Black Abstraction

Black ecstatic ~ Black Chapel

RYAN DOHONEY

I
With Black Chapel, Theaster Gates plays out a theme that has occupied him for his entire
career. His Serpentine Pavilion commission continues the work of consecration and rit-
ualisation undertaken in the exhibitions Black Chapel at Haus der Kunst in Munich in
2019-20 and Black Madonna at Kunstmuseum Basel in 2018. In each of these, Gates
reimagined the ‘museum as a temple, or Black Church’, working with his band(the Black
Monks to charge these European spaces with the vitality of Black sound and spirit.!

Sound was multiply present in these exhibitions. At Haus der Kunst, Gates installed
the record collection of Olympic gold-medalist Jesse Owens as a musical archive. Those
present were invited to listen across time as Owens was conjured in a space initially
devoted to triumphalist Nazi aesthetics and ‘Deutschen Kunst.” Owens’ phantom sounds,
as well as the live funk of.Black Monks, radically changed the affective atmosphere of
the museum and temporarily made it into a Black Chapel. Of this archival project Gates
wrote, ‘We were able to catalogue his work and play his albums to honour the victorious
activity of Owens and Black life in Germany. I hope to have a similar encounter with
vinyl in Black Chapel, achieving the honorific, interrogating the sacred and encouraging
the social” Sound’s sacred work was adumbrated by visual means — Gates’ installation
of sculptures, photographs and documents, which brought ‘Black spiritual life into this
“sanctuary for war.”’ Black Madonna effected a similar transubstantiation through an
ecumenical sensibility that brought together images of Black maternity with the Euro-
Catholic cult of the Black Madonna. In conjunction with live performances in Basel
Minster, as well as the Kunstmuseum, the sonic power of.Black Monks (and Gates’
other performance interventions) overwrote the aesthetic ideology of these spaces and
signalled towards a new universality — albeit a Black one.

Part of the critical-spiritual force of these exhibitions comes from the tensions aris-
ing from a juxtaposition of the secular space of the gallery and the material that inhabits
it. To assert the status of chapel for an installation, as Gates has, is to radically rethink
what a chapel can be. With the Serpentine Pavilion, however, Gates has himself deter-
mined the space of the chapel and with it, produced greater alignment between its aes-
thetic-spiritual orientation and the musical rituals that will make it resound. Even with
control of the space, Gates does not rely upon traditional elements of sacred architecture
but asks us (as he often does) to recognise the sacred in the quotidian and, especially,
in human labour. Sacred labour is signified in Black Chapel’s evocation of bottle kilns
located in Stoke-on-Trent. Valued by Gates for their place in manufacturing traditions
(as well as their relationships to his own pottery practice), they are also sonic spaces:
“The kilns themselves are also amazing empty vessels that can produce the energy and
acoustics of a sacred space or chapel through their sound chamber and their circular
condensed volumes.” Sacred sound is manifested in conjunction with the kiln-inspired
architecture; a bell from the demolished St Laurence Church on Chicago’s South Side is
installed outside the chapel, thus interweaving histories in much the same way as he had
in the earlier Black Chapel and Black Madonna exhibitions.

As a musicologist, I admire Gates’ devotion to sound. None of his projects realise
their full spiritual potential until they are filled with Black resonance. This resonance is
often provided by Gates’ ensemble of musicians and singers,.Black Monks, and in
what follows, I’ll explore their performance practice through acts of close listening and
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musical description. My commentary offers some ways in which visitors might appreci-
ate the music and sound on offer in Black Chapel during the summer of 2022. My belief
is that the way Gates makes sound has much to tell us about how he makes visual art.

II

Gates writes that, ‘T have always wanted to build spaces that consider the power of sound
and music as a healing mechanism and emotive force that allows people to enter a space
of deep reflection and/or deep participation.” What I want to dwell upon here is how
Gates’ own musical practice supports such aims and, indeed offers ways to think about
his practice more broadly — as a means of mining abstraction for spiritual ends. In Black
Chapel, the Black Monks’ works are estranged from their context and recombined as kiln
and church bell. Though this abstracting-estrangement seems at first blush to distance us
from the work, it instead reconfigures the world into something new — viewed from the
standpoint of redemption. Through my reflections on.Black-music, 'l erack
how this spiritual efficacy works in the sonic register. My goal is that, by attending to the
accumulation and intensification of musical material proffered in all its historicity, we
can in turn listen for the spiritual logic at work in Gates’ images. This will, I hope, reveal
the plenitude of abstraction as it manifests in Black ecstasy.

