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Foreword

Clive Chijioke Nwonka
Associate Professor of Film, Culture and Society, University College London

In the continuously generative but complex encounter with Black visuality that remains in a protracted contestation against and through the ossified hegemony of white normativity to demand anti-Eurocentric looking practices and to express, and have acknowledged, Afrodiasporic artistic principles, there is an inherent politics of difference that guides our navigation through the intersections of Black life, visual identity, technology and capitalism. Much of the thinking behind my idea of a Black Neoliberal Aesthetic (2022), of which this book displays an interest in and which in turn finds a shared but asymmetrically evinced genealogy with this book in an indebtedness to Paul Gilroy’s The Black Atlantic (1993), attempted to grapple with the social, cultural, political and aesthetic terms through which creative endeavours claim and possess an instinctive Black diasporic extensivity. In the work of the visual practitioner Kahlil Joseph, such an encounter, with the omnipresence of Blackness at the emotional and conceptual formation of a creative agenda that oscillates between a number of mediums and stylistic approaches, would naturally compel us to conclude that Joseph’s aesthetic practice, à la the Black Atlantic, orchestrates a seamless, organic and horizontal textual, representational and spectatorial convergence between Black America, Africa, the Caribbean and Europe.

With this in mind, the book aims to situate Joseph’s creative practices at the central point of an analytical nexus that attempts to draw the Black audio-visual analyses of Gilroy, Tina Campt, Stuart Hall and my own conceptual endeavours (that argue that capitalism’s more hegemonic orchestration of popular Black visuality at the level of context produces a neoliberal affect at the level of text, despite their distinctive geographical epistemologies) into both a departing dialect and a corresponding synergy. However, the purpose of Jackson’s intellectual engagement with the concept and his subsequent analytical investment in the application of this to the range of overlapping tensions across Joseph’s audio-visual oeuvre cannot be determined in the simple, linear identification within Joseph’s work of the instances in which an uncomplicated Black Neoliberal Aesthetic, applied either pejoratively as the index of the glacial accumulation of the production and products of Black culture by the economic, contextual and textual determinants of capitalism or the essentialist strategy of Black creatives in consolidating a space within the heavily contested field of cultural production in its most popular iterations as necessity within contemporary cultural hegemony as a war of position, reveals itself to undermine any claim to authenticity, realness, or the legitimate articulation and representation of local or transglobal Black identity. To accept this as such would be to neglect all that is distinctive in, and central to, the task of the multidimensional cultural analysis that has been historically undertaken in the more interrogative inflections of Black cultural studies and its dissection of the genealogies, industrial contexts and social circulation of Black visual culture, that certainly became the mandative interests of Hall, Spillers, Mercer, Gilroy, Snead and many others, and this book in many ways coalesces on the intellectual examples of these works to establish a stable analytical framework that can retain an interpretative value within the shifting meanings of audio-visual culture. Indeed, as we’ll encounter in this book, as Joseph’s creative outputs venture beyond the arenas afforded by digital technology and its attendant modes of distribution and into the more esoteric and socio-geographically marked exhibition spaces, there is a need to match in analytical rigour and flexibility the very hybridity and heterogeneity of not only Joseph’s creative output but the relationships and points of interaction that are argued here to be a novel feature of an audio-visual oeuvre that is engaged in a generative, dynamic but tension-laden and translocational racial context.

In considering some of the thinking on the construction of Joseph’s Afrodiasporic artworks offered here by Jackson, Joseph’s work can be described as born from and circulating within an ecology of contesting aesthetes, of Black identification and recognition, where the bidirectional flow of its relationships across space, time, medium, identity and territory renders such a dynamic to aptly be termed as a certain cultural traffic. However, our engagement with this aesthetic conglomeration is one that should not be extracted of all interrogative and, at points, critical evaluation. This being that within Joseph’s audio-visual work we encounter the very contradictions and paradoxes that display a fidelity to the equally cosmopolitan flows of neoliberalism that mark Joseph’s creative practice as it osculates between the very public arena of Black popular culture and the private spaces of the exhibition rooms that his installation work occupies and becomes naturally embedded in the arcane, spectatorial and interpretative language forms of the gallery context. What comes to the foreground in our reading of what this book interprets as the collaborative nature of Joseph’s audio-visual practice is what occurs and what is accrued and refracted back to us as it moves not just to the centrifugal instincts of the diffuse spectatorships of the Black Atlantic but equally to the orchestration of the capitalistic instincts of the extractive spectacularizing of racial difference that undoubtedly find a sometimes covert and sometimes conspicuous regulating position within the very fissures of the new audio-visual technologies and modes of consumption that have expanded, accentuated and expedited its permeation and consumption throughout the territories of the Black Atlantic and beyond. Equally, our interpretations of Joseph’s multidimensional Black creative practice, as this book attempts, must emerge as cognizant of the intellectual and spiritual hazards of Black scholarly hagiography, where the fascination with the spectacle of racial difference in all its performativity and authenticity to be observed in the production of Black culture becomes superimposed and fixed onto an uncritical liberal aggrandizing of the textual representations of Black life, Black art forms and its both unified and at times singular circulation within any given social and critical juncture, particularly those that, in renovating Stuart Hall’s instructive on the unguaranteed critical Black politics that is claimed in the essentializing of the Black subject, allow for neoliberalist market orthodoxies to fix Black identity and our attendant, disparate and convergent Afrodiasporic cultural and subcultural forms within a standardizing logic of an all-encompassing Black cultural value. As we are now coming into a more fuller understanding and appreciation of such neoliberal entanglements via the paradigms of cultural studies, Black studies, literature or their interdisciplinary meeting points, just as the cyclical junctures of race that inevitably accompany our most violent and damaging moments of anti-Blackness, the subsequent proliferation of celebratory Black works can result in our interrogation of the ethics of representation becoming overwhelmed by the sheer thrust of the dispersal of often institutionalized and compensatory notions of Black culture and cultural artefacts that, as we observed in the wake of George Floyd and the American Summer, can successfully conceal an undiminished racism within a temporary and reactive appreciation for Black audio, visual and literary excellence. With this in mind, and notwithstanding the myopia of such racial junctures, the study of Black visual culture and moving image remains as a fugitive scholarship that emerges from and is respondent to the tenors of race struggle within an academic industrial complex where the vital question of ethics, verticality, extraction, positionality, asymmetrical looking practices, power relations and racialized gazes cannot be simply theorized into insignificance via a recourse to the most unsophisticated, misinterpretative, simplified and permissible citational engagements with the readings of Black music and audio-visual culture as practised throughout the various disciplinary analyses of Gilroy’s Black Atlantic, nor be assumed as immaterial in the postmodernist celebration of Black audio-visual cultures and practices as an uncomplicated site of racial and cultural conviviality, but actively worked through within the very practice of cultural criticism.

