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Kandis Williams: A
Surface

By Joel Danilewitz

The site of the archive is where the state reifies its authority, where policy
consolidates history, and, in the process, indexes a margin that is both inimical to
the state’s goals and inseparable from its production of power. In America,
collective memory tends to overly simplify, and at times erase, complex truths
about race and gender. These gaps multiply in all directions,cropping up in
healthcare, labor, sexuality, media representation, and politics. For Kandis
Williams, generating counter-narratives against archival omission is a means of
opposing historical omissions.

Kandis Williams finds inspiration in decay. Describing her hometown of
Baltimore as full of “interiors and domestic spaces without doors, half-finished
cement steps, those worn-out stoops that are very Baltimore,” her art often acts as
an interruption into other artworks, along with initiating its own self-reflexive
ruptures. Williams works across mediums, incorporating



video, performance, choreography, assemblage, publishing, and curating into her
practice. Earlier this year, Walker Arts Center commemorated this polymath’s
work with a comprehensive, career-spanning survey.

ing thi it mi i from dia-
Taking this a step further, it might be pDSsIb!e to move away
lectics and its deployment of effectivity, which cannot but reproduce
violence, by dividing life by blackness:

1)1 (life) + O (blackness) = = = = or =/ =

Instead of the sublation (d) or obliteration (e) of the form, Shis proce-
dure has no result because it is impossible to divide somethlpg by_ zero.
I have chosen = — « (infinity minus infinity) or = / = (int'"mlty dly!ded
by infinity) to picture the result because it is undeterminable, it has
no form: it is = minus itself or = divided by itself. It is neither life nor
nonlife; it is content without form, or materia prima—that which has
no value because it exists (as =) without form.

In equating blackness with = and capturing the rare (“of which some-
thing consists”) and the obsolete ( without form”) i
of matter, | claim a radical praxis of refusal to contain blackness in
the dialectical form. Though Frantz Fanon’s refusal of dialectics is the
most celebrated, | find this refusal also in Cedric Robinson’s tracing
of the black radical tradition; in Hortense Spillers’s figuring of the
flesh as zero degree of signification; in Saidiya Hartman’s refusal to
rehearse racial violence as the moment of black subjectification; and
in Fred Moten’s descriptions of blackness in the scene of violence
which refuse a simple reconciliation with the categories and premises
of modern thought.?® When blackness’s oppositional power refers
to matter—or, in Fanon’s words, in the “night of the absolute”—it is
possible to avoid the principle of contradiction and the accounts of
self-determination it sustains; it is possible to avoid, that is, a return
to Hegel (or Marx) via the shortcut of racial eschatology. What | hope
this move against determinacy—the very notion presupposed in the
question that Black Lives Matter sets out to challenge—makes possible
is an appreciation of the urgency of bringing about its dissolution. For
the work of blackness as a category of difference fits the Hegelian
but has no i 'y power because it functions as a
signifier of violence which, when deployed successfully, justifies the
otherwise unacceptable, such as the deaths of black persons due to
state violence (in the US and in Europe) and capitalist expropriation (in
Africa). That is, the category of blackness serves the ordered universe
of determinacy and the violence and violations it authorizes. A guide to
thinking, a method for study and unbounded sociality*—blackness as
matter signals =, another world: namely, that which exists without time
and out of space, in the plenum.
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REFLECTIONS ON “WHITENESS AS PROPERTY”
Cheryl I. Harris

I. CHATTEL

Chattel (Black) is the fusion of race and property—embodied as always
essential and forever disposable.

1. TIME
Hard time.

8 minutes and 46 seconds is an eternity. Centuries without a breath.

11l. HOME
Home is not a haven. You can be shot eight times in your home, in your
bed. Before anything. Before you can breathe.