The focus of my deep listening is an older performance from 2014, back when the
Black Monks were still said to be ‘of Mississippi’ and when the group comprised Gates
(voice, loops), Yaw Agyeman (voice), Mikel Avery (percussion), Khari Lemuel (cello, flute,
voice) and DJ Madrid Perry (turntables and laptop).* Despite its vintage, it is illustra-
tive of Gates’ ongoing performance practice with the group. Performed at the Menil
Collection in Houston, Texas,.Black Monks’ revival-concert-meditation event was
aligned with the ecumenical modernist aesthetics of the institution’s founders — John
and Dominique de Menil. The de Menils mobilised their considerable financial resources
to reinvigorate spiritual art and did so over much of the twentieth century both in their

adopted home of Houston and beyond. Abstraction — exemplified by the 1971-
_Rothko Chapel — assumed pride of place in their patronage aesthet-
ics. For Dominique de Menil, it allows one to ‘approach the threshold of the divine’?
Abstraction of the spiritual and late-modernist kind are juxtaposed in the Black Monks’
Menil performance — musically through the ensemble work but also in the positioning
in front of a large, wild Frank Stella painting, Takht-i-Sulayman I from 1967 (fig. 1; p. xx).
Stella’s title suggests a spiritual meaning embodied in the abstract protractions. Takht-
i-Sulayman is an Azerbaijani archeological site in present-day Iran dating back to the
seventh century CE. The ruins of the citadel contain a crater filled by a spring, as well as
the remains of a Zoroastrian fire temple. Stella’s painting becomes a potent exemplar of
spiritual abstraction and thus a fitting ally for.Black Monks’ own sonic re-signifying
of the sacred. Grounded in Black modernist traditions of creative music (improvisation)
as well as gospel and Buddhist chant, the Black Monks inflect this historical material with
the repetitions of dance music and sonic collage.

To get at just how Black ecstasy sounds out in their work through musical abstrac-
tion, I'll focus on a twenty-minute segment of the nearly seventy-minute performance.
Up to the twenty-seven-minute mark, the group has fragmented and riffed-on numer-
ous tunes — We Shall Overcome and Peace Like a River among others — building to a

moment of maximum excitement, proclaiming lines from Psalm 116: ‘I love the Lord
... He heard my cry ... Long as I live’ The energy further intensifies as the gospel force
snaps suddenly into See-line Woman, a traditional Black vernacular song made famous
by Nina Simone. Powerful femme-energy takes over the group as holy praise flips into a
sexy strut. Enthralling as it is, ’'m most interested in what happens after See-line Woman.
DJ Perry loops a propulsive rhychmic motif as the rest of the ensemble withdraws into
silence. Lemuel begins a plaintive melody on his flute based in the minor pentatonic
mode that has the feel of folksy melancholy and familiarity. Because I've been listening
with Simone on my mind and in the hearts of the band, this new melody sets off an
instance of misrecognition. It appears that they are channelling ever more deeply the
High Priestess of Soul and taking up Black.the Colour of My True Love’s Hair — the
John Jacob Niles song that Simone made her own. Yet, my mishearing eventually clarifies
into recognition that we have returned to the realms of gospel — Lemuel encourages the
ensemble to take up the traditional song Walk with Me.

The group’s handling of Walk with Me is a masterclass in sacred abstraction. As
Lemuel continues his plaintive piping, Agyeman sings out the first line of the text — “Walk
with me.’ In the context of the song’s poetry, the line implores Jesus to accompany us
on life’s way. In the real-time moment of the performance, it speaks to the movement of
ensemble and the collaborative effort exerted up to this point. As the See-line rhythmic
loop fades out, the musicians begin to work together anew and are soon joined by Gates,
who adds his own lyrics — ‘Guide my hands’ — which Agyeman glosses as ‘these precious
hands’ Both Gates’ and Agyeman’s performances fragment Walk with Me into lines for
rumination and elaboration, buoyed by Lemuel, now on cello. At this moment, their
performance is more about the gospel tune than it is the song itself. Their individual lines
.their dwelling on fragments of text without presenting any verse in full — abstract the
materials and saturate the musical texture. This sense of diffuseness, though, should not
be understood as a lack of focus. The musicians are searching, beseeching one another.
Gates brings this affective quality into sharp focus as his singing forgoes the song text
altogether and opens into rapturous glossolalia. His ecstatic utterance knits the music
into a tighter weave. Avery gives the totality a rhychmic drive that supports Lemuel’s cello
solo and prepares us for a full verse of Walk with Me sung by Agyeman.

