
Protesting Art Can Un-Make Protest Art

I left the panel discussion silenced.

And upset and angry.  Art is supposed to be the last means of reaching across the 
oceans of our particular isolations.  The last democratic freedom. The last refuge. What 
remains when the greedy and powerful have manipulated and grabbed everything. 

But instead of refuge or freedom, I find an intense policing.  Are you “Woke”, and Woke 
in the Right ways?  Are you “staying in your lane”, or are you “Appropriating”?  Are you 
“checking your Privilege”?   At one time we may have endorsed a novel like “To Kill a 
Mockingbird” for the greater empathy and understanding it might create.  Now, as 
reported in the NYTimes, Canadian editors are fired for endorsing the idea that a white 
person might be allowed to create a black or indigenous character.  A rock group, 
Radiohead, is protested because although they sing for human rights, they didn’t 
specifically sing for Palestinian human rights and in fact held concerts in Israel.

Even as more arts organizations promote the idea of art as an avenue towards social 
justice, activists decry the art as endorsement of social injustice.  Perhaps this scrutiny 
is inevitable, as well as helpful to our discussions of the meaning of Art.  But when does 
it go too far?   

The 2017 Three Rivers Arts Festival Juried Visual Arts Exhibition (JVAE) was hugely 
overshadowed by an event that most gallery attendees never knew about.  Tom 
Megalis, a white Cleveland-based artist, had had his 8 foot painting of the police 
shooting of a black child, Tamir Rice, juried into the show.  He posted a photo of it on-
line as he was about to bring it to Pittsburgh, and then severe social media backlash 
began.  He was accused of being offensive and insensitive.  Not intending this (and 
indeed intending the opposite), he pulled his painting out before the show was installed.

A panel ‘discussion’ about this painting was held after the Three Rivers Arts Festival 
JVAE came down.  The artist did not attend, but activists came with protest signs ready.  
The activists made several specific comments about what Should have happened.  
First, Megalis should have asked for permission from Tamir Rice’s mother to paint the 
painting.  Second, if the artist cared so much about police shootings of black people, he 
should have been marching in protest with the activists.  Third, Tamir should have been 
painted in a positive way, rather than in this desecrated way.  One activist said the 
painting is no different from the lynching photographs that used to be sold as souvenir 
postcards in the South.  The suggestion was that White Supremacists would be cackling 
triumphantly upon viewing the Megalis painting, gratified and satisfied. 

Among the activists there appeared to be some consensus that this was a painting by a 
white artist who wanted to profit by African American agony.  Perhaps an agreement 
that a white person was speaking instead of a black person—i.e., pre-empting a black 
person. The artist’s felt involvement in the police shooting as a member of the Cleveland 
community did not seem to count.  Yet we do know from research that the observation 
of a victimization also impacts the observer.  Nor did the artist’s stated intentions for the 
painting seem to count.  He said he wanted to make a tribute to Tamir and a highlighting 
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of the officer’s murder of this boy.  Does this intent matter?  Is the activists sub-text that 
it is wrong for a white person to have painted this painting? For white jurors to have 
included it?  Certainly the biases against race, gender, age are all present in the art 
world as in the world at large.  The blind jurying process was meant to partially address 
this problem.  More jurors of color was a fine suggestion, but the African-American art 
historian who was a juror the year before would have included this painting.  And what 
are we suggesting here?  That after a blind jurying process the jurors should unblind 
themselves and go check out the artist’s bona fides?  This then allowing for all the forms 
of bias that the blind jurying was intended to correct?  It is too hard for artists of color, 
women and older artists to make it, but I do not think that attacking another artist 
presents a viable way forward.

There are fantastic African-American artists like Kerry James Marshall, Amy Sherald 
and Roberto Lugo, but I doubt they would want all of us to now start copying them.  This 
is an anathema to an artist’s uniqueness and creativity.

The activists shouted down the African American art historian who tried to speak to the 
historical context of the Megalis painting.  The only two white women to speak were 
young and timidly asked to be told where the line is to not cross over.  One white man 
who spoke and was shouted down had been a protestor in his youth.  One white man 
only spoke a couple of sentences, but made an important contribution:  that perhaps we 
were trying to define what is “pornographic”.  I had come with the intention to speak, but 
did not feel welcome to join in.

….
The piece that I had in the JVAE show concerned refugees in general, and my mother’s 
journey as a Latvian World War II refugee in specific.  But no Latvian looks at my brown 
skin and my black hair and takes me to be a spokesperson of their culture and history, 
including my own relatives!  This part of my family history may well have been 
misconstrued as ‘appropriation’, had the viewer gazed upon the artist.

During the panel discussion, I was also thinking about my artistic process.  My Fakhra 
sculptures had started out as attempts to honor Fakhra by sculpting her as she was 
before her acid victimization.  However, in none of my 4 attempts thus far have I been 
satisfied that I attained the beauty I was trying to depict.  Each time I sculpted, 
something else took over.  I finally understood that what took over was the acid horror 
itself intruding into the beauty of the human being.   It wouldn’t stay out of this 
sculpture….  But in the best instances of creating art, this is what happens.  My artist’s 
hands are over-taken by something beyond my conscious intent.

