
ANDREA BLANCH: ,·G�OLNH�WR�WDON�D�OLWWOH�ELW�DERXW�\RXU�FKLOGKRRG�DQG�\RXU�WLPH�LQ�7DQ]DQLD� LYLE ASHTON 

HARRIS: I grew up in the Bronx, but I lived in East Africa in the mid-seventies while I was an adolescent, from 

nine to eleven. ANDREA: What was that like? LYLE: It was a very interesting time. In a sense it was post-

Civil Rights, and it was also a time when a lot of African Americans were answering the call to go abroad and 

WR�EH�RI�VHUYLFH�LQ�$IULFD��$QG�LW�ZDVQ·W�WKH�ÀUVW�ZDYH��2Q�WKH�HYH�RI�*KDQDLDQ�LQGHSHQGHQFH�IURP�%ULWLVK�

FRORQLDO�UXOH��1NUXPDK�LQYLWHG�5LFKDUG�:ULJKW�LQ�ODWH�·���WR�JR�RYHU�DQG�WR�H[SHULHQFH�*KDQD��6R�:ULJKW·V�

book, Black Power, was a travel log documenting his time there. My mother was probably the second or 

third wave of Americans who were post-Civil Rights, who were going over to be of service, in my mother’s 

case, as a teacher. ANDREA: How did that experience bear on your 2018-19 exhibition “Flash of the 

Spirit”? LYLE: :HOO��WKHUH�DUH�FORVH�WR�IRUW\�\HDUV�EHWZHHQ�P\�DGROHVFHQFH�LQ�$IULFD�DQG�WKH�´)ODVK�RI�WKH�

6SLULWµ�ERG\�RI�ZRUN��ZKLFK�LV�WKH�FRQÁXHQFH�RI�PDQ\�GLIIHUHQW�FRQFHUQV��,�KDG�UHGLVFRYHUHG�VRPH�LPDJHV�

from my earlier Constructs series that had been shown in 1996, but were shot in 1989, yet people felt that 

they could have been made the day before. So I was curious about what it would mean for a middle-aged 

man to go back to the body and see what that older body had to offer at this particular time. It was also 

SURPSWHG�E\�D�JLIW�JLYHQ�WR�PH�E\�P\�XQFOH�+DUROG�(SSV��+H·G�WUDYHOHG�WKURXJKRXW�:HVW�$IULFD�IURP�WKH�ODWH�

1960s to the early 1980s, and he had acquired several traditional masks. While growing up I would see 

WKHVH�PDVNV��́ )ODVK�RI�WKH�6SLULWµ�ZDV�D�FRQÁXHQFH�RI�WKDW�ZLWK�WKH�UHQHZHG�HQHUJ\�WRZDUGV�P\�HDUOLHU�ERG\�

RI�ZRUN��$OVR�,�EHJDQ�WKLQNLQJ�PRUH�DERXW�WKHVH�WKHPHV�ZKHQ�,�ZDV�OLYLQJ�LQ�*KDQD�ZKLOH�WHDFKLQJ�DW�1<8�

*OREDO��,�KDG�DOUHDG\�PRYHG�DZD\�IURP�VHOI�SRUWUDLWXUH��DQG�P\�EURWKHU��WKH�ÀOPPDNHU�7KRPDV�$OOHQ�+DUULV��

asked me to consider what it would be like to somehow re-engage those ideas of the self and subjectivity, 

and particularly in contemporary culture, which puts so much emphasis on youth. I thought it would be inter-

esting to see what actually happens if I were to open up that space. ANDREA: How did you get from “Flash 

of the Spirit” to the Shadow Works? LYLE: That’s an interesting question, and I’m still trying to understand 

their complex relation, because this new series of work is still unfolding. There has been an element of ab-

straction to my work from the beginning, even in the montage work that I had been doing, but I think the 

Shadow Works were prompted by several things. One was the acquisition and display of The Watering Hole 

at MoMA twenty years after it was originally produced, which led me to think about some of my earlier con-

cerns regarding the relationship of personal narrative to collage and montage work. Then, I believe it was in 

