AN APPRAISAL

Sam Gilliam ‘Took a Step Most People Didn’t Understand Was Possible’
The artists Melvin Edwards and Rashid Johnson reflect on the legacy of their friend, just days after he died at age 88.
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When the painter Sam Gilliam died last weekend at age 88, he left behind pioneering artworks, particularly his draped
canvases stained with blooms of color that forever changed the way the world would conceive of a painting. But he also left a
more personal legacy: his impact on fellow artists and friends.
The sculptor Melvin Edwards, 85, was a friend of Gilliam’s for more than 50 years, forming a tight trio with the painter
William T. Williams. Edwards and Gilliam owned each other’s work and interrogated each other endlessly about process,
sometimes talking three or four times a day.
“We were always asking why the other had done something a certain way,” said Edwards, perhaps best known for his
“Lynch Fragments” and barbed-wire series. “But that was the nature of Sam’s work: It always questioned space.”
The multimedia artist Rashid Johnson, 44, got to know Gilliam a decade ago and saw the older maker as a mentor and role
model.
“I knew his work far before we met, and he had so much influence on me,” said Johnson, who has made his name with plantfilled installations and abstract, pandemic-era anxiety drawings. “He’s been informing my life since I was in my late teens.”

From left, Melvin Edwards, Sam Gilliam, Charles Gaines and Rashid Johnson at the 2019
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Just two days after Gilliam’s death, Edwards and Johnson talked about how they are processing his life and work, his
decision to stay in Washington, D.C., and his success in being his own best critic, in a conversation that has been edited and
condensed.

How do you look now at Sam’s signature move — taking the canvas off the wall and draping it, which he said was partly
inspired by laundry hanging on clotheslines?
MELVIN EDWARDS Sam was a very fine painter who was curious and experimental. Thinking about the surfaces art was
made on didn’t start with Sam — but he took a step most people didn’t understand was possible. Sam took the step. He got
seen the right way by some people who were paying attention to that kind of thing, and they immediately blessed it.
Often fellow artists are pretty quick to recognize the implications of style and possible significance. One of the earliest things
I did involved suspended elements of steel and chains. When Sam and I showed together at the Studio Museum in Harlem
[in a landmark 1969 show], I was doing the first of the barbed wire pieces of mine, some of which were wall-attached, some
of which were suspended. And we almost took it for granted that we were both taking steps.
So there were these eddies and echoes between you, right?
EDWARDS Look, it’s all a visual art, it’s not about labeling. It’s either up or down or left or right. For me and most artists, it’s
like having a baby. When you’re having sex you’re not thinking about what you name the baby.
Rashid, what were the entry points for you with Sam’s work?
RASHID JOHNSON There are a lot, but the most significant is his relationship to improvisation, his ability to respond in real
time with gesture, mark-making and decision-making in a way that is in line with America’s greatest art form and most
ambitious innovation: jazz music. We spoke about that. Just watching Sam explore with an honest and radical sense of self.
That radicality was attached to improvisation and innovation.
What innovations in particular?
JOHNSON His bevels to me are as ambitious an innovation as the manumission of the canvas from the stretcher. [Gilliam’s
“Beveled-Edge” or “Slice” paintings, a series that began in the late 1960s, were made on beveled-edge stretchers that
projected off the wall.] I think there’s something really significant in that work.
Mel, do you agree?
EDWARDS You didn’t have to know which way it was going to go with Sam. The pieces were supported in a variety of ways.
For instance, in the recent show at Pace [featuring Edwards and Williams], the sawhorses he used were a perfect foil for
Sam, spreading his work out horizontally. It had a human scale, whereas the other pieces in that exhibition took us straight
to the ceiling.

Sam Gilliam, “Dorothy’s Choice,” from 1967, acrylic on canvas. It was one of Gilliam’s
“Beveled-Edge” paintings, and “as ambitious an innovation as the manumission of the
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Installation view of Melvin Edwards, Sam Gilliam and William T. Williams: “Epistrophy.”
It was presented this spring at Pace Gallery. Foreground, Gilliam’s “‘A’ and the Carpenter
II,” 2022, which incorporates a sawhorse. Rear left, Williams’s work on paper. Center wall:
four watercolors by Gilliam, 1967-1974. Far right wall, works on paper by Edwards from
1974. via Pace Gallery

Sam was quite competitive, talking about wanting to win the game of art — artists don’t really talk that way now.
JOHNSON Some of that is generational. Older artists are more willing to admit the competitive spirit. It’s different from
today. I have such respect for that thinking. There’s a beauty in trying to win. Even if there’s no direct opponent.
He was a tennis player, and maybe that related to the drive to compete.
EDWARDS When we talked two months ago, I teased Sam about having been a tennis player. Our friend William has been a
track athlete and a broad jumper, and football was my primary sport in high school. All of us were physical people who
understood physical dynamics. I don’t mean that it translated one-to-one to our work, but I mean sensitivity to three
dimensions.
Rashid, you have talked about the decision of a Black artist in the 1960s and 1970s to work abstractly and not directly depict
Blackness in representational, or figurative, terms — and how that lives on for you.
JOHNSON That was a decision, and it’s a fool’s errand to pretend that’s not true. Sam and artists like Sam, who chose
abstraction as a vehicle and saw it as a way forward, were as conscious of the fact that they were not including the Black
body and thematic Black concerns. I thank those folks. It wasn’t always rewarding in the typical ways.
Sam stayed in Washington, and he didn’t have consistent gallery representation in New York, the center of the art world,
until late in his life. How did that affect his career?
EDWARDS He had his independence, which was at the core of his personality anyway.
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Edwards constructing a sculpture with barbed wire in New York, 1970. The artist recalled
Monday, “I was doing the first of the barbed wire pieces of mine, some of which were
wall-attached, some of which were suspended. And we almost took it for granted that we
were both taking steps.” Fred W. McDarrah/Getty Images

When I interviewed him in 2018 and asked him about whether being Black had held back his career, he answered both yes
and no, and he was not interested in cleaning up the contradiction.
JOHNSON Honestly, I love it, and I see a lot of truth in both answers. White Western history often does a great job of
centering itself. For me, as a young artist, Sam Gilliam was important. Mel, Ed Clark, William T. Williams, these were heroes
to me. And the fact that they weren’t as ambitiously represented in some of the cultural institutions was no hindrance on
how I saw the world.

EDWARDS People think that stuff written about white people is what we have to aspire to as being significant. The art world
has its ways of looking at things and has its ways of educating us so that often, we limit our thinking. Sam, ultimately, didn’t
get limited by that stuff.
I know it’s so soon after his passing, but what is his key legacy?
JOHNSON I feel joyous about the life that he lived and excited about the impact he had on so many of us. For me it’s the
cycles in his life and career — the fact that he continued to work and continued to make things that didn’t just complement
his legacy, but added to it. I know that some people will cite his early breakthroughs, but I think in the last three years he’s
provided us with what may be as ambitious a body of work as he’s ever made, honestly. That part matters. This guy really
kept going.
EDWARDS I’m just happy that Sam was Sam, doing what he felt he wanted to do. He always kept that attitude. You could fill
the whole New York Times with just Sam, and forget the rest. That’s my emotional take on my friend. He was happy his
work got more attention and more finance came his way, but it was a hell of a struggle. He always wanted to do the work,
and he did it until he couldn’t.
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