What is offered to us in Kahlil Joseph and the Audiovisual Atlantic is a book that is not simply concerned with the chronological tracing of Kahlil Joseph’s various creative guises from film, video and music to art installation, but one that asks pertinent questions that The Black Neoliberal Aesthetic, in all its nascent theoretical provocations, opens up for further exploration. What aesthetic, economic and transcultural dialectics and cohabitations are to be found in the capaciousness of Black audio-visual cultures as it circulates across multiple Black geographies? What is it that we actually look for in the study of Black cultural production? How are its meaning and affects arrived at, and what is revealed to us when we consider the totality of its constitutive elements, which, in this book’s example, are to be explored in what Jackson will argue is a body of work comprised of crossroads and Black Atlanticist meeting points that give the work the functions of an aesthetics of resistance? These questions naturally require answers that are beyond the ambit of any single intellectual endeavour, let alone one that is invested in the diverse creative outputs of a single visual practitioner. But this is also revealing of what is most generative about the ideas and readings proposed in this book. It is part of the continuum of the intellectual and non-intellectual study of Black cultural forms, Black cultural production and the corresponding investments from a multitude of positions, imperatives and meanings. That the neoliberal reconfiguration of the production, circulation and terms of Black culture is so heavily layered and multi-constituted, the parenthesis to my own conceptual exploration is that if, and if so how, are the products, artefacts and audio-visual practices of the Black creative imagination reliable and affirmative entry points into an examination, understanding and appreciation of Black life worlds? This remains defined by a contradiction and paradox that revels in the cohabitation of both the carnivalesque enthusiasm for the images of Black identity and anti-blackness in its specific but consenting curation of the most hegemonic image streams of Black identity. In this focused reading of Kahlil Joseph’s creative oeuvre, Jackson offers a multi and intra disciplinary study that places his audio-visual works at the nexus of a theoretical synthesis of a number of creative optics. Indeed, what we’ll find to be this book’s primary interdisciplinary thesis – that we are unable to fully comprehend the heterogeneous and unstable nature of Joseph’s visual outputs without the attendant understanding of the methodological possibilities, rather than the wholesale application onto a contemporary Afrodiasporic creative artefact, of Gilroy’s The Black Atlantic, which in itself provides an intellectual framework where the very interpretative approaches to be found in this landmark text share a rhizomatic genealogy, trajectory and reach – speaks not just to the non-linearity of Joseph’s practice, but to its very transience across the Black Atlantic’s various points of interaction, connection and contention.


1

Introduction

1.1 Kahlil Joseph, art and knowledge

The camera focuses on Alice Smith singing. A jamming session nears its end, she holds the note for one last time: nothing else matters, for a few precious moments it feels impossible to see or hear anything else. I Put a Spell on You – originally written and composed by Jalacy ‘Screaming Jay’ Hawkins in 1957 – has been covered numerous times, perhaps most notably by musician and civil rights activist Nina Simone in 1965. Here, in a short film commissioned by the Tate Modern in London to coincide with its exhibition Soul of a Nation: Art in the Age of Black Power, the song is electrified with new meaning, drawing visual inspiration from Simone’s politicized, proudly Afrocentric headscarves and kaftans as well as the black and white (predominantly Black) photography of Roy DeCarava, all the while playing with and reconfiguring a constellation of musical lineages from Hawkins to Smith by way of the pathbreaking High Priestess of Soul herself. These are the ‘spellbinding’ final moments of Black Mary (2017) – at once a short film, music video, installation piece and far more – that in turn exemplify the interdisciplinary, transcontinental energies underpinning the work of filmmaker Kahlil Joseph. What follows in this book is a deep exploration of the director’s transmedia art, his sonic and visual influences and their relationship(s) to the Black Atlantic in its broadest sense, tracing movements back and forth Africa, America, Europe and the Caribbean or, in other words, the multidirectional ebbs and flows that dynamize what this book terms: the Audiovisual Atlantic.1

Kahlil Joseph – the professional name of Kahlil Davis – is a multi-award-winning African-American filmmaker, music video director and installation artist, as well as the recipient of a Special Jury Award at the Sundance Film Festival 2012, a John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation Fellowship in 2016, an Eye Art & Film Prize in 2020 and the Herb Alpert Award in Arts in 2021. He has collaborated across a range of media formats with musicians Alice Smith, Aloe Blacc, Beyoncé, FKA twigs, Flying Lotus, Kelsey Lu, Kendrick Lamar, Sampha, Seu Jorge and Shabazz Palaces, as well as the fashion labels KENZO and Vans, and telecommunications company 02, developing into one of – if not the – visual artist(s) of choice to accompany musicians (re)making Black popular music in the twenty-first century.

[image: ]

Figure 1.1 Director Kahlil Joseph and Assistant Curator at MOCA Lanka Tattersall attend MOCA’s Leadership Circle and Members’ Opening of ‘Carl Andre: Sculpture as Place, 1958–2010’ and ‘Arthur Jafa: Love Is The Message, The Message Is Death’ on 1 April 2017 in Los Angeles, California. Photo by Donato Sardella/Getty Images for MOCA.