ODWH�������,�JRW�D�SURPSW�IURP�P\�0LDPL�JDOOHULVW�'DYLG�&DVWLOOR��ZKR�HQFRXUDJHG�PH�WR�WKLQN�DERXW�GRLQJ�D�

new work; he is a very big advocate of my work in terms of the deep challenges that it poses with its aes-

thetic and conceptual richness. And I was also thinking about what it would mean to return to the scene of 

the crime, if you will, and to the archive. Prior to that, in 2013 I’d rediscovered an archive of my earlier Ekta-

chrome work that had been in storage, the Ektachrome Archive, which formed the basis of my installation at 

WKH�:KLWQH\�%LHQQLDO�LQ�������%XW�WKHUH�ZHUH�RWKHU�LPDJHV��IRU�H[DPSOH��WKDW�GLGQ·W�IDOO�LQWR�WKDW�SDUWLFXODU�

trajectory, images that were more personal, images that resurfaced over and over, even if they’d been shot 

thirty or forty years earlier. So I began to think about why some images kept on resurfacing? What’s getting 

worked out for me conceptually, but also formally? What’s getting worked out in terms of the content that I’m 
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WU\LQJ�WR�XQSDFN"�:KHQ�WKH�ÀUVW�RQH�RI�WKH�6KDGRZ�:RUNV�SUHPLHUHG��LW�ZDV�YHU\�GLIIHUHQW�IURP�P\�SUHYLRXV�

work, but it had something that I think has always been there in terms of my thinking about imagery, applying 

pressure to the imagery, letting it somehow bubble up. I began to work with other media, thinking about how, 

PDWHULDOO\��WKH�VXUIDFH�FRXOG�DW�RQFH�ÁDWWHQ�DQG�DW�WKH�VDPH�WLPH�UHYHDO��$QG�DV�RSSRVHG�WR�WU\LQJ�WR�ÀW�LW�DOO�

in one image, I began to think about the possibilities of maybe one or two or a few surfaces that were em-

bedded together. ANDREA: How long have you been working on the Shadow Works? LYLE: I’ve been 

ZRUNLQJ�RQ�WKHP�VLQFH�'HFHPEHU�������DQG�LW·V�WDNHQ�D�ZKLOH��7KHUH·V�VRPHWKLQJ�DERXW�WKLV�QHZ�ZRUN�WKDW�

took longer. ANDREA: ,W·V�VR�OD\HUHG��GUDZLQJ�RQ�LPDJHV�IURP�\RXU�DUFKLYH�DV�ZHOO�DV�FXUUHQW�LPDJHV��DQG�

you seem to be using color in a new way, too. What are you trying to communicate? LYLE: I think the 

Shadow Works are deploying multiple formal and conceptual strategies that have been part of my work 

VLQFH�WKH�EHJLQQLQJ��EXW�WKHUH·V�VRPHWKLQJ�DGGLWLRQDO�KHUH�WKDW�,�IHHO�LV�D�UHÁHFWLRQ�RI�DJH��VRPHWKLQJ�WKDW�

IHHOV�OLNH�DQ�DFNQRZOHGJHPHQW�RI�P\�LQÁXHQFHV�LQ�D�PRUH�ZHOO�URXQGHG�ZD\��$IUR�IXVLRQ��JOREDO�FURVV�UHI-

erences, and drawing on or alluding to certain cultural histories. There’s an element of sampling, too, that 

has a curious relationship to my large Blow Up wall collages that you’re probably familiar with, which I began 

producing in 2005 and in some cases are comprised of hundreds of individual elements. There’s something 

about that approach for me that felt deeply generative and multivalent, as opposed to trying to distill some-

thing into one image or two. That earlier collage work had elements that might signal something to one who 

knew the references, but it was also able to signal something to a broader viewing public as well. It’s more 

democratic in that way, which I like because we are all in the process of gathering materials—collaging our 

