Melvin Edwards
Sculptor of the
African-American Ethos

ehvin Edwards, a welder-sculptor trans-

forms steel {s1ainless, Cor-Ten) into visy-
ally evocative and intellectually engaging forms
and shapes!' Freestanding or wall-relief com-
positions enclose or are enclosed by space.
Surfaces are wire-brushed, burnished or
abraded on multiple levels, Forms are cubastic,
emphasizing balance, structure and simplicity.
Or forms are organic, emphasizing symmetry,
commlution, and the barogque, Manufactured
ohpects and iventive forms convey work and
play, sexuality and sensuality, aggression aned
quietude, restraint and release.

Free-standing sculptures are versions of Eu-
clidean geometry as in Tomorrow'’s Wind,
19891991, Perforated or plain forms flaten
into circles, triangles, rectangles, luneties, or
semiscircles. Their geometric simplicity mani-
fext when profiled against the sky, cityscapes
or a blank wall. Also forms are masses compos-
ing a system of weights and counterweights.
Forms momentarily balance, abut or precar-
bosly extend into or bisect space, suggesting
impending movement. All of which reminds
us of Edward’s interest in architecture, as sive
and struciural enginecring.

Sculptures, either monumental (life-size,
publicy or intimate (small, private] are mod-
ernist statements aboul contemporaneity.
Representing the vounger generation fo
American sculptors, Edwards unfinished im-
agery and lassez-faire technique defy tradi-
tional sculptural methods.” They acknowledge
post-Warld War I[I American modernist sculp-
tors who were interested in symbolism (Jung-
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ian or existentialist), industrialized materials,
“found”™ ohjects, spontaneity, and the creative
process as a spiritual activity, all elements of
European modernism.

The stainless steel, large-scale sculpiures
begun ca. 1965, closely resonate with David
Smith's sculptures of the 19505 and 19605
Like him, Edwards displays his drawing and
painting skills in the squiggled lines ewched
across shaved tracks on the surfaces, refraciur-
ing and modulating light as in Gale of Ogun,
1983, Unavoidably, a1 a distance, these shim-
mering surfaces allude to the Abstract Expres-
sionist paintings of Hans Burckhardl or
MNorman Lewis or to the Afro-Cuban Surrealist
paintings of Wiliredo Lam.

The release of feeling and creativity in the
exploration of a new visual language and the
“artist’s necd o experience his own free indi-
viduality,”" touted in art history as hallmarks
of Abstract Expressionism, and reified in aca-
demic trmining and mainstream art criticism,
are associated with Surrealism, However, the
source for improvisation, the expression of in-
dividuality lie alse within African Amercan
culture. Improvisation i3 an essential black
acsthetic. Edwards” sculptures, with the callig-
raphic marks on the steel surfaces, the incor-
poration of "found™ objects, and their
imventive juxiapositions, and the seemingly
nonchalant arrangement of sculptural masses
persanify the visual manifestations of creative
impulse.

Edwards takes the formalism and philose-
phy of Abstract Expressionism and Assemb-
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Ready Now-Now
1988 Steel.

Igun Hammer
1981 Steel,
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lage Art and melds them into modernist ext
about race, culture and autobiography. Ed-
wards scripts with steel. “As a modern artise,
you work on the invention of an independent
language, your own language of forms and
symbaols. Everybody else has to learn that lan-
guage from you™

And that language is a “private conversa-
tion™ clearly expressed in a visual African-
American vernacular: the Lynch Fragmenis
(also called Fragments) series. Shaped metal
objects, some mass-produced, and discarded
fragments of an industrialized society, retain
their identity as implements yet, simul-
aneously emerge as abstract walksculptures.
Like archacological specimens, cultural de-
tritus, they are compressed and fragmented,
spliced and fused into artifacts of a time, a
place, a people, and the sojourn of a black
male.

Ea-ch Fragmenis meaning depends on its
unique tithe, the viewer's experiences and
history. One allusion is sexual. Unfolding
elipses, and rigid projections evoke Jungian
symbaols of male and female sexuality. Another
is African. Although the literature emphasizes
the Fragmenis mask evocative shape, they ap-
proximate more closely African art in the ac
cumiulative layvers of objects and materials,
appearing like ritual objects as fetishes. Indi-
vidual elements, scissors, chains, crow-bars,
barbed wire, nails, etc, become icons. For ex-
ample, chains symbolize slavery in a real and
cultural sense; they link the Old and New
Worlds. In Africa where Edwards consulted
traditional Macksmiths and bronze-casters,
chaing may represent an inteérconnection
between the world of the living and the ances-
tors and deities, as for example Yoruba
{Nigeria) iron or bronze Ifa divination chains
or Ogboni ritual saffs.