Joseph’s audiovisual works frequently combine contemporary African-American and Black-British music with various visual references to continental African culture, citing Yoruba deities, Senegalese film masters and Bantu-Kongo cosmology while expressing the multi-layered experiences of contemporary African diasporas in a variety of contexts, settings and situations. When harnessing the transnational flows of Afrocentric musical lineages, Joseph forges a range of formal and informal relationships between the encoded messages of his audiovisual works, contemporary communication technologies through which his art is circulated (laptops, mobile phones, televisions, projections) and new spaces in which his art is consumed (living rooms, bedrooms, classrooms, parties, lectures, public discussions).

Joseph’s collection of work frequently merges visual representations of transcontinental experiences with Afrodiasporic music’s countercultural energies, thereby presenting alternative frameworks for contemporaneity that subvert the Eurocentricity and latent Whiteness underpinning modernity in the West.

The situatedness of Joseph’s works in ‘traditional’ settings for art (such as museums, galleries and cinemas) thus creates new opportunities for countercultural discourses, challenging the Eurocentric heritage of art gallery spectatorship and its relationship to Westernized distinctions between ‘high’ and ‘low’ culture. At the same time, Joseph’s works create numerous paradoxes and tensions because these screen texts are products located within an economic world system of neoliberal capitalism. The content of his work often critiques this world system, at once presenting alternative ways of navigating the present moment yet also participating in – and thus sustaining – the dominant societal frameworks that it otherwise attempts to challenge.

In order to disentangle and scrutinize the tensions that arise as Joseph’s works oscillate between cultural spheres on both local, regional and national levels, one must recognize that Joseph’s screen texts operate as nodes within numerous theoretical networks concurrently, reflecting the present world system’s complex network environment. Throughout this book, I tie together strands of Alexander Weheliye’s sonic Afro-modernity (2005) and Tsitsi Ella Jaji’s stereomodernism theories (2014) with the crossroads concepts from Harry J. Elam Jr and Kenneth Jackson’s Black Cultural Traffic (2005) and Akinwumi Adesokan’s Postcolonial Artists and Global Aesthetics (2011), forming dialogues between Weheliye and Jaji’s ideas and Arthur Jafa’s Black Visual Intonations (1992), Tina Campt’s still-moving-images (2019), Clive Chijioke Nwonka’s Black Neoliberal Aesthetic (2020) and Jenn Nkiru and Zara Julius’s respective boundless/marketed time notions (2020). By generating conversations between a range of audial and visual theories that are shaped by Paul Gilroy’s conceptualization of the Black Atlantic (1993), I examine the crossroads between cultural traffic, capital and aesthetics throughout Joseph’s art. I scrutinize the director’s work through overlaps of emergent music video and new media theories that emphasize hybridity – drawing from the perspectives of African film, music and media theorists as well as American and European voices where they are relevant – and thereby demonstrate how the transnational flows of Joseph’s work bring contemporary Black Atlantic music into conversation with continental African filmmaking, arguing that such an interdisciplinary approach enriches the possibilities of their respective and, simultaneously, entwined branches of knowledge.

As Paul Gilroy’s ground-breaking text The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (1993) emphasizes, myriad forms of Afrocentric musical expression can move across geographical borders and communicate complex feelings beyond the limitations of language, capturing ‘the reconciliation of art and life’ if we think beyond neoliberal structures and dare to rescue music ‘from its status as a mere commodity’ (Gilroy 1993: 124). Throughout the book, I apply the disruptive audiocentric ideas underscoring Gilroy’s The Black Atlantic to contemporary media forms generated by Kahlil Joseph and his peers alike, drawing from Carol Vernallis’s argument that music and moving images may merge on an ontological level when sharing digital code (Vernallis in Vernallis, Rogers and Perrott 2020). My research thus seeks to challenge the latent formations of Whiteness and underlying Eurocentricity on which today’s dominant theorizations of ‘modernity’ are grounded, offering an alternative framework for negotiating the dizzying contradictions and multidirectional, intercontinental transensory flows of our media-saturated present: namely, the Audiovisual Atlantic.

Although I am visibly identifiable as white and openly identify as British, this book draws heavily from academic theories across different continents, focuses on the flows of Joseph’s art and Gilroy’s ideas across Africa, America, Europe and the Caribbean, and is intrinsically shaped by my own subjective British experiences which are influenced by – yet not always directly connected to – these various parts of the world. While neat ‘race-symmetrical’ and ‘race-matched’ relationships between researchers and research topics can, in many situations, ‘make productive contributions to research practices’ by generating rich, meaningful conversations based on one’s own lived experiences (Vass 2017: 137–8), Nicola Rollock observes that blindly adopting such an approach at all times, in all circumstances, risks compartmentalizing the complexities of human experience by moving towards the controversial direction of ‘narrow, essentialist interpretation[s] or race’ (Rollock 2013: 499). She argues that, in certain situations, we might glean far more valuable forms of knowledge by focusing ‘on the political awareness of the researcher and their proactive engagement with notion[s] of whiteness and blackness’ (ibid. 506), reminding white researchers who do choose to carry out race research that they bear ‘a particular responsibility to critically reflect upon and demonstrate awareness of … the dynamics of race and their responses to it’ (ibid.). Throughout this book, I have thus attempted to consider deeply questions relating to ‘my own racial, ethnic, cultural and social position’ both within and far beyond the narrow confinements of academia, striving to be ‘explicitly cognisant of where and how knowledge is constructed’ within educational environments while, at the same time, remembering ‘the nature and importance of representation’ outside such scholarly contexts (Ramdeo 2023).

In this sense – as will be discussed in further detail in the Seeing and Hearing the Black Atlantic: Audiovisual Art as Counterculture of Modernity (1.3.1) section – I have found the work of Obioma Nnaemeka particularly helpful when trying to navigate carefully my personal ‘complicities and engagements … of and with whiteness’ during various stages of writing and researching (Mirzoeff 2023: vii). Nnaemeka’s conceptualization of ‘nego-feminism’ as an Afrocentric philosophy ‘structured by cultural imperatives and modulated by ever-shifting local and global exigencies’ offers ways to challenge the ‘reification of a construct or framework’ (Nnaemaka 2004: 378) such as ‘the cultural unconscious of whiteness’ and the ways that this all-consuming framework privileges ‘white reality’ over the experiences of others (Mirzoeff 2023: 4). While Stuart Hall reminds us of the dangers of ignoring and downplaying ‘the difficult problems that arise from trying to live with difference’ (Hall 1993a: 363), Nnaemeka argues that research perspectives underpinned by ‘negotiation’ and ‘no ego’ (Nnaemaka 2004: 360) allow us to better process ‘the multiple perspectives and challenges rooted in heterogeneity’ (my emphasis) (ibid. 378). In turn, a ‘nego-feminist’ approach has helped me develop and sustain a ‘critically reflexive practice’ when writing this book ‘crucial to making the process of whiteness visible’ where it might otherwise parade unseen and underexplored somewhere in the background (Rollock 2013: 507).

