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Mark Bradford speaks about his painting practice and selected works in this exhibition:

1 
Value 47, 2009–10: Bradford talks about his tools and process.
I call my works paintings, because they’re on canvas. Some people describe them as collage, but I feel like I’m a traditional painter. I just don’t use paint. But I do set up my studio in a very formal and kind of traditional way, and I use the logic of paint. I use the concepts of painting.

I do remember how I came to the sander is that because I used paper, and paper’s so unforgiving, I would begin to work, but I would lose so much. I would lose the layer upon layer. And early on, I don’t think that I was ever thinking about unearthing; if you look back to the earlier works, there was very little distressing that went on on the surfaces. Somewhere along the line, I started with orbital sanders.  And I started off with very delicate sanders that were sort of, would mimic the language of brushes. And I wasn’t able to retrieve enough—it was so delicate, it was so delicate, and I just kept notching it up, notching it up, until I went for the sanders that woodworking artisans use, construction workers use, that really work with the surface a lot more.

You definitely learn to use it like you would, you would use a brush. With certain pressures and certain movements and actually, it’s funny because I use a sander not correctly. I probably burn out a sander maybe once every other week? Because of the angles that I hold it, it burns the rubber. And you’re funny, you can’t get ‘em fixed. I think those things are $200. I’m always buying ‘em. I’m always buying these new sanders. I’m always burning them out. I just go to Home Depot and buy, like 10 or 15 and just stack ‘em up like brushes and keep ‘em all clean and everything. 

2 
James Brown is Dead, 2007
With James Brown is Dead, I was—actually I was at a bail bonds place. I think I was—I don’t even know what I was doing there. Oh, I was getting something notarized and there a bail bondsman and notary right around the corner. And I was just sort of sitting there and it was sort of a little local paper and the cover just said “James Brown is Dead.” And it just, for me, that statement marked the end of so much. James Brown’s career spanned so many James Browns. The free James Brown, the crackhead James Brown, the social civil rights James Brown, the performative Little Richard James Brown. I kept thinking, “Well, which James Brown is dead?” There were so many James Browns. So I wanted to do a piece that had to do with like, plurality of imagery and plurality of meaning.
3 
Juice, 2003
In Juice, it’s the first hints that I am actually thinking of the billboard paper as a material other than just a background underpainting. Earlier on, I looked at the billboard material as simply an underpainting, but I’m beginning to actually think of it as a foreground material that actually has a relationship to the geometry that’s created by the endpapers.
4 
Kobe I Got Your Back, 2008
Sometimes I have these desires to just go after normative behavior or go after—to make a work about cultural assignments of masculinity. I feel like black male masculinity, especially in the last 10 or 15 or 20 years has been so narrowed based on kind of popular culture. Popular culture has determined that black males, we exist in about two or three different models. The sports figure, the gangster figure, or the reverend. And the reverend can be the politician. And there are times when it angers me. I get sort of frustrated by this. It’s not that the plurality doesn’t exist; it’s just that the plurality doesn’t make prime time. It’s not sexy enough, I suppose. Kobe I Got Your Back, I suppose is sort of me ghosting sort of a second self, sort of. Saying that there’s another, that I’m tracking you. Sort of another identity is tracking you. Just like on the basketball court, you’re sort of covering your man. And so that’s me covering Kobe with another type of masculinity - which is undetermined.
5
 WEAR THE BRACELET, 2008: Bradford talks about his use of drawing.
Early on, I had no interest in drawing—I was very much interested in geometry. The sort of horizontal, vertical, horizontal, vertical. And even with the sort of pixilated work, it still was in a very geometric pattern, but at some point I began—I wanted to sort of put drawing in, actually to create a different type of line. And that’s when the line started to become a little bit more, what I would say, emotive. But it wasn’t drawing. I would draw and then sort of trace over the drawing with string. So the string became the stand-in actually for the mark. But that actually was me wanting to probably expand the pictorial surface in a way. To create another layer on the pictorial surface besides the geometry—you can still see the geometry, but I actually wanted to draw—I wanted the drawing to become part of the surface. 
6 
The Vault of Heaven, Crossing the Threshold, and Taking Up the Cross, 2009
Those titles actually came from a book about the hidden messages of the Sistine Chapel. And supposedly if you started from the beginning, which I think was the gates of heaven, and you walked through, that all the mysteries of the universe would be revealed to you. So it was a little bit of actually a play on spirituality and a play on modernity, actually. I felt like the last body of work that I created, those last 7 paintings, were probably the most abstract works that I’ve done in a long time and the color palette also was very sparse, and I think that there would be a tendency to move it towards a conversation of possibly modernity. Again, it’s sort of the same thing as letting the viewer know that there’s another subtext going on other than what’s available.

