
Artist Profile – Fred Wilson  
 
b. 1954 Bronx, NY; lives and works New York City  
 

Wilson attended SUNY Purchase and received his BFA in 1976, where he was the only 
black student in his program. Wilson describes himself as African, Native American, European, 
and Amerindian, and has been involved in political activism. While in college, Wilson worked for 
an art museum as a guard, the Neuberger Museum, and later worked as a free-lance museum 
educator at museums like the MOMA and the American Craft Museum.  

Wilson is a multimedia artist who uses art and museum institutions as the subject of his 
works. The question he poses and answers with his work is: what people, objects, and histories 
does one not see in a museum? Wilson wants to address violent histories of colonialism, 
genocide, exploitation, and transatlantic slavery on which the institutions were built. His work 
often shows ways in which a museum can be a privileged white, aristocratic, and a Euro-
American cultural production. Wilson’s work is a critique on the institution, bringing to light 
what has always been there: the foundation of violence in institutions.  
  A common image in Wilson’s installations is a globe, often making statements about the 
ideological representation of naming territories on them. Wilson also frequently uses clothing, 
and other material objects, to make a statement on the racial formation of typical museum 
displays; how the artifacts in museums are presented with racial biases. Common themes in 
Wilson’s work are history, racism, violence, and religion, all being pulled from actual events in 
the past. Along with outing the negative aspects of museum institutions, Wilson is also making 
viewers aware of different cultures and histories that may not be familiar to them by 
representing them in a way that clearly shows how they have been misrepresented in the past 
directly next to an accurate representation. 
 In 1992 Wilson had the opportunity to create his first installation using archives from 
the Maryland Historical Society and bringing to light artifacts that had not been shown to the 
public, specifically African American and Native American pieces. This show was the most 
popular and controversial show in the history of the Maryland Historical Society. With this