UHIULJHUDWRUV��VR�WR�VSHDN³DQG�,�ORYH�WKDW�HQHUJ\��%XW�ZLWK�WKHVH�6KDGRZ�:RUNV��,�WKLQN�WKHUH·V�VRPHWKLQJ�

more going on in terms of really drilling down. There’s a new level of focus and precision, an economy in 

terms of the amount of imagery that’s being used, a constellation of chiaroscuro and color that all works 

together to create a more nuanced formal play. And if one chooses to go deeper into the substantive content 

of each unique piece, that’s available, too. ANDREA: ,W·V�D�YHU\�PDWXUH�ZRUN��:KDW·V�WKH�UHODWLRQVKLS�EH-

tween the Shadow Works and the work that came before them? LYLE: I’d say that it’s not necessarily born 

directly from the previous work, but it does come from some of those concerns that have been the hallmark 

of my practice, whether that’s subjectivity, self-portraiture, collage, or issues of gender or sexuality. In addi-

tion to that, however, there’s a way in which it’s more about us as a nation of multiplicities as opposed to the 

VSHFLÀFLW\�RI�GLIIHUHQFH��ANDREA: :RXOG�\RX�FRQVLGHU�LW�PRUH�LQWLPDWH�FRPSDUHG�WR�RWKHU�ZRUNV�\RX·YH�

done? LYLE: ,�WKLQN�WKHUH�LV��SHUKDSV��D�UHÀQHPHQW��LI�\RX�ZLOO��DQG�D�KLJKHU�OHYHO�RI�GLVFORVXUH��6RPHWKLQJ�

is becoming much more revealed; in a way, it’s getting stripped down. That said, there’s another layer of 

veiling that’s happening, the veiling through color and shadow. There’s a simultaneity of both revealing and 

masking, and I’m interested in that tension. ANDREA: <RX·YH�VDLG�WKDW�WKH�Shadow Works�DUHQ·W�ERUQ�GL-

rectly from your earlier work, but they do seem to make reference to it, and to earlier historical moments, 

as well. What was the impetus for this? LYLE: I think any artist overlaps with their previous work. Take, for 

H[DPSOH��HDUO\�3LFDVVR�WR�WKH�ODWH�3LFDVVR��RU�9DQ�*RJK�IRU�WKDW�PDWWHU��:KDW�,·P�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�LV�D�GHHSHU�

UHYHDO� LQ� WHUPV�RI�VXEMHFWLYLW\��:KDW�GRHV�VXEMHFWLYLW\�PHDQ�H[DFWO\"� ,Q�9DQ�*RJK·V�FDVH�� WKH�SXEOLF� IH-

tishizes the cutting of the ear, but what we don’t talk about is the trauma of the family. We don’t talk about 

/\OH�$VKWRQ�+DUULV��Oracle, 2020.
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how the mother’s and the father’s petty bourgeois anxiety got displaced onto the vulnerable one. I’m sort of 

GLJUHVVLQJ�ULJKW�QRZ��EXW�,�DP�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�WKRVH�OD\HUV��,·P�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�ZRUN�RQH�FRXOG�DFWXDOO\�´SHSSHU�µ�

if you will, with some of those other urgent subtexts. Let’s take, for example, the piece titled Black Power 

[2019], which is part of the Shadow Works series, and features a self-portrait that Kathy Ryan commissioned 

for The New York Times Magazine in 2000 as part of that election year coverage. When I initially submitted 

WKDW�LPDJH�IRU�SXEOLFDWLRQ³DQ�LPDJH�SRUWUD\LQJ�PH�LQ�KDQGFXIIV�ZLWK�D�WDWWRR�WKDW�UHDGV�´P\�Q�L�J�J�Dµ³

Kathy had to advocate for it with the magazine’s editor at the time due to the potency of the image. And so 

I’m interested in how an image that was shot in 2000—which was also recently featured on the cover of the 

Brooklyn Rail earlier this year—how that’s now speaking to what has shifted in the last twenty years, in terms 

of Black Lives Matter, the racism and violence in policing, et cetera. So there are multiple cues and refer-

ences to earlier works, both formally and content-wise. There is a tension, a pull-and-push, that I’m trying to 

excavate, while at the same time producing a rupture in the visual experience of the work. ANDREA: I love 

what you named your archives, the Ektachrome Archive. Can you speak a little bit more about it? What 

time period does it capture? LYLE:  The Ektachrome Archive dates from a period beginning in the late 1980s 

to the 2000s, and much of it hovers around 1992. But in terms of its origins, I had been taking snapshots 

from adolescence on. My grandfather shot over ten thousand slides documenting our family, friends, the 