Was I have wrong to try to sculpt this Pakistani woman?  My background is not 
Pakistani but Indian, and only half Indian-American, to be precise.  These horrific types 
of ‘revenge’ also take place in India, and I consider my father’s immigration to the US to 
have spared me such fate.  Would it be preferable to obscure the inspirations of these 
Fakhra sculptures?  Would it be preferable to go in the direction of being less clear and 
“more enigmatic” in order to escape criticism?
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A bust that I entitled “Witness” was sculpted in response to the Newtown massacre.  
Again, I was not directly involved in this tragedy, though I did live in Connecticut when I 
was the age of the murdered children.  I was horrified to learn that the state of 
Connecticut is a major gun manufacturer.  I am horrified and overwhelmed by the gun 
violence of this country.  After the tragedy, I was further horrified by the Congress’s 
refusal to pass even basic common sense gun control legislation to honor these 
innocent victims.  You can be considered too dangerous to get on a plane, but you will 
not be considered too dangerous to buy a gun.  

I was additionally horrified that a Lutheran minister was reprimanded by his higher-ups 
for joining with other faiths to mourn the massacre.  My mother and her family are 
Lutherans, and had me baptized to be a Lutheran.  My sculpture is my question:  How 
do we pick ourselves up and carry on After All of This?

A third sculpture of mine is called “Trayvon, What Happened?”  I started out with the 
intention to sculpt my husband’s head.  But what I created was very different from my 
white Jewish husband’s head. The title came from the fact that Trayvon was the one 
who I wanted to speak to after George Zimmerman’s vigilantism, and he was the only 
one that I could not speak to because of  the tragedy of his death.  As I kept working 
with the sculpture, I came to understand what it was:  a depiction of the sadness of the 
‘survivors’. We are not stony islands.  It is also a depiction of my father’s never-spoken 
sadness as a 20th century brown person.  And a depiction of my own sadness as a 
brown person in the United States in the 21st century.  But of course, I am brown and 
not black, and so the question now arises of whether this sculpture should have been 
titled differently.  

And yet.  The person who most “got it” when he saw this sculpture and heard its title 
was the African American janitor of our community center.  He had had little interest in 
the art being made there up until that point.  It is his feedback that is meaningful, it is his 
uplift that I treasure, and it is our ongoing connection that I value.  For all these reasons, 
I could not change the title.

Now I am thinking about my iceberg sculptures.  I have never seen an iceberg in real 
life.  So what qualifies me to sculpt one?  And yet I have seen water rise out of the 
sewers to flood the streets of a Florida town at high tide.  My little girls had the sense to 
be frightened by this….  Only years later did I learn that these rising sea levels result 
from the melting of polar icecaps, a consequence of global warming.  Isn’t this an 
emergency?  Then I learned that millions will become climate change refugees if we 
don’t deal with this emergency.  My sculpture?  An attempt to Make It Real.  An attempt 
to Keep the Focus on the Problem.  What I can do.

….
But back to the Megalis painting.  I’m not sure if I find the Megalis painting to be so 
much a tribute to Tamir as it is an expose of a serious problem in our country today. I do 
not favor gory depictions of Christ on the crucifix, but I would not ban them, even while I 
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would not linger over them.  I do not think that Megalis’s Picasso-esque figures are 
equivalent to, e.g., exploitative slasher movies.  But here is where we may come to 
argue what is “pornography”.  The answer has never been simple and the answer has 
never been clear.  Kelley Walker’s art, which was exhibited in a museum near Ferguson 
not long after the police shooting of Michael Brown did strike me as overly opportunistic.  
I could not find much art in it, and resented the ‘repurposing' of images from civil rights 
struggles. All of this is worthy of thought and discussion, rather than simply banning the 
Megalis painting and calling for it to be burned.  To then go further and threaten the 
jurors and the exhibition coordinator is terribly wrong.  Such threats move us closer to 
injustice than to justice.  They offer no tribute to Tamir.       

The “panel discussion”, co-opted by activists, was no discussion. I left feeling silenced, 
and more than silenced, illegitimate.  If I no longer speak artistically to racial incidents 
involving black people, perhaps some activists are satisfied.  But also satisfied are the 
Alt Right and Trump supporters who would prefer that we all maintain a Denial of 
Injustice.  We should all pretend:  There is no injustice here in America.  Everything is 
fair.  Everything is rule-of-law.  If you aren’t making it, its because you haven’t pulled 
yourself up by your bootstraps!  (Never mind that you may have no boots to begin with.)

Further, I have to ask:  If we may no longer depict and discuss “man’s inhumanity to 
man”, do we need to scrub all the war movies, war photos, and so on?  Will we be left 
only with Warhol’s flower silk screens, and need to purge his car-wreck photos, his 13 
Most-Wanted paintings, and his depictions of Jackie after JFK’s assassination?  Will we 
only tolerate a cleaned-up Soviet-style art scene?

We may be at the point where only black artists are permitted to speak of racial matters 
concerning black people.  The horrible irony here is that this mandate is a racial cubby-
holing of black artists.  I know a black artist who said he doesn’t necessarily make 
“black art”.  I thought about this and felt it made sense that he would not want his artistic 
potential to be limited by a racial category, because racial categories are something we 
have confabulated anyway.  Perhaps he chooses to live in the artistic freedom that is 
beyond racial categorization, and why not!  

The old bromide used to be:  If you aren’t with me, you are against me.  That binary was 
troubling enough, but now I feel the adage has morphed into:  If you aren’t me, you are 
against me.  And that is impossible.  I will have to find a way out of this.  The cubbyhole 
is getting too tiny….  In the end, identity politics and activism may overlap with artistic 
creation, but they are not synonymous with it.

July 2017    
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