Since ‘warding off or refusing to live with difference’ does not subvert hegemonic discourses but in fact represents ‘a retreat from modernity’ and its accompanying complications deep into the dangerous realms of cultural ignorance (Hall 1993a: 375), it is useful to consider how a certain ‘fruitfulness’ that underpins ‘encounters with difference’ is made possible through ‘creative interactions and collaborations’ that connect different parts of the world together (Jaji 2018). In an attempt to counteract some of the hegemonized power structures that are imbedded within our higher education system – while, simultaneously, drawing inspiration from the dynamic, multi-layered spirits of creativity and negotiation that are exemplified by the likes of Joseph and Nnaemeka – I have tried to weave together and articulate my ideas in such a way that mirrors the winding, frequently uneven currents of the Atlantic Ocean. By crafting an accessible, free-flowing style of communication (influenced by interactions between different parts of the world yet liberated from the constraints of certain scholarly conventions) Kahlil Joseph and the Audiovisual Atlantic: Music, Modernity, Transmedia Art seeks to explore the manner in which the aesthetic styles of contemporary academic writing – across the humanities and far beyond – might echo and actively perform some of the interdisciplinary flows and transcontinental movements generated by the artfulness and sophistication underpinning their subject matter, thereby opening up scholarly explorations to new audiences within and beyond the academy and, in turn, offering alternative ways of disrupting today’s institutionalized, predominantly hierarchized structures of knowledge production.

Beyond this book, after all, my research agendas tend to focus on the uneven and imbalanced ways in which arts and academia overlap and interact. I was first drawn to Kahlil Joseph’s work via YouTube, seeking new music online and discovering his videos. When I started to engage with these screen texts more deeply, learning about their various cultural flows across numerous parts of the planet and consequently scrutinizing my own relationships to Whiteness and modernity in further depth, I then turned to academic literature for assistance. By processing Joseph’s audiovisual work through Gilroy’s transatlantic yet predominantly audiocentric paradigm, this book thus attempts to examine the moments where – beneath the intense flows of our volatile and complex mediasphere – one may extract certain hidden values from media products which extend beyond the marketplace, those precious yet delicate moments that point to something that surpasses the formulaic logic of the neoliberal world order, meriting civic worth on a more humanistic level. These hidden values – commonly cultural, emotional and personal – are abundant in Joseph’s works, constantly reminding our communities black, white and beyond that the logic of the marketplace should serve humanity rather than vice versa. At the same time, however, such values are volatile, precarious and oftentimes contradictory, their fragility capturing the uneven relationships that manifest when human consumers and unfeeling processes of commodification collide.

In a manner akin to his media works’ sophisticated hybridizations of film, music video and advertisement components, the (trans)formations that nuance Joseph’s filmmaking career – as well as the fluctuations that (re-)shape his public persona as an interdisciplinary and cross-cultural audiovisual artist – are complex processes characterized by perpetual states of change, development and dynamism. Kahlil Joseph and the Audiovisual Atlantic, then, focuses on the ways in which the director’s construction of his filmmaking persona works in tandem with his artworks to challenge fixed, monocentric or stable notions of identity and, in turn, resist universalizing understandings of human experience which might otherwise underpin constructions of modernity. In the next section, I offer a family, career and intellectual biography of Kahlil Joseph, outlining the formative moments that shape his artistic development while, at the same time, highlighting the contradictions that characterize Joseph’s directorial persona as well as his filmic output.

1.2 Formations and transformations: a family, career and intellectual biography

Joseph was born in Seattle in 1981, and his immediate family members are mother Dr Faith Childs-Davis, father Keven Joseph Davis (7 October 1958 – 23 December 2011) and younger brother Noah Davis (3 June 1983 – 29 August 2015). Over three decades Dr Childs-Davis has held a variety of positions within the arts and education spheres, including Editor at Essence Magazine and Producer of the BRAVO Awards for Los Angeles County. Following completion of her Doctor of Education in Educational Leadership at the University of California, Los Angeles in 2013, she launched the Los Angeles office of the non-profit foundation Exploring the Arts and acted as its inaugural Director. However, before embarking on her wide-ranging career in cultural education and community leadership, she met Joseph’s father Keven at Los Angeles’s Loyola Marymount University. Keven Joseph Davis – the man to whom Kahlil Davis owes his professional filmmaking alias – earned a law degree from the University of California, Berkeley after graduating from Loyola Marymount, and eventually became a prominent sports and entertainment attorney. He represented tennis players Venus and Serena Williams – when they were seven and eight years old, roughly the same age as his sons – and would continue to do so throughout the sportswomen’s respective careers.

When Venus Williams signed a contract with English-American footwear and clothing company Reebok on 21 December 2000, the five-year $40 million deal was the largest endorsement signed by any female athlete. Keven Joseph Davis had negotiated the contract, his close relationship with the Williams sisters and their father Richard Dove Williams Jr playing a key role in helping the sporting pair transition from their semi-professional statuses to the intensely competitive, and often hostile, environment of international sports stardom and its immense wealth (Krishnan 2012; Rhoden 2012). While Joseph recalls how he and Noah were ‘excited for [our] dad being this small-town lawyer from Seattle doing this thing for these girls who were turning out to be supericonic’ (Joseph, in conversation with Solway 2019), their father would continue to represent a range of high-profile clients as the brothers grew up, including musicians Wynton Marsalis, Ludacris, Sir Mix-A-Lot and P-Diddy. Although Keven Joseph Davis may have been a ‘small-town lawyer’ during the early stages of his legal career, the boys experienced a comfortable, prosperous upbringing in Seattle, their supportive and hardworking parents fostering ‘close-knit’ ties with their sons (London 2020: 257).
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Figure 1.2 Onye Anyanwu, artist Kahlil Joseph, MOCA Chief Curator Helen Molesworth and curator Susan Dackerman attend the 2015 MOCA Gala presented by Louis Vuitton at The Geffen Contemporary at MOCA on 30 May 2015 in Los Angeles, California. Photo by Stefanie Keenan/WireImage for the Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles (MOCA).