FKXUFK�FRPPXQLW\��SLFQLFV��HW�FHWHUD��,�ZDV�YHU\�PXFK�LQÁXHQFHG�E\�WKDW�ZKLOH�JURZLQJ�XS³EHLQJ�SKRWR-

graphed and documenting everyday moments. And then later, when I was in grad school at CalArts, I read 

an essay by a friend, the writer bell hooks, which mentions that in the segregated south, photographs on the 

walls of people’s homes or in churches were the galleries, these were the galleries in which Black people 

would actually get that sense of self, that collective reimagining of what was possible, since the images 

might not have been in larger circulation, particularly in segregated America. I traveled to Europe in 1992 

GXULQJ�ZKLFK�WLPH�,�VSHQW�D�ZHHN�ZLWK�1DQ�*ROGLQ�LQ�%HUOLQ�DQG�H[SHULHQFHG�KHU�OHYHO�RI�IRFXV�DQG�LQWHQVLW\��

,�IHHO�WKHUH·V�VRPHWKLQJ�VSHFLÀF�DERXW�WKH�(NWDFKURPH�$UFKLYH�WKDW�FDSWXUHV�WKH�FRQÁXHQFH�RI�%ODFN�GLDV-

pora communities with queer communities in Los Angeles to New York to London to Paris—collectives of 

people gathering together long before social media. It also documents more public gatherings, such as the 

%ODFN�3RSXODU�&XOWXUH�&RQIHUHQFH�LQ�������ZKLFK�LV�RQH�RI�WKH�ÀUVW�FRQYHUJHQFHV�RI�SHRSOH�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�

UHÁHFWLQJ�RQ�%ODFN�SRSXODU�FXOWXUH�DV�SDUW�RI�WKH�FKDOOHQJH�WR��RU�DV�DQ�H[SDQVLRQ�RI�DQG�HQJDJHPHQW�ZLWK��

WKH�ZLGHU�FXOWXUDO�DYDQW�JDUGH��,Q�D�ZD\��WKH�(NWDFKURPH�$UFKLYH�DOVR�UHÁHFWV�D�FHUWDLQ�VSKHUH�RI�LQWLPDF\�

that’s not often associated with otherwise public occasions. For example, the current generation might rec-

RJQL]H�WKH�ZULWHU�EHOO�KRRNV�LQ�D�SKRWR��EXW�QRW�KDYH�VHHQ�DQ�LPDJH�RI�KHU�ZDUPO\�NLVVLQJ�WKH�ODWH�ÀOPPDNHU�

Marlon Riggs on the ear—it captures a very intimate space that we often don’t see portrayed. ANDREA: Did 

you use some of those images from the Ektachrome Archive in the Shadow Works? LYLE: There are a 

few folded in there, without question. A selection of thirty-eight photographs from the Ektachrome Archive 

will be presented at the ICA in Miami this fall through Spring 2021, accompanied by a set of personal jour-

nals that I kept over the same period the images were shot. ANDREA: You have a lot of work ahead of you. 

LYLE: I have a busy fall. It’s good to be able to be productive during COVID. ANDREA: I was going to ask 

you about that. How have you been handling it? LYLE: I think it’s been a challenge for all of us. But it’s been 

/\OH�$VKWRQ�+DUULV��2SSRVLWH��7RS��2PEUH�j�O·2PEUH, 2019; Bottom: Black Power, 2019; Following spread: The Gold Standard II, 2019.
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D�ULFK�SHULRG��WRR³WR�GULOO�GRZQ�LQWR�WKLQJV�IURP�D�GLIIHUHQW�SRLQW�RI�UHÁHFWLRQ��,·P�JUDWHIXO�IRU�EHLQJ�EXV\��DQG�

I’m grateful to be thinking about how a lot of those photographs [from the Ektachrome Archive] document 

SHRSOH�ZKR·YH�EHHQ�KLJKO\�LQÁXHQWLDO�WR�ZKDW·V�JRLQJ�RQ�QRZ³$QJHOD�'DYLV��IRU�H[DPSOH��$OVR�WR�UHÁHFW�RQ�

what it means to have a unique visual document of these particular people. It’s good to see how younger 