These first few minutes have traced an energetic arc from abstraction (the sung frag-
ments of the song) to representation, as if we’re witnessing the creation of Walk with Me
from nothing. My sense of this has been triggered by the uncertainty of melodic identity
of the tune (wrapped up as I am in thoughts of Nina Simone) and heightened by the
creative strategy of the Black Monks. They begin with fragments of a song and rebuild it
from the ground up. This musical process — one we might think of as a taut weaving and
unweaving between abstraction to coalescence — can be heard across the Black Monks’
performances and is something to listen for in the sonic work that is presented in Black
Chapel. 1 should be clear, though, that in adopting this type of listening that heightens
awareness to processes of fragmentation and recognition, I don’t want to privilege the
notion that we should be listening for moments of clear representation. The experiential
goal is not simply to name that tune and feel satisfied that we now know the meaning of
the music. Rather, we should dwell with tension between the known and unknown.

Such ambiguity is in the foreground of my experience of.Black Monks’ Walk with
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Me. My personal association with the tune is based in Mahalia Jackson’s 1949 recording
for Apollo Records. With its lilting swing and organ accompaniment, Jackson’s record
has a self-assured bounce that seems to say, ‘Yes, in fact, Jesus will be walking with me’
Thus far into their performance,.Black Monks have offered no such surety. Their
searching, ascetic divination of the song’s fragments plays up a potent sense that our sal-
vation is not yet guaranteed. Agyeman’s declamation of the full verse with its steely quiet
does little to alter that impression.

If recognition-representation of the song itself doesn’t evoke Jackson’s blessed
assurance, what, if anything, does? For me, it is precisely the subsequent undoing of the
song that realises the Black ecstasy latent in Walk with Me. The musicians’ path back
to abstraction and fragmentation gets us there. Minister, musician and musicologist
Braxton Shelley notes that such expressive ruptures as we find in.Black Monks’ music
are gospel’s powerful means to grant transcendence. Shelley remarks that Bishop Paul
S. Morton’s song Let it Rain is applicable to.Black Monks’ engagement with Walk
with Me: ‘As the cracks made in the song’s structure become the objects of the audience’s
experience, these musical fissures amplify “an invitation, a call to a then-and-there, a
not-yet-here.””® He goes on to compellingly argue for the ways in which spiritual imma-
nence is paradoxically created through productions of sonic distance — what we might
also think of as abstraction.

The role of technology in the ensemble is essential to the making of Black ecstasy.
As Agyeman completes delivery of a full stanza, ending with “While I'm on this pilgrim
journey / I want you to walk with me’, digital loops fragment ‘walk with me’ and Agyeman
begins to duet with himself. He does not return to the song, but improvises melismas
that saturate the sonic texture as more loops accrue to the mix. In a gesture of musical
friendship, Agyeman then offers his microphone to Lemuel, who adds a nearly whispered
‘everyday’ to the texture. These loops merge into the antiphonal chorus of live and pro-
cessed sound. We have in this moment of virtual and actual liveness, a powerful instance
of what Nathaniel Mackey calls ‘metavoice’, which Anthony Reed interprets as ‘a name
for a supplemental voicing for a constitutively irreparable collectivity, a fictional collec-
tivity whose realization will have followed the utterance, if utter is what voice does’. Reed
goes on to reinterpret Mackey’s metavoice as a ‘fugitive voice’ that ‘names a confluence
of the technical (including the mechanical), the biological, and a speculative or experi-
mental practice conceived as message emanating from the other side of the henceforth,
a hailing of subjects yet to emerge.” Fugitivity is the watchword of the back half of Walk
with Me as the accumulative logic of the mechanical-digital loops creates a foundation
upon which Lemuel and Agyeman build, with Agyeman intensifying his own seeming
estrangement from the hope in the song. Exasperated, he implores ‘I need a buddy, oh,
to walk with me. Moments later, the resonant chapel the Monks have built collapses.
The loops cut out suddenly and we’re left with Agyeman’s frantic petition: ‘Every minute,
every hour, every second, I need some peace, I need you.” This moment of raw self-ex-
posure brings back the rich looping texture, which is cut again by Gates, whose voice
returns poignantly to the ensemble with “While I'm on this tedious journey / I need you
to walk with me.

Gates’ solo initiates a new move towards transcendence. Lemuel begins a low two-
note vamp (a repeated musical gesture, here from C to D), over which Agyeman signals

reconciliation with melodic expressions of the text ‘I'm your friend. Walk with Me has
been transcended and we are on the other side of salvation, walking hand in hand.
Agyeman’s voice is again looped as his lines are fragmented and layered, while Lemuel
begins a new vamp that gives the ensemble greater forward momentum. The sound cli-
maxes with the roar of Avery’s percussion saturating the already dense quilt of sound. In
.Black Monks’ performances, conceptual differences between abstraction, fragmen-
tation, loop and gospel vamp seem less distinct and begin to reveal their family resem-
blances. The vamp (and by extension the loop) shows itself, in the words of Shelley, to be a
‘musical technology of transcendence’ that produces ‘a complex of words and music used
to induce religious experience’.?