IV. TERRA NULLIUS

Awalk in the pandemic. Dappling sunlight through the leaves. A quiet
street in early morning. The symphony of birds. The air as clear as the
sky is blue. A bucolic scene that conjures security, tranquility, timeless-
ness. It was always meant to be. But it is a mirage: the tableau was born
in theft, and theft continues to sustain it. Through violence, the land and
the people are transformed into property, into commodities, abstracted
into investments, financial products, and debt instruments.' Protected
by law, this property regime is reassured of its logic and projects a
raceless fagade.

V. THE WEIGHT

[H]istory is not the past. It is the present. We carry our history
with us.... If we pretend otherwise . .. we literally are criminals.

— James Baldwin, 1980*

This essay first appeared in Harvard Law Review 133, no. 9 (2020).

Notes have been edited to conform to the present publication’s style.
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The monograph Kandis Williams: A Surface, published in affiliation with the
exhibition of the same name at Walker Arts Center, elucidates the artist’s

methodologies for disrupting the normative temporal and spatial conditions that
bring about racial and gendered embodiment in American culture. For Williams,
collage is a useful technique and epistemological tool for reconfiguring the
historical treatment of women and Black people.

Williams’s mixed-media photomontages are sometimes sepulchral, frequently
sublime, and always magnificently layered. The artist uses pop cultural references
to demonstrate the past’s recursive nature—racism and misogyny as visual
regimes that continually reinforce themselves. History is a circle that enfolds
itself, a process Williams proves in works like Crowd on the marshes of Lethe



IS
1}

on the cool earth to recover.* Delia goes : e B The afflicted, upon being said to remain in one’s
numb one more time as she loses con- 4 / i bitten by the spider (which system for many years, the
trol of her legs, not out of fear but from N = often was not seen), would dancing mania occurred
her long-awaited respite from torment. p g W run to the marketplace only at the height of sum-
She shelters under the chinaberry tree, 2 o/ R and begin dancing riotously.  mer. The afflicted might

a plant with fruit known for toxicity 1§ > e 4 The behavior included dance for days until ex-
rather than a fecund abundance that 5 i\ 3 animal-like squealing, ob- hausted, and the only cure
can be exploited. This type of death that scene shouting,and a desire ~ was music, for which
Delia witnesses is also her refusal of the . 5 to be tipped over in the purpose the tarantella
rational human will toward individualist e air. While the poison was was written.”
productivity,a Homo economicus; instead, »
she resorts to spiritual earthworks of being
unmade and remade as the less-than-
human collective and the field.
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Contemporary afflictions of MPI have followed low-status
workers into the office cubicle, where collective headaches, diz-
ziness, and nausea have replaced dancing and convulsions.”
A 1985 study in the Journal of Occupational Medicine found that
non-white women, especially those living and working in precar-
ious circumstances, were overrepresented in instances of MPL™*
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SEDUCED AND RECLAIMED

Returning to the mass-media and archival images of women in
the grips of hysteria, reclassified at the edges of human and gen-
fier by medical and cultural institutions, brings us to Williams’s
interest in histories of mass psychogenic illness (MPI). She has
rgsearc}}ed accounts of collective hysteria expressed as compul-
sive actions, writhing, and dancing or similar behaviors, which
in early instances were absorbed into regional folklo;e The
site of mass hysteria is often the space of the working cla’sses,

In Williams’s Annexation Tango, not only does the dancer
invoke the mass affliction of the field dancers but the video’s
title and soundtrack also index tango’s origins in the gatherings
of enslaved African workers in Argentina—a dance culture that
emerged from the plot—and the transporting of the social order-
ing of African dancing societies that affirmed self-governance
i and Black culture(fig. 6).” Camera close-ups of the dancer in
:::nfer:i?g " and‘ fates in factories. One of the earli- Annexation Tango reveal individual beads Of. sweat gathering in 'the
lancashjr:(;ol;s{ancﬁs of industrial MPI occurred in 1787ina & contours of their skin, making their face, limbs,and palms shine

on mill when a young girl who greatly feared mice : like a perspiring screen. These vis;;lly taclnle l}eads esvtva'lﬁ"m an