JHQHUDWLRQV�DUH�GUDZLQJ�IURP�FHUWDLQ�SHRSOH�ZKR·YH�EHHQ�KLJKO\�LQÁXHQWLDO�LQ�WKH�DFDGHP\��DQG�KRZ�WKH\�

are putting into action the theory that the older generation taught. ANDREA: I think your work has always 

EHHQ�UHOHYDQW�WR�WKH�WLPHV��:KDW�GR�\RX�WKLQN�DERXW�VHOI�SRUWUDLWXUH��KRZ�LW·V�HYROYHG�QRZ�WKDW�DQ\ERG\�

FDQ�WDNH�VHOÀHV�ZLWK�WKHLU�SKRQHV"�'RHV�WKDW�DIIHFW�\RXU�ZRUN�DW�DOO"�LYLE: It’s a complicated question. I 

think like anything, one can get over-saturated. But I also think that now more than ever, people—particu-

larly our youth—are stepping up in a way that’s quite remarkable. It’s amazing to see how the youth, and for 

that matter their parents, are answering the call. Whatever it takes to make that happen is quite extraordi-

nary. ANDREA: :KHQ�\RX�VHH�DOO�WKHVH�VHOÀHV�RU�SHRSOH�GRLQJ�VHOI�SRUWUDLWXUH��WKRXJK��GRHV�LW�HYHU�PDNH�

you think that you have to do something else now? LYLE: Maybe there’s an element of that for many artists. 

But I think one can return to things over and over and over. Think of some of the best artists you’re recur-

UHQWO\�GUDZQ�WR��,·P�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�KRZ�DQ�DUWLVW·V�HDUO\�FRQFHUQV�FDQ�JHW�UHÀQHG�RU�UHYLVLWHG�LQ�RQH·V�ODWHU�

work. I think, if anything, it’s more about me waking up to my middle age, because I often still think of myself 

as a young person making stuff out of necessity or maybe survival, or just to be heard. I think all artists, no 

matter what age they are, have that experience. They’re trying to clear the path, get beyond the distrac-

tions—maybe that answers your question. I will say that I never thought that I would go back and do a series 

of self-portraits like the ones I did in previous years. At the time I was speaking more to our earlier generation 

because there’s been an emphasis on youth and beauty, particularly in a culture in which the nonconforming 

have been historically marginalized. But I think that that’s actually shifting right now in the wake of COVID. 

In that sense, this is a historical moment; there’s a greater emphasis on the fragility of life, and it’s not just in 

terms of older people or middle-aged people regarding COVID, but also in political terms. Things have 

VKLIWHG��DQG�,�ZDQW�WR�XVH�ZKDWHYHU�HQHUJ\�,�KDYH�WR�VXSSRUW�WKDW��,Q�WKH�FRXUVH�RI�WKH�ÀUVW�WZR�ZHHNV�RI�

COVID, initially some of my students might have been bored, but after they got over that, they put them-

selves out there, really putting their bodies on the line in street demonstrations, et cetera. I highly respect and 

DSSUHFLDWH�WKDW��6R�LQ�D�ZD\��DV�DQ�DUWLVW�,·P�WDNLQJ�XS�WKH�FKDOOHQJH�RI�WU\LQJ�WR�DQVZHU�WKH�TXHVWLRQ��+RZ�

FDQ�,�UHPDLQ�WUXH�WR�P\VHOI�DQG�HQJDJH�VSHFLÀFDOO\�ZLWK�ZKHUH�,�ÀQG�P\VHOI�DW�WKLV�SDUWLFXODU�PRPHQW��DV�

opposed to trying to morph myself into something that I’m not? And I believe that, as we increasingly become 

PRUH�HDUQHVW�DQG�KRQHVW�LQ�HQJDJLQJ�ZLWK�VXFK�TXHVWLRQLQJ��WKH�DQVZHUV�ZH�ÀQG�ZLOO�EH�XQGHQLDEOH�

/\OH�$VKWRQ�+DUULV��2SSRVLWH��Yamantaka, 2020; Above: Four Cocks, 2020.
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