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ANM DINGLL = a frechno=artand & : T e ¢
design writer, content consultant gt

and mesdia strategist currently living

in London. She writes and edits for

warious cukural poblications and
nuns her own design blag, [ think: 1 :
lik= 1t [think-lke-ft.com). e

Her parents are

on  dutiful watch,

encouTaging her

phy=ical effort with

tender expressions,

gounds and gdes-
tures. She has conguered the ledge to
Kara Walker's Fors Americanus — a
13-metre tall fountsin inspired by the
Victorin Memorial cutside Buckinghsm
Palaca — that has been installad as Tate
Modern’s latest Turbine Hall Hyundai
Comrnission. The structure is mono-
mental, filling the large and well-known
hall adequately and comfortably. So
comfortably, in fact, that its recrestional
effect seems at first more powerful than
itz thematic impact. Bables climb on its
polished circumfersnce, teenagers sit
tapping and scrolling, selfies abound as
they might in the presence of a tradi-
ticnal public merument.

In her video explainer for the installa-
ticn, Walker describes her ocwn exper-
ence of eeeing the Victoria Memorial for
the first time while on her way to the
girport. "1 saw the mornument, I took
some quick snapshots out of the win-
dow of the taxi and then forgot about it,
promptly — as one does with monum ents
and memorials. [ think there's this pe-
culiar quality they have of being com-
pletely irvizible. The larger they are, the
more they sink inko the background”.

Despite its bold subject-matter, Foms
Americanus effectively achieves this
strange invisikility. Om explicic exam-
Ination the structure i= & nuanced re-
definiticn of British imperial history.
Walker uses water and formal hierarchy
to bring the scenes of the transatlantc
gleve trade into A mainstream narrative.
Ehe highlights the terror of colonialism
through the creation of A grandioze “al-
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The Invisibility of History:
Kara Walker’s Fons Americanus

Walker’s grand fountain, as it sits within the orbit of Tate's vast audience,
18 as impactiul for its didacticism as it is for its act of disappearance.
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legory of the black Atlantic", presenting
a rationally crdered wvision of writhing
figures and pathetic sea creatures. But
when taken in at some distance, the
fountain's incredible height and immen-
eity disguisssz its own strocities, placing
it instead within the realm of a family

deiy out.

Walker has b=en lauded for the work's
layered integration of art historical, po-
lidical and pop cultural allusicns. J.MM.%
Turner, Damien Hirst, Kanye West, San-
dro Botticelli — thesa are the most obyi-

ous in & dense and clever collection of
citaticns Walker has fed inko her work.
Each allusion cutlines an interpretation
of horror, injustice, or & subversion of
beauty as & revelation of darkness. Walk-
er uses muldple sculptural reminders to
showrease the permanence of greed, the
failure of moral justice to cvercoms the
desire for power. Aside, then, from the
fountain's congeious scals and conceit,
it alzo hums with recurrence; present-
ing a persistent drone of merging mon-
strous references. The great volume of
visual quetations succesds In adding a
new layer of hiddennass.

Walker's grand fountain, as it sits with-
in the orbit of Tate's wast audience, is
as impactful for its didacticlsm as it is
for its act of disappearance. Like mur-
derous headlines In contemporary news
reports, it jolts and then fades into the
frmament of ordinary activity. A nooss
hangs ready for lynching, a toddler dips
her fingers into eplashing waker. Walker
presants the terrors of our ocwn history,
and then “promptly™ allows — even en-
oouragdes — 18 to ignore therm.

But in a second structure standing
ahead of the fountain, smaller in scals
and range, Walker brings her cnicial
message back into clear coneclousnass,
A black child's sorrowful face replaces
wiiat should ke a pearl within the curves
of an enclosing oyster shell, tears pour
out from his eyes with no irony or car-
icature. At this point thers is no scops
for ignoring, looking past, or forgetting —
collectnre fault reveals itself as inescap-
able and cur nability to stop repesting
fatal brutalides is mournfully confirmed.

Kara Walleey’s Fons Americanis is on
showo at the Thate Modere wntd 5 April
2020 wavw, bate.org. uk

Walker’s grand fountain, as it sits within the orbit of Tate’s vast audience,
1s as impactful for its didacticism as it is for its act of disappearance.
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