I did research in an effort to find 
the names of all 172 individuals and carve them on the bricks, with the 
intention of then permanently embedding them in the museum walls. I 
wasn’t able to find all the names, but I did the best I could. It is an ongo-
ing project for me. 

Finally, I included a little autograph book belonging to Duncanson, 
the nineteenth-century painter.  People who came to his house signed their 
autograph and Duncanson did little drawings in it as well. The particular 
drawing that most interested me seemed to me to be so contemporary, al-
most surrealist. And beneath it were written the words “Life’s Link.” That 
was the “aha!” moment that brought together the ideas for this project. 
What are these links of life—over time, over medium, over various issues 
—what are these links?  It’s finding those links—within my own work, 
between me and  historic and creative individuals like those that I’ve de-
scribed in this Savannah project, between history and memory, history and 
the present, history and the visual world of art, and between object and 
image—that is important. Finding meaning in the visual world that sur-
rounds us is important. And like all the public pieces by other artists that 
I have described,  it is the links between various subjects and the people 
whose lives we recognize in our art that inspire me, and us, to create what 
may be viewed by some as challenging, yet original public art.