In many ways the trajectory of Joseph’s young adult life mirrors pathways taken by his parents and brother. Noah attended but did not graduate from New York City’s Cooper Union School of Art, moving to Los Angeles before his studies were completed to work in the Museum of Contemporary Art’s bookstore, trying to develop a name for himself as a painter (Alley-Barnes and Danzker 2016; Molesworth 2020). Joseph joined downtown Los Angeles’s Loyola Marymount University – the institution where his parents met – to take classes in photography, art history and television. He aspired to become an artist yet – in the same vein as his older sibling – never graduated from university. Instead, Joseph immersed himself within the professional sphere of media production while peers completed their studies, developing relationships with a range of established filmmakers before he started to direct videos on his own. Initially, Joseph covered his expenses working as an assistant for a post-production house in Los Angeles. He then held an internship at the studio of installation artist Doug Aitken.

Aitken primarily studied magazine illustration at Pasadena’s Art Centre College of Design in 1987 before moving into Fine Arts and graduating in 1991 (Spears 2011). His work encompasses a broad range of artistic practices – from photography, architecture and print media to single and multi-channel videos and live performances – and the interdisciplinary elements of his screen-based installations and their ambient soundscapes are traceable in Joseph’s audiovisual combinations of music, moving images, dance and improvised performance. While Aitken has created music videos for Interpol and Fat Boy Slim, he frequently positions famous musicians at the heart of his own filmic and installation works in a manner akin to Joseph, working with Outkast’s André 3000 in multiscreen sound-film experiment Interiors (2002) as well as the indie music bands Lichen and No Age for films Migration (2008) and Black Mirror (2011), respectively. Seu Jorge, who collaborated with Joseph for the two-part advertisement-cum-short film The Model (2010), partnered with Aitken alongside singer-songwriter Cat Power, busker Ryan Donowho and actors Donald Sutherland and Tilda Swinton to produce a large-scale projection piece screened on the outside walls of New York’s Museum of Modern Art (Smith 2007; Michel 2007). The project, titled Sleepwalkers (2007), was filmed across the city’s five boroughs with each cast member playing an urban worker negotiating the city at night, and the disruptive qualities of Aitken’s transformation of the museum’s imposing exterior walls into a public cinema screen echo Joseph’s blurring of high and low art formats as his installation works are transformed into two-dimensional videos and disseminated online for widespread accessibility on Youtube and Vimeo.

After interning at Aitken’s studio, Joseph joined the Directors Bureau – a commercial and music video production company where he spent the next five years of his career. As well as working within the vicinity of internationally acclaimed directors Sofia Coppola (whose brother Roman co-founded the Directors Bureau) and Wes Anderson, Joseph assisted photographer Melodie McDaniel. Her proclivity for ‘integrating herself into subcultures’ through resistance to rigidly choreographed photography shoots in favour of improvisation and street casting is partly mirrored by Joseph’s own media works (Peltier 2020). From the respective groups of black cowboys featured in Wildcat (2013) and m.A.A.d. (2014) to the inclusion of non-specialist acting extras from the city of Freetown in Process (2017), Joseph frequently attempts to capture a variety of cultures from diverse and distinguishable contexts in ways that eschew formulaic representations or antagonistic clichés associated with his subjects.

However, the filmmaker’s direct references to gun violence in Until the Quiet Comes (2012) – and, to a lesser extent, his indirect allusions to similar crimes in Belhaven Meridian (2010) – contradict McDaniel’s approach to photography, her attempts to counteract the problematic visualizations which stereotype black people from different parts of the world. While one can trace in other dimensions of his oeuvre the influence of McDaniel’s framing of Afrodiasporic experiences in a countercultural fashion, the contradictions of Joseph’s artwork exemplify the paradoxes and complications of artistic expression under the conditions of neoliberal capitalism, the ways in which audiovisual art can at once subvert and support the Western biases that underpin the modern world order.

As well as assisting McDaniel, Joseph interned for the multiple award-winning filmmaker Terrence Malick during his time at the Directors Bureau. Since 1973 Malick has directed ten films, receiving the Golden Bear at the 49th Berlin International Film Festival, the Palme d’Or at the 64th Cannes Film Festival and three Academy Award nominations. Malick studied at three higher education institutions in total: he learned about filmmaking alongside David Lynch and Paul Schrader in the inaugural class of the American Film Institute Conservatory, a private not-for-profit graduate film school in Los Angeles’s Hollywood Hills, where he graduated in 1969 with a Master of Fine Arts qualification; he was a member of Harvard University’s Phi Beta Kappa Society and in 1965 graduated summa cum laude with a bachelor’s degree in Philosophy, and he began a doctorate as a Rhodes Scholar at Oxford University’s Magdalen College but left prematurely, following a disagreement with supervisor Gilbert Ryle over his proposed research on Martin Heidegger, Søren Kierkegaard and Ludwig Wittgenstein. Although Malick taught phenomenology at MIT for a period and even produced an authoritative translation of Heidegger’s Vom Wesen des Grundes [The Essence of Reasons] (1969), ultimately he abandoned a career in academia in favour of filmmaking (Sinnerbrink 2019).

