
 
 
 

 

 
 

MoAD’s new show expands what 'Portraits’ 
mean 
 
By Kenneth Baker l Updated 9:19 pm, Friday, May 8, 2015 
 
Visitors to the Museum of the African Diaspora may enter its just-opened exhibition, 
“Portraits and Other Likenesses From SFMOMA,” confident of recognizing a portrait when 
they see one, and leave with that confidence shaken. 
 
This would probably displease neither MOAD nor the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, 
which with this project notches another in its string of loan exhibitions to neighboring 
institutions during its extended closure for expansion. 
 
Some things on view, such as African photographer Seydou Keïta’s untitled black-and-white 
studio shot from the early ’50s, qualify intuitively as portraits. A sympathetic image of a 
dressed-up young man trying to act natural while holding an apparently artificial flower 
shows him sitting before a backdrop of floral-patterned fabric. We learn nothing of the 
picture’s context, but it suggests a guileless collusion between photographer and sitter to 
make the latter appealing, perhaps as a suitor. 
   
The picture’s status as a portrait seems to turn on the magnetism it exerts on a viewer beyond 
whatever sociological or documentary interest it may have. 
 
That magnetism owes something to the work’s credibility as a record of an individual’s 
existence, not merely as a fact but as a factor in — a pressure upon — our sense of what marks 
a personal presence in the world. 
 
Creative marks of identity take many forms besides pictorial or sculptural likenesses, or so 
argues the MoAD/SFMOMA show. The exhibition includes a Nick Cave “Soundsuit” (2009), 
an elaborate costume with Afro-Caribbean aesthetic roots that conceals a wearer’s identity but 
makes attention-getting sounds with every motion. 
 
The work looks nothing like Cave himself, but it and others he has made define a professional 
identity and serve as an autobiographical marker in that he first made one right after the 
Rodney King beating by Los Angeles police in 1991, thinking of it as a suit of armor. 
 
Thinking of contemporary painting at the time, John Berger remarked more than 50 years ago 
that the social function of a portrait had devolved to mere certification of a privileged sitter’s 
position in a social hierarchy. 
 
Painter Kehinde Wiley plays upon that inkling ironically in a characteristic work such as 
“Alexander the Great” (2005), which decks out a young black man — who happens to be a 
nephew of Mickalene Thomas, an artist prominently featured here — in contemporary dress 



  

  

and the trappings of traditional European dignitary portraiture. 
 
Wiley’s work, and about two dozen other pieces, unveil recent SFMOMA acquisitions never 
presented by the museum before. 
 
Standout video 
A standout in that subgroup is Nicole Miller’s “Untitled” (2011) four-minute video portrait of 
Cornel West. It stretches the bounds of portraiture in a new and timely way. At its center 
floats footage apparently shot in a Manhattan taxi or town car, with West leaning forward in 
the backseat, riffing inimitably on life and art. Around him, occluding him now and then, float 
other windows displaying sports and music snippets from YouTube and elsewhere, as if they 
were unveiling the thoughts firing in West’s head as he speaks. 
 
The idea of portraiture as a matter of self-styling, borrowing the equipment of the ambient 
culture, gets a thorough going-over in the work of Thomas, by means of an elaborate, living-
room-like installation and several carefully staged photographs. 
 
Her photographs’ whirlwind of signifiers of ethnicity, class and cultural context broaches the 
idea — especially unsettling in the present context — that self-knowledge, self-possession and 
self-presentation may come unhinged. 
 
A moving projected video documentary devoted to her mother provides an anchor of genuine 
feeling to Thomas’ ensemble of works. 
 
Lorna Simpson’s cluster of photographs and framed text, like that of Carrie Mae Weems, 
represents a conceptual extreme in “Portraits and Other Likenesses,” though they 
demonstrate, like Glenn Ligon’s suite of prints, that conceptual strategies need not drain 
works of emotional power. 
 
Simpson’s photographic and verbal focus on necks and necklines obliquely turns the viewer’s 
mind to the terrible American history of lynchings. 
 
In his 1993 series of etchings, Ligon ingeniously inserted himself into the typographic and 
rhetorical format of 19th century slave narrative frontispieces to evoke the fraught condition 
of being a gay black man in late 20th century America. 
 
The most direct and startling reference to lynching occurs in a work by Kenya-born Wangechi 
Mutu. Her “High Chair and Strange Fruit” (2005) has a leaking bottle of red wine hung above 
a wooden chair poised high on legs extended like those of a photographer’s tripod. Through a 
hole in the chair’s seat, drops of red pass and puddle on the floor, making a sort of material 
allegory of the violent injustice implicit in socioeconomic extremes of high and low and the 
rationales, racist and otherwise, offered in excuse. 
 
Worth studying 
“Portraits and Other Likenesses” got started with its MoAD and SFMOMA curators surveying 
the latter’s holdings of works by artists of the African diaspora. What has resulted is an 
exhibition of interest far beyond identity politics and historical curiosity. Whole college 
courses might be devised to study topical cross-sections of the exhibition, and with any luck, 
some will be. 



  

  

Kenneth Baker is The San Francisco Chronicle’s art critic. E-mail: 
kennethbaker@sfchronicle.com Twitter: @kennethbakersf 
 
Portraits and Other Likenesses From SFMOMA: Paintings, sculpture, video, 
photographs and installations. Through Oct. 11. Museum of the African Diaspora, 685 Mission 
St., S.F. (415) 358-7200. www.moadsf.org. 
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