III

But what of the Frank Stella painting that hangs in the background of this performance?
The juxtaposition of abstract painting and Black creative music — and the invitation to
think of both as having something to do with one another — goes back at least to the
Ornette Coleman Double Quartet’s 1961 LP Free Jazz, whose cover was emblazoned by
Jackson Pollock’s White Light, 1954. It’s appealing to think abouc(#@Black Monks mak-
ing their ecstatic music in front of Stella’s monolithic canvas, but without suggesting
that their work should be understood through the artist — just as we should not interpret
Coleman’s free music as a sonic translation of Pollock. The co-presence of Stella and.
Black Monks is another instance of creative estrangement that results in new transcen-
dence. Taken together, we might understand the work of Coleman,.Black Monks and
Gates’ practice more broadly as a form of metamodernism that proceeds from the stand-
point of Black universality, mastering abstraction in myriad forms. By metamodernism,
[ mean Gates’ combination of a number of aesthetic strategies working in aggregate and
deriving its particular force from the dissonances between those strategies. Produced
through the fugitive voice of the vamp-loop, the estranging and transcending of Walk
with Me becomes the conceptual framework through which other abstractions (Pollock’s,
Stella’s and the de Menils’) might be measured. Such a view would take as its cue (and
intensify) Huey Copeland’s insistence that Black artists and abstraction have ‘always
already belong[ed] together’’ Indeed, it seems that.Black Monks made a habit of
performing with Stella. Their 2018 performance at the Kunstmuseum Basel was offered
in front of Stella’s Damascus Gate, 1970 (fig. 2; p. xx).

In the nominally secular space of the museum gallery, an artist’s christening of work
as a chapel invites reflection on just what we are meant to worship. Leo Bersani and
Ulysse Dutoit described this problematic in relation to the Rothko Chapel:

If a visit to the chapel is to be different from a visit to an art gallery, and if
the chapelness of the place is to induce a state of mind more specific than
a momentary disposition to a contentless deism, then the word ‘Rothko’ in
‘Rothko chapel’ cannot help having some of the particularizing value we
would nacurally attribute to ‘Methodist’ or ‘Anglican’ in entering a Methodist
or Anglican chapel. The art in the Rothko chapel is, then, indispensable to an
understanding of something other than the art. But if the art in the Rothko
chapel is the chapel’s religion, the absolute value of the paintings is somehow
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identical to their disposition to withdraw from our sight, which means that in
order to approach the chapel’s sense we must adjust to the disappearance of the
source of its sense.'

Bersani and Dutoit offer a compelling provocation for our encounters with Black Chapel.
Here, a fully realised architectural space filled with the artist’s own sonic art resonates
with the Rothko Chapel, a relationship intensive by the installation of.tar paintings by
Gates that makes these resonances explicit. Both are the work of unified artistic concep-
tions that foreground visual darkness and abstraction. But beyond that, their engage-
ment with Blackness is of two distinct hues. Blackness stands in for the void of existential
tragedy for Rothko. For Gates, Blackness colours the work of salvation, work that takes
broken fragments of worldly goods and sounds and makes them holy.

1 Gates quoted in Joseph Helfenstein, ‘Director’s foreword in Black Madonna, ed. Josef Helfenstein and Daniel Kurjakovi¢ (Co-
logne: Verlad der Buchhandlung Walther Konig, 2018). p. 33.

2 Theaster Gates, Statement on(BIACRIGRApel 2022@burtesy of Theaster Gares.

3 @0

4 In the early years, the group was known as the Black Monks of Mississippi. Gates has since dropped the geographical designation.
5 Dominique de Menil, ‘Inaugural Address at the Rothko Chapel’, in The Rothko Chapel: Writing on Art and the Threshold of the
Divine (Houston: Rothko Chapel, 2010), p. 18.

6 Braxton Shelley, ““Play the Rain Down”: Prince, Paul Morton, and the Idea of Black Ecstasy’, in Twentieth-Century Music 19/1
(2022): 108.

7 Anthony Reed, Soundworks: Race, Sound, And Poetry in Production (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2021), p. 28.

8 Braxton Shelley, ‘Analyzing Gospel’ in Journal of the American Musicological Society 72/1 (2019), pp. 181-243, p. 210.

9 Huey Copeland, ‘One-Dimensional Abstraction’, Art Journal (Summer 2019): 116.

10 -Bersani and Ulysse Dutoit, The Arts of Impoverishment (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1993), p. 132.
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