Malick’s films frequently present ‘a conversation or debate between what he suggests is the dominant Western worldview and a competing perspective,’ following a Heideggerian school of thought ‘in identifying the Western worldview with the Enlightenment drive to systemize and conquer nature’ and, in turn, challenging the West’s ‘default’ position whereby art is both generated and consumed with heightened intensity and purpose (Baskin 2010). In doing so, the director’s rejection of practices which are otherwise commonplace in mainstream cinemas throughout the world is on occasion criticized for being pretentious, overtly theoretical and void of entertainment (Collin 2017) or, in some cases, unable to strike a balance between formal experimentation and self-indulgence (Brody 2019). At the same time, Malick’s rejection of Hollywood filmmaking conventions has inspired comparisons with the contemplative cinemas of Andrei Tarkovsky and Yasujirō Ozu, the stillness and deliberation of his camera signifying an attempt to capture aspects of nature as they ‘simply are … not moulded to a human purpose’ (Critchley 2005: 147).

By applying Heidegger’s critique of Western modes of thinking to his own audiovisual subversions of modernity’s underlying Eurocentricity, Joseph recontextualizes Malick’s philosophical cinema across his own collection of media works. Massimiliano Gioni thus suggests that Malick has taught Joseph ‘to look at everyday life with a sense of cosmic awe’, finding intensity and purpose in meandering shots of vast landscapes and wild spaces, the natural world uninterrupted by human activity (Gioni 2020). Developing this line of thought, one might argue that Joseph learned from his internship with Malick that the virtues of quietness exist both within and beyond the screen. Marc Furstenau and Leslie MacAvoy observe that Malick is ‘notoriously silent about his films’ because he believes they are ‘capable of functioning without any subsequent comment on his part’ (Furstenau and MacAvoy 2003), mirroring the ways in which Joseph is often described as ‘notoriously tight-lipped’ in an attempt to avoid consequently loading interpretations of his work with any particular bias (Kane 2017; O’Falt 2020). In this sense, Kahlil Davis’s professional persona as Kahlil Joseph echoes Malick’s careful curation of his own filmmaking identity, preferring coyness and reservation to emphatic declarations in the public sphere.

While Malick cultivates the image of an ex-philosopher turned enigmatic film practitioner, Joseph is a cryptic and at times paradoxical figure whose media artworks and career invite multidimensional levels of engagement and exploration. For example, although Joseph acknowledges that he greatly developed his filmmaking skills by ‘editing stuff for other people’ under Malick’s stewardship (Joseph, in conversation with Dallas 2017: 145), he also concedes: ‘I could tell I wasn’t going to get very far in that space … It was very influential but very white’ (Joseph, in conversation with Solway 2019). Joseph therefore highlights the problematic ways in which the industry’s pre-existing social dynamics – which are rooted in the race-based disequilibria at the heart of global capitalism, the very same branches of Eurocentricity which Malick’s films strive to critique – shape the contemporary experiences of aspiring black filmmakers, engendering disadvantages for people who are held back by, or do not directly profit from, this particular world system.

Joseph was raised by a family whose achievements include negotiating what was one of the most lucrative sports deals of all time – yet he faced an uncomfortable sensation that the quest for personal development would be limited within this particular environment as a result of the colour of his skin. Although the aforementioned video-making organization offered solid opportunities for Joseph’s technical training and housed ample role models through Anderson, the Coppolas, Malick and McDaniel, the feeling that pathways for career progression were restricted by systemic barriers within this space – impeding his progress towards sole directorial duties and limiting his opportunities for development and self-expression – eventually caused Joseph to depart the Directors Bureau.

In search of autonomy as a filmmaker, Joseph commenced his independent career by collaborating with the Seattle-based rap group Shabazz Palaces. In two of his first projects as solo director, Joseph hybridized film and music video formats to promote the band’s work through two audiovisual projects: Belhaven Meridian (2010) and Black Up (2011). While Joseph’s later commissions for conglomerates KENZO, 02 and Apple Music and collaborations with high-profile ‘superstar’ musicians Beyoncé and Sampha were conducted with large financial backing, his early forays into filmmaking with Shabazz Palaces were built on modest budgets between $5,000 and $10,000. It is difficult for emerging filmmakers to gain access to large sums of project funding until they have proved themselves, and Joseph acknowledges that: ‘no one really allowed [him] to do a proper big budget video’ at this stage of his career (Joseph in conversation with Kane 2017).

Despite having access to a relatively modest budget, Joseph’s early projects showed signs of promise that defied his monetary limitations. Arthur Jafa contends that the relationships between sound and moving images in Joseph’s works explore ‘continuities … [or] secret histories’ that connect forms of Black music and Black visual cultures (Jafa, in conversation with Joseph 2017), and Belhaven Meridian and Black Up draw from classic film sources that hold relatively niche positions within the Anglo-American cultural psyche and its ensuant markets – specifically: Ousmane Sembène’s La Noire De … (1966) and Charles Burnett’s Killer of Sheep (1978) in Belhaven Meridian; Djibril Diop Mambéty’s Touki Bouki (1973) in Black Up – while generating favourable reviews from critics and gaining wide exposure.2

Although the films Killer of Sheep, La Noire De … and Touki Bouki are exemplars of African and African-American cinema, these works are infrequently referenced in popular cultural outputs in the contemporary West – and, when they are cited, the outcome is often problematic. For example, Beyoncé and Jay-Z copied Touki Bouki’s film poster of motorcyclists Mory and Anta to promote their On the Run II World Tour, and Mati Diop – the Senegalese filmmaker, actor and niece of Touki Bouki’s late director Djibril Mambéty Diop – was ‘a little troubled’ by their actions because she felt whoever brought the image to Beyoncé and Jay-Z’s attention was not especially ‘concerned about what artistic and political story is behind it’ (Diop, cited by Gilbey 2018).3

Joseph, in contrast, incorporates elements of Killer of Sheep, La Noire De … and Touki Bouki into his collaborations with Shabazz Palaces in a manner that amplifies their outreach online to new audiences and, at the same time, respects and captures the subversive qualities of the original material: in Belhaven Meridian, blatant remediation of a key scene from Killer of Sheep is counterbalanced by an indirect reference to the symbolic mask in La Noire De …, nuancing the media lineages between African and African-American filmmaking across film and music video forms; vivid shots of slaughtered animals across the rural Senegalese village Colobane in Touki Bouki and the industrial outskirts of Los Angeles’s cityscape in Killer of Sheep are recontextualized in a Puerto Rican township by Joseph’s short film-music video hybridization Black Up, illustrating how media arts across the Atlantic may merge and blur rigid boundaries between diverse cultural contexts. Joseph therefore markets Shabazz Palaces’s music broadly while, simultaneously, broadcasting encoded messages about the overlaps between African and American film lineages across an array of geographical territories.