The Fragmenis fall into three time periods.
In the early period (1963-67), welded objects
incongrucusly juxtaposed, are simple assem:-
blages where the shape and function of mech-
anized elements are identifiable. Each reveals
its sculptural base, a circle, lozenge, and rect-
angle, as in Aee, 1963, In the middle perind
(1973), there are more textures; the metallic
sheen is ruptured, and chiscled, as in Nam,
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1973. In the late period (1978-present), there
is more experimentation with the basic com-
pact compaosition. Forms are less rigid and
more interbwined. Some are minimal, freed
from a geometric base or plague; others are
complex, attached to the base as in Echo
Soweta, 1980 and fgun Hammer, 1981.
Sculptural elements and compositions are
autobiographies and testimonies about Ed-
wards’ life, family, and African American his-
tory, such as the railroad, racism, hnchings,
jazz, and poetry. Urban racism in Los Angeles
and New York City in the 1960s, Civil Rights
and Black MNationalism, motivated Edwards 1o
make his first Lynch Fragment, and, subse-
guently, trips 10 West and Southern Africa,
friends, cultural heroes and heroines, geneol-
ogy, and selfreflection sustained the making
of them. Edwards ensures that we remember
these wallsculptures as cultural as well as per-
sonal testaments, as a sampling of titles con-
firm: “Texas Tale,” 1992, “July 4," 1941,
“Justice for Tropic-Ana” (dedicated o Ana
Mendieta), 1986, “Souh African Passbook™
1980-1985, and “Unforgetable™ 19840, Ed-
wards creates monuments of the Alrican

Diaspora.

=Tl e Trodm my capeerienoe of grmg up e
Houseon, Texas, in the Black commanity in the
Fifeh Warcl, the B years | lived in Daydon, Chao.
im the afl-Black DhesastorBat hoamang progeo. sied
in the Wack neighharhoods of Los Angeles,
Califrena. ™

ung on the wall, these tectonic reliefs of
H industrialized forms that seem to
emerge, erupt, unfold like an crganism,
engage the blank wall the way paint cngages
the canvas. Placed at eye-level, in @ series, they
create a tension between space and mass, sta-
wonariness and movement, an extracrdinary
ritual environment.

“The Fyach Fragmends have changed my life. They
mnads this life of thirty years as a sculplor. They arg
the corr i all the work. 7 anybesly ever kisws |
v, thas is going o be why.™

Looking at Mehin Edwards” sculptures, one
can easily understand their persevering vital-
ity. For Edwards is the subjecr. The sculpture
is meerely a manifestation, a mirror of his exis-
tence, his presence, and simultaneously an Af-
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Echo Soweto
1980 Steel.
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rican American ethos. Each work encapsu-
lates a moment of his life mediated through
modernism. It is a masterful feat and totally
black American.

NOTES

L. Mebvin E. Edwars, [r. (b 1957, Houson, Texas), He b
Professor of Art, atl Mason Gross School of Creative
and Performing Ares, Rugers Unbversing. A thirmepear
rzlmspu-:tiw “Melvin Edwards, ﬂculpturr' ar Mew=
berger Museum of Ary SUNY was held in 1993 His
first sodo exhibition a1 3 magor museoam was in 1965 @
ihe Santa Barbara Muscum of Art, [olkneed by one at
the Whitney Museum of American Arg in 1970, Re-
cenily, Edwards was awarded prize at the Fu
Jpmanked Bannual for 19935, Uosuleshi-Ga-Hara Open
Air Museum, fapan.

Edwards makecs ssulptural serics, “Rockers,”
“Driscs,™ "'anm.tnu." !indud.'ing the Lynch Fﬂ.s-
ments]), and lange wcale pubdic sculpdures {commis
shomed for shie specalsc msadianions),

2. hml-tumzrmdjdm Amjnq"wm
Cimitury: Farntmg, Srulphere and Arhitectare, (NY Harry
M. Abrama, Inc., KUY 2046,

5. Sam Humter, Moden Awwicam Foimtimg and Snukpiure,
(B Dell Publihing Cou Inc, 1968): 170, For discus-
sion about the inh-rrd:prﬂdrn:r heetwren Abstract Ex-
pressianks painting and sculplure, refer to pp
10T

4. Lorenen Face, Mafm Ealwamds Frogmenis of a
Dhveade PRS0 T80, (M]: Monulair Sme College, A
Calllery, 1990):2

For discusaion of the Lanch Fragments aned Frag-
mEnis, see exieTdive eaay b]l Michael Brenson in
Malhrn Edwonte, Seuiptre, (WY Neubenger Musewm of
Ay, SLINY, 190802155 abso Ui Edwerdy, Seulpior,
[NY: Studio Museum im Harlem, 1978); Dvss 55
{Tremtem, M]: Swte Muscum of MNow Jomey, 1093 pas-
sim; and fal 1Ewd, {hﬁ-*nm-" Ari Amemicans
and Bracilans of African Deiomi, {Loa Angeles, CA- Cali-
fornia Afro-American Museum, 19893 6770

5. fntespectioes, o 0. BEdwards bearned through family
oral history sbout hmchings, and thas bis mother's
great-greal grandfather was a blacksmith, (hence a
spirinaal and ereative Bnk b recaablished when Ead-
wards hegins his siudies with African metalsmiths in
Wear Afracal.

Edwards freestanding sculptures are also awio-
baographical, as in works such an Cosmerzafioms With My
Father, 1974, Hemage fo Port Leon Genfran Damai,
19781981 and Danamg in Migemia, 197478, The Rocker
series, begun in 1970, are monoments oo his
mvtheer, the firsd was Hemagr o Cocn, 1970,

G Michael Brenson, “Lynch Fragments” in Mdisn Ed.
s, Seudplor, (NS Meuberger Muscum af Are, SUNY,
1593): %
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