Tim Rollins and K.O.S. Part 1

TEXT:
Lehmann Maupin Gallery, New York City

TIM ROLLINS:
A good work of art has got mystery in it. You’re not hitting anyone over the head. It’s not obvious. It’s what, why? What is it? If you do not have any sense of questioning and suspicion and mystery when you encounter a work of art, I believe there’s something wrong with the work of art because it’s not sophisticated enough; it’s not engaging you in any way, shape or form.
Good art doesn’t solve problems. Good art asks questions.

I started out around 1980, ’81 as a pissed-off public school teacher. It was one of the most challenging and difficult and dangerous schools in the entire New York City public school system. All the kids that everyone was dismissing as dyslexic, emotionally handicapped, academically at risk… We would march after school at 3:00 and it would be basically an amazing and creative party, in which we would create art works inspired by classics of world literature and music.
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TEXT:
In 1984, Rollins formed an artistic collective with a group of students called K.O.S. (Kids of Survival). The works of Tim Rollins and K.O.S. are in over 120 museum collections worldwide, including The Smithsonian, The Museum of Modern Art, and Tate Modern in London.

ROLLINS:
So we started communing with spirits like Franz Kafka, Melville, Mark Twain, W.E.B. Dubois, and it was a conversation with a particular intellectual and creative spirit that would inspire us to make work of our own.
We had been wanting to work on Adventures of Huckleberry Finn for years and years and years. 

TEXT:
Mark Twain’s novel, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, is the story of a white boy who joins a runaway slave on a journey down the Mississippi River.

ROLLINS:
We’re struggling with the history of the book, with the narrative, with the identities of the characters and the protagonists. And then it’s “What is it going to look like?” So our cue was to take the illustrations published in the book, and that was our inspiration.

This book was published in 1884. And Mark Twain loved the illustrations that Kemble was doing for magazines and newspapers at the time.
 
TEXT:
E.W. Kemble was a famed cartoonist and illustrator in the late 19th and early 20th century. [3:00]

ROLLINS:
Now the river of course is a great metaphor for history and for American involvement in civil life. We’re on the same raft; Jim and Huck are on the same raft and they’re traveling through time and through space and through motion.

We literally would photocopy it and put it on transparency, and then, with the overhead projector, project it, and then each one of us come on in, the whole team of us, and fill it all in with the brush. And this was the idea: let’s leave Huck out and see what it looks like. So we eliminated Huck. Huck is supposed to be there, but now he’s a ghost and he’s a shadow. Huckleberry Finn is not about Huckleberry Finn; it’s about Jim and his position as a runaway.

What we decided to do is use a homemade, custom indigo paint, which is important, indigo being one of the great products that they brought slaves in to process in the South. So what we did is we took these essentially racist illustrations and then redid them so that they would mirror our point of view and our perspective.

It’s a team effort, so the concepts that we come up with are collective. It’s like a think tank, and then we come up with crazy ideas. We make a whole lot of trash. Because you’ve got to make a lot of trash to get to your treasure.

We did two of these before we settled on this one because the first two weren’t right. The color wasn’t right; it didn’t feel right. And it’s painful because you put all this time and energy, but the one thing I love about how we work is that we know we’re going to get it.

And that’s what we always do in K.O.S. work; we go to the enemy’s camp, we go for the misrepresentations, we go for the stereotypes, and then we take them back and make them ours, and now we own them for ourselves. I think only art can do that. [5:19]
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