Various contradictory forces would continue to shape both the content and circulation of Joseph’s art throughout his career. For example, the filmmaker’s early works were released during a controversial period for African-American representation on screen, wherein two major Hollywood films about slavery from 2012 – Quentin Tarantino’s Django Unchained and Steven Spielberg’s Lincoln – were followed by another wave of US movies about American slavery: including Steve McQueen’s Oscar-winning 12 Years a Slave (2013), Lee Daniels’s The Butler (2013), Thomas K. Philips’s The North Star (2013), Jeroen Leinders’s Tula: The Revolt (2013), Peter Cousens’s Freedom (2014) and Nate Parker’s Birth of a Nation (2016). While Donald Bogle speculates that many of the films from 2013 might not have ‘the same draw’ that inspired people to watch Django Unchained because slavery ‘is not a subject that people rush out to see as a rule’ and the film’s violent revisionist history of the Antebellum South and the Old West ‘told the story of slavery in a very unique way that hadn’t been done before and probably won’t be again’, he also admits that it is ‘difficult not to question the timing of these films and what it really means’ in light of this slave narrative trend emerging during the presidency of Barack Obama, the United States’ first black leader (Bogle cited by Samuels 2013).

It was during the second year of this spate of ‘slave-master’ films that Joseph’s Until the Quiet Comes (2012) project with musician Flying Lotus won the Special Jury Prize for short film at the Sundance Film Festival, in certain ways counteracting the misleading representations of Afrodiasporic experiences circulated by the cinematic slave narratives. Duane Deterville argues that Until the Quiet Comes draws from Bantu-Kongo cosmology throughout its representation of two shootings in Los Angeles’s Nickerson Garden projects (Deterville 2013). Joseph’s provocative recontextualization of the Kalunga barrier – which, in Bantu-Kongo cosmology, separates the ancestral spirit world from our realm of the living – thus incorporates underexplored African traditions within broader popular discourses in the West. In doing so, the filmmaker offers a formula for cultural production which garners critical acclaim from a prestigious film festival and, at the same time, remains ‘popular’ or ‘accessible’ for broader audiences as an online media artefact generating over three million Youtube views.

The film’s driving narrative force, however, stems from familiar imagery of a black man and boy killed as a result of gun violence, problematizing Joseph’s otherwise ‘progressive’ unification of African spirituality with masculinized violence in the West through its representation of the controversial ‘Black Neoliberal Aesthetic’ (Nwonka 2020).4 Although Until the Quiet Comes challenges global discourses which marginalize representations of Africa, the association of young black men with gun violence in turn counteracts such countercultural messages by circulating stereotypical formations of masculinity. The award-winning short film’s contradictions, or, in other words, their production of the Black Neoliberal Aesthetic, therefore illustrate the paradoxical relationship between Joseph’s filmic output and the imbalanced world order in which the filmmaker and his works are situated.

After winning an award at the Sundance Film Festival in 2013, Joseph claims that avoiding clichéd representations of African-American life became a fundamental preoccupation when arranging new projects. He recalls telling his team amid reading and writing film scripts: ‘Pass on anything that feels stereotypical on any level in terms of the black male. Strip club, Compton, gangbangin’, hip-hop, all that shit. Look for the other thing’ (Joseph in conversation with Solway 2019). However, funding opportunities for projects and chances to collaborate with specific artists often appear suddenly and unexpectedly in the chaotic and unpredictable filmmaking and music industries; thus Joseph was drawn to Compton for his next large-scale project. Shortly after Until the Quiet Comes’s release – when the award from the Sundance Festival had validated Joseph’s reputation as a filmmaker and started to generate more attention for his work – he received a call from the manager of West Coast rapper Kendrick Lamar, asking if the director was available to work on a new project focusing on the rapper’s upbringing in Compton.

Joseph and Lamar’s respective management teams had previously attempted to arrange a music video shoot that never materialized, yet at this particular moment Lamar had been asked to support Kanye West on his Yeezus tour. When directing music videos, Lamar often collaborates with his long-term friend Dave Free. The creative duo, known as The Little Homies, have filmed videos for the rapper’s songs Ignorance Is Bliss (2010), i (2014) and ELEMENT. (2017). In this case, however, Lamar had never toured on such a large scale and needed a creative director whom he admired and trusted to produce visuals for on-stage usage in a short space of time.
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Figure 1.3 Kahlil Joseph, Jesse Williams and Charles D. King speak during the 2020 Sundance Film Festival – Digital Aerosol and the Re-Imaginarium: A Fireside Chat With Kahlil Joseph and Jesse Williams Panel at the Ray on 26 January 2020 in Park City, Utah. Photo by Morgan Lieberman/Getty Images.

Joseph, meanwhile, had never created moving images for a live music performance yet was eager to collaborate with the performer. After the release of his Grammy-nominated album good kid, m.A.A.d city (2012), Lamar was no longer ‘another upstart lyricist trying to find his place in music’ but one of the country’s most important and far-reaching voices, uniting the hostility of the streets with the popular mainstream by producing ‘rhymes in underground ciphers … beside the biggest pop stars’ (Moore 2020: 2 and 5). From the hours of footage that were provided by Kendrick’s manager for the live-show project, Joseph’s editor produced a three-minute video that included home footage shot by Lamar’s uncle in 1990. Inspired by the editor’s video and its inclusion of the family-based content,5 Joseph in turn produced a rough-cut after nine months working with the footage. By this point in time, however, the rapper’s tour had passed, leaving Lamar and his management group appreciative of Joseph’s work yet unsure what to do with the project.