7 
Untitled, 2008 (The painting that Bradford describes working on is Thriller, which can be seen through the doorway to the right.)
I created this work by - actually it’s an imprint of another surface created by this sort of deeply deeply saturated black, inky paper that I used. And what happened was, that it was by chance, I actually covered up the painting with a silver paper and decided I didn’t like it, so I was pulling off one of the sheets, because it’s like wallpaper; they come in I think 3 feet by however long you want to make them, just like wallpaper—and I kind of threw it over to the side and I just happened to glance over and I noticed the back of it was stained with the imprint of the front of the painting. And I thought, “Oh, that’s really nice.” So I ended up actually going back and taking them all, all off very carefully and it created, like, a mirror, an inky mirror image of a painting that actually wasn’t even finished.
8
 Untitled (DNA Testing), 2006
Merchant Posters, actually, there was no name for Merchant Posters until I made—I couldn’t even describe it to printers – there was no word for it. “Oh yeah, yeah, yeah… those things.” And actually, they’re not all merchant posters. I just picked the ones that have to do with merchant culture. There’s concerts and there’s all kinds of other ones that are tacked up but I only go towards services. Self-employed people. So I just simply draw over them. I trace over them. I think that the social language is embedded in the information. The otherness has to do with class issues. DNA testing – it’s more court-ordered. It usually has to do with African American men that have some type of either paternity or rape case—which starts to talk about the penal system. It starts to talk about sort of black youth, and the things that they are dealing with.
9 
Potable Water, 2005: Bradford talks about color and his materials.

The process of collecting my materials came from a very particular way of defining my color palette based on what was sort of inherently in the streets. But it’s funny though because if you look at my work, I believe that the color palette actually follows advertising for the last ten years. Because I remember the big iPod advertisements in 200…5? The big iPod with the blocks of fluorescent colors and the silhouettes of the black figures dancing with the white iPod. God, we can always remember that. And I can clearly remember that my works at that time started to become absolutely colored stronger and more, and more vibrant based on what I culling from the streets. And what happens is that you can almost, because it’s like a tree, you can kind of—like a tree, you cut the rings, and it goes, and it’ll tell you the age of the tree. It’s the same thing with paper. Once I sort of pull it from the streets and split it down the middle and pull it back, I can almost count how long it’s been out in the environment. I usually take paper that’s been in the environment two years.
10 
Detail, 2009–10
I started working with a non-profit, and we started working together before I started to make this work. Actually the ark was the second work; the first was actually helping to develop a nonprofit called L9 on Caffin and Miro. I always knew that I wanted to do something in the lower 9th ward, and I knew that I wanted to do something symbolic. And it was a mainly 100% black community. I knew that it was Catholic and Protestant, mainly. And I wanted to kind of play with those myths and play with my own process of working as an African-American in that, and I wanted to do something that had weight to it. I wanted to make it a destination so that you would really have to go deep inside the lower 9th ward to see it, so that you could experience kind of what had happened. And you really feel it. You really feel the unfairness of it all. And you get angry and sad. I feel like a lot of what happened in New Orleans had to do with, in some ways, fascism. I mean, in some ways, this policy that had state mandates that kind of destroyed everything and destroyed the people. It was complex, it was a complex undertaking but I think that it was successful because my heart was in the right place.
11
 Strawberry, 2002: Bradford describes how he titles his work.
The titles of my work can happen—it’s very organic. Sometimes in the beginning of a work, middle of a work, the end of a work. Sometimes they do come from songs, less and less. They become actually more from books and things that I’m reading. Much more now. I’d probably say almost 100%. And sometimes they will have a social or philosophical point that I’m trying to make. Strawberry, which is not talking about the fruit, it’s actually talking about a kind of a name that’s given to men and women who are actually dependent on rock cocaine. They call ‘em “strawberries” for women and “raspberries” for men, so sometimes my work has a social, cultural underpinning, and I wanted the title to create a layer of a social vocabulary underneath the painting. 
12 
Method Man, 2004: Bradford discusses size and scale in his work and its relationship to his own height (Bradford is 6' 8").
The thing you do learn about being tall is about how much space you should take up and how much space you shouldn’t take up. In your movie theater, sit in the back, because you don’t wanna make people feel bad. So you’re always learning to minimize the amount of space in public that you take up. And when I first started—when I first ordered large-scale canvases, oh, it did come up. The first thing I thought was “That’s just too much space. I shouldn’t take up that too much space.” 2003, 2004, you could just see the work jumping in scale, jumping in energy. These were the first paintings that I allowed myself to work at a large scale. Before that I’d always worked at sort of a scale that was, that had a proximity to my body, which is a little bit oversized anyway. But these paintings were larger than my grasp, and, and that allowed a different relationship to size, to scale, to color. It just sort of, it just changed what I thought I could do. I was surprised, actually; I could do more than I thought I could do.

