











Sekou Cooke, We Outchea: Hip-Hop
Fabrications and Public Space, 2020.
Installation view of digital prints and
screen prints on paper. © the architect.
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island, but Cooke primarily uses the language of hip-hop —
sampling, break, freestyle, and remix, to name just a few — to
think through architectural form that simultaneously indexes
these historical fragments in the present.9 Despite the formal
similarities to other layered architectural schemes, we know
that we are working with a palimpsest of memory because

of the superimposition of historical images of residents on
the facades of the site’s original low-rise buildings. In my
mind, this work operates as a visual form of oral history that
animates the site through the layered presentation of local
stories of everyday life. If Cooke’s piece is firmly rooted in a
visual archaeology of ground, then Williams launches us into
a utopian version of Black space that looks a lot like Sun Ra’s
outer space or a cognitive frontier that is placeless yet ubiq-
uitous in the minority subject’s imagination. At the level of
notation, her piece, We’re Not Down There, We’re Over Here,
revises illustrations of patents of intellectual labor to index
Black creative genius. It physically consists of a video and a
series of representations of patented materials. It begins with
a cataloguing of the free towns that Black Americans founded
from Reconstruction onward to develop their potential in the
United States. The constant interruption of White terror and
racial suppression, however, necessitated a search for physi-
cal territory that lay further and further removed from such
negative forces. The beautiful supergraphic of a multicolored
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Amanda Williams, We're Not Down
There, We're Over Here, 2020.
Installation view of “Reconstructions:
Architecture and Blackness in
America,” The Museum of Modern Art,
New York City. Photo: Robert Gerhardt.
© The Museum of Modern Art, 2021.
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Jacob’s ladder stretching up into a metal superstructure that

hovers above the vernacular housing below should remind
us of the visual aesthetic of postwar utopian projects such as
June Jordan and Buckminster Fuller’s Skyrise for Harlem.
Like its predecessor, We’re Not Down There, We’re Over Here
is also deeply infused by the specific memories and cultural
projects of the midrise community of Kinloch, Missouri."
Of course, these are only some of the ways that
“Reconstructions” challenges the norms of architectural
formalism. The connections that are drawn between the fine
arts and architecture expand the content of architectural
formalism to include the content of new conversations on
the visualization and oral performance of Blackness in these
fields. I have written on another occasion of the deep refor-
mation of Blackness that Olalekan Jeyifous introduces to the
architectural canon as a member of the African diaspora, and
the inclusion of visual artists and architects such as Germane
Barnes and David Hartt connects the innovations of the
fine arts to those of architecture.! One can only hope that
“Reconstructions” is an opening salvo that inspires others to
contribute to the reformulation of contemporary architec-
tural discourse. That would be an effective form of repara-
tions if ever there was one.