As Joseph’s career as a filmmaker was starting to rapidly accelerate, his father’s health had begun deteriorating. After frequent spells in hospital battling brain cancer, Keven Joseph Davis passed away aged fifty-four, two days before Christmas Day in 2011. According to Dr Childs-Davis, her husband ‘was meeting with clients, sending emails and trying to close a deal until he couldn’t anymore’ (Childs-Davis, cited by Krishnan 2012). On his deathbed, Keven Joseph Davis arranged with his sons that they would use their inheritance money to create ‘a community platform for connection’ (Solway 2019). Joseph and Noah thus co-founded the Underground Museum in 2012, a non-profit gallery located in Los Angeles’s Arlington Heights area that – from 2012 to 2022 – promoted the work of black artists.

When Joseph was unsure about what to do with the Kendrick Lamar video, Noah suggested that his older brother finish the project and install it at the Underground Museum in a dual screen format. While initially sceptical because he regarded himself as a ‘moving image guy’ and had never visualized his work in such a context (Joseph in conversation with Solway 2019), Joseph heeded Noah’s advice and ‘all of a sudden … [became] a fine artist’ as the framing of his screen text in this particular manner shifted its meaning from a background music video to an art installation (Joseph cited by McDermon 2017). Noah was therefore the first curator to feature his brother’s work in an exhibition context, a feat largely indebted to the advantageous position both brothers held as a result of their family’s wealth.

In their later lives, the brothers’ capacity to afford the costs connected to establishing and consequently co-running a professional gallery space in Los Angeles through their inheritance fund communicates the uneven relationships within our neoliberal, (post)colonial world system which give some members of society more practical means than others through which to support and influence their communities. Nevertheless, the Underground Museum actively attempted to remove the institutional barriers which commonly impede access to the arts. As well as creating a space which would serve as ‘an incubator for artists, activists, and thinkers’ (Davis in conversation with Solway 2017), Joseph and his brother Noah sought to improve the accessibility of contemporary art for the local communities of the predominantly Latino and African-American Arlington Heights neighbourhood where the gallery space was based, thereby using the financial and social capital generated over the years by their family to empower and support groups of American society who, in contrast, have been historically and remain marginalized by structures of social organization.

While Joseph, Noah and their mother were influential figures in establishing the Underground Museum, Noah’s wife played a large role in shaping the museum’s direction and continued to run the organization until its closure in 2022. Karon Davis is the daughter of Broadway actor and ballet dancer Ben Vereen, sharing a similarly privileged background to her husband and brother-in-law. She attended film school at the University of Southern California before meeting Noah in 2005 and marrying him in 2008. The pair were determined to enact Keven’s vision for the Underground Museum yet initially struggled to do so. After unsuccessfully contacting various museums in the area to see if they would be willing to establish a partnership with the newly-founded establishment in Arlington Heights, the Chief Curator at the Museum of Contemporary Art agreed to rent a range of specialist artworks to the family’s Underground Museum. Karon supported the terms of the loan scheme because:

The conversations I was having at the UM I was not going to have at MOCA … So it’s not a simple thing to say, ‘OK, now we’re going to open the doors, and black people are going to come in, and it’s all going to be the same.’ Those spaces were by, for, and about white people. So what does it mean to really shift your orientation and give away some of the authority? We didn’t say, ‘You guys play in our sandbox,’ but rather, ‘We give you control, and we’ll let the artwork that is in our care be interpreted and used differently than we would interpret it.’ My mantra with them all along has been, Don’t get in their way.

(Davis in conversation with Solway 2017)

The Underground Museum, therefore, represented an attempt to break down the traditional barriers which frame the institutionally white art gallery world, offering a physical location where ideas and plans are exchanged, as well as symbolizing the legacy of Joseph and Noah’s family and their contributions to Afrodiasporic arts curation in Los Angeles.

The status of the museum as a safe communal space for the exploration of Blackness through contemporary artistic practices is emphasized by the fact that an array of key cultural figures such as the artist David Hammons, filmmaker Raoul Peck and musicians John Legend, Beyoncé and Solange Knowles organized and took part in events at the museum. Barry Jenkins participated in a screening and director’s Q+A session for Moonlight (2016) on the evening after the 2016 US Presidential Election. The filmmaker claims he was struck by ‘what a diverse crowd it was – tons of black folks, people from the neighbourhood, white, Latino, Asian’, and had an epiphanic moment during the session, declaring: ‘This is America … Nothing could replicate the feeling that we had that night. It was almost like group therapy, all of us just out there under the stars, witnessing this thing we’d made and using it to bring us together’ (Jenkins, cited by Solway 2017).

In 2015, at the age of thirty-two, Noah passed away as a result of a rare type of soft tissue cancer – on the same day that the first MOCA-supported show opened at the Underground Museum. Noah’s premature passing tragically occurred three years after Keven had fatally succumbed to brain cancer. Karon Davis continued to co-run the Underground Museum alongside Joseph, his mother Faith and his wife, the film producer Onye Anyanwu, until 2022. A public letter announced that running the museum had been ‘an incredible journey’ and ‘also deeply painful’ in the shadow of Noah’s passing and an amalgamation of complex, deftly balanced scenarios further complicated by the Covid-19 pandemic and the grassroots movements for Black Lives. While emphasizing their commitment towards ensuring that Noah’s family and the Underground Museum would at some point together ‘flourish once again’, the letter asked that the group behind the project be given ‘the space and privacy needed to understand the future of the museum and to heal both individually and collectively,’ shutting its doors until further notice (Davis 2022).

Joseph talks about his brother and father fondly in interviews but rareley reveals the specific mechanics of their familial relationships, citing Keven’s passing as a key inspiration for the emotionally charged explorations of life and death between physical and noumenal plains in his award-winning film Until the Quiet Comes (Kane 2017), repeatedly pointing to his brother’s artistic legacy in lieu of divulging the personal details shaping their connection (Joseph, in conversation with Dallas 2017).

In the same spirit of privacy nuancing his delicately controlled discussions of his paternal and brotherly relationships, Joseph seldom publicly discusses family life about his partner and their two children.
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