additional surface to Williams’s

work that discourages trying to
fix the body of the dancer within
a defined space and time sepa-
rate from the viewer’s. Writer
and film theorist Laura Marks
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(2018). In this collage we encounter three rows of figures set against a dense,
cloudy sky. The top row features a group of nineties supermodels, followed by a
tableaux of ancient sculptures—Wailliams frequently references Greek antiquity
and that epoch’s preoccupation with idealized beauty. Beneath these sculptures are
a row of Black slaves in shackles, with the errant model or statue pasted alongside
them. Williams draws parallels between these grouped figures to highlight the
different value systems imposed on humans in history, and whether those ideals
are used to commodify bodies, valorize them, or, often paradoxically, both.

As with the aforementioned work, Williams’s collages are animatedly allusive,
pairing the far-flung Paleolithic world with instantly recognizable images of
Marilyn Monroe and Britney Spears (see: Venus is a Sacrificial Form [2016]).
Walker Art Center curator Taylor Jasper and ICA Philadelphia curator Denise
Ryner contribute illuminating essays that, rather than simply “decoding”
Williams’s palimpsestic artworks, connect Williams to the greater tradition of
Black feminist thought. Jasper discusses the “fragmentary” element of Williams’s
work that challenges normative conceptions of race and gender identity.



Regarding philosopher and writer Sylvia Wynter’s subversion of “Man” as a
universal subject, Jasper argues that Williams’s reclamation of Black female
agency resonates with Wynter’s critique of “the ways in which Enlightenment-era
humanism constructed a normative, white, male subject, relegating Black and
Indigenous peoples to the margins of humanity.”” Ryner, invoking the literary critic
Hortense Spillers, extrapolates the Black feminist scholar’s work on the “theft of
the body” into Williams’s collaging. “The theft that Spillers refers to,” Ryner
writes, “is a rupture from Indigenous culture, place, and kin that continues to be
experienced as a collectively dismembered and exiled body ... we see and
experience this in Williams’s sculptural montages.” The concluding section, “A
Kandis Williams Reader,” provides further texts that were generative for
Williams’s practice, each reprinted in full.

The scholarly essays instigate a rigorous reading of each artwork. The Gothic use
of a serif black-and-white typeface, along with the stark displays of each artwork,
imbue the monograph with a darkened air of immediacy. Designer Nazli Ercan’s

clean layout complements Williams’s complexly rendered montages, enabling



close scrutiny of the artist’s highly charged symbolism and intricately woven

structures of imagery.

Throughout Williams’s oeuvre, she has emphasized subtle and overt means of
collective image-making and this historical process’ impact on marginalized
people. By juxtaposing, splicing, and reconstructing bodies through collage,
Williams dispenses with proverbial debates regarding identity and gets to the
heart of matters. She destabilizes the routine expropriation of corporeal
autonomy, bridging temporal and spatial planes to provide alternative readings of
racism and misogyny within art history.

Joel Danilewitz is an art writer who lives in New York.




WORKS IN THE EXHIBITION

‘The following works are listed chronologi

within the same year. Captions for works illustrated in the plates but

not included in the exhibition are listed after the works in the exhibition

and follow the same ordering method.

All works are by Kandis
Williams (US, b.1985).

Cervical Smile, 2016
vinyl adhesive on plexiglass
90 %48 in.

(228.6 x 1219 cm)

Courtesy the artist; Heidi,
Berlin; and Galerie Hubert
‘Winter, Vienna

Eurydice, 2017-2021
two-channel HD video
installation (color, sound)
dimensions variable

2037 min.

Courtesy the artist; Heidi,
Berlin; and Galerie Hubert
Winter, Vienna

Mothers and sisters seem here to
have been revealed as the true
Iove objects of these men. The words
of the incest iaboo have written
“the water is wide, and they cannot
get across” We now also have a
way of understanding why “good”
women have to be husband-less,
why they have to be pale as death.
I s their very sufering, their
attitude of sacrifice, the traces of
self denial on their faces, that
give them their deathlike beauty.
Why? Because the sons/brothers
want it that way. They may produce
one Red outrage after another
as preteats, but it’s clear enough
that they are the ones who want
10 see the “mask” on these women.
The mothers/sisters are called.
upon to demonstrate that they,
100, are consumed by suffering
because they are unable to
Jall into the tender embrace of
the sons/brothers. This i the
only embrace that the sons/
brothers believe the women really
want. In short, it is the sons’
merciless jealousy that has the
husbands killed off (by the “Reds")
and makes martyred angels of
the mothers and sisters, 2017
vinyl adhesive on plexiglass
75 % 46 in. (190.5 x 116.8 cm)
Coutesy the artist; Heidi,

; and Galerie Hubert
Winter, Vienna

Acheron Death Mask I 2018
sticker on mirror glass

48 x 48 in. (121.9 x121.9 cm)
Courtesy the artist; Heidi,
Berlin; and Galerie Hubert
Winter, Vienna

The Bathers of Acheron, 2018
llage, and

ically and then alphabetically

Styxx, 2018
paper, collage,and plexiglass
7%x6%i )
Private collection

Modernity is not merely a

compromise between novel

Jorms of commercially driven
ial organization and

plexiglass
10 % x 8 in.(26.7 x 20,3 cm)
Collection of Roxane Gay and
Debbie Millman

Cave before Cogytus, 2018
sticker on mirror glass

24 24 in. (61 x 61 cm)
Courtesy the artist; Heidi,
Berlin; and Galerie Hubert
Winter, Vienna

Collapse, Turn "Round, 2018
paperand collage

10 % x10 % in. (267 x 26.7 cm)
Courtesy the artist; Heidi,
Berlin; and Galerie Hubert
Winter, Vienna

Her and love are the same, 2018
paper,collage, and plexiglass

42 %x31% in. (1073 x 80.6 cm)
Courtesy the artist; Heidi,
Berlin; and Gal

‘Winter, Vienna

Iconic, the Face of, Death
Mask], 2018

paper, collage,and plexiglass
24 %% 39 in. (62.9 x 99.1 cm)
Courtesy the artist; Heidi,
Berlin; and Galerie Hubert
‘Winter, Vienna

Landscape and RED, 2018
sticker,collage, and plexiglass
21%21in. (533 x 533 cm)
Courtesy the artist; Heidi,
Berlin; and Galerie Hubert
‘Winter, Vienna

The Mother the Son and
the Holy Spirit, 2018
printed plastic and plexiglass
47%31 % in.(119.4 x 80 cm)
Courtesy the axtist; Heidi,
Berlin; and Galerie Hubert
‘Winter, Vienna

this archaic cultural pattern
of patrilineal exogamy, but

more fundamentally,a deepening
of the compromise alrea

integral to any exogamy that is
able to remain patrilineal, 2019
acrylicand dye on canvas

48x 48 in.(121.9 x121.9 cm)
ction Davida Nemerov

Annexation Tango, 2020
single-channel video
(color, sound)

imensions variable
10119 min.
Courtesy the artist; Heidi,
Berlin; and Galerie Hubert
Winter, Vienna

Belladonna Atropos. On the
one hand, the plant appears

to withdraw from a human
economy of desire and hovers

at the limits of our affective
identification. But it also
produces profound effects on
us,including seting i

motion our imagination. This
oscillation s not only a

defining characteristic of
vegetality but functions as a

key trait of speculative lterature,
giving this genre a power

and agency that s inherently
linked to the vibrancy of

plant matter.can all the tight
pussy gals step forward?, 2020
toner, ink,and acrylic medium
on paper

7651 in. (193 x 120.5 cm)
Hammer Museum,

Los Angeles

Purchased through the Board
of Advisors Acquisition Fund






