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WATERMELON WOUND: A SHOW BY BENNY
ANDREWS DEALS WITH POLITICAL ANGST AND
ANXIETY

BY Roferf dyers POSTED 01/05/17 12:31 PM

Through January 21, at Michael Rosenfeld, New York

Benny Andrews, Circle, 1873, oil on twelve linen canvases with painted fabric and mixed media collage, 10 fest x 24 feet, installation
view.

JOSHUA NEFSICYICOURTESY MICHAEL ROSENFELD GALLERY LLGC, NEW YOREK, NY

From itz opening on election da}' ﬂlmugh the first dreadful weeks of what appears to be President-elect
Tmmp’s diminished United States, this show Prm-'idEE a 40—}'&5:—::[1:1 e:-:ﬂ_mple of how one Pc-]il:ia:ﬂ.u}’ eng-agec[
artist dealt with rage and anxiety over what he saw as his nation’s pmf-::rund failures. To that extent, the

exhibition acts as sumeﬂﬂng of a bescon as well.

Benny Andrews (1930-2006) began his
monumental “Bicentennial Series” in 1970. His
entirely sound assumption was that a
bicentennial celebration conceived under the
Nixon administration would largely overlook the
two centuries since the signing of the
Declaration of Independence as African-
Americans had experienced them. As

Andrews was quoted by Diane Weathers in
Encore: American & Woridwide Newws 1n 1975,
“The only statement that would representus as a
group would be that once we were slaves, but

] n
now we re not.

Between 1970 and 1975 he tackled six
overarching themes—"Symbeols,” “Trash,”
*Circle,” “Sexism,” “War,” and "Utopia™—in

drawings and studies of various sizes. All but

“War" resulted in a huge climactic painting.

The only one of the large paintings included in
this exhibition is the nightmarish Circle (1973).
It stands ten feet high and is painted and
collaged on 12 roughly connected canvases. Both
physically and metaphorically, it towers over
everything else in the show with its depiction of
a near-naked man lying spread-eagle on a filthy
mattress, surrounded by 13 women and a man
who hides behind a tree. The figure on the
ground appears to have 2 gaping wound in his

chest, altlmugh on closer examination it turns

out to bE- a SHCE- Df"-‘-’ﬂtEfﬂ]E]Dﬂ. _'E!L.IZID"FE ].'.Ij.l'.lfl 15 &

e

Benny Andrews, Poverty (Study #1-A for War), 1974, oil on linen with
painted fabric collage with rope, & feet, 4 inches x 4 feet x 2 inches.

wings and drags behind it & mangled watermelon COURTESY MICHAEL ROSENFELD GALLERY LLC, NEW YORIK, NY

hormific tarp and a stovepipe bird that beats its

that might be the man's heart. The I:riv:mre:'s
imagery suggests a mmp]e:-: pe:sonal sj.r'mbc-]ism,

but Andrews has always been reluctant to spell it out, believing it best left to the viewer.

If Andrewss icunu::graph}' can be opaque, the passion he Erings to his subje-::t:s iz unmistalkable. It appears in hiz
handling of materials, which, somewhat unusually, becomes less refined as he develops his ideas from drawings
and studies into finished paintings. His ink drawings are caricature-like but delightfully rendered, whereas the

pieces in which he combines caricature with torn and unevenly collaged fabric, lengths of rope, and roughly

handled paint are genuinel}r u.ﬂserﬂing.
Though he has acknowledged that his “Bicentennial Series” could be seen as a political statement, he is most
interezted in addr&ssing the thematic and historical roots of immediate experience. This is wh}-' his work is so

ECCEESib].E o us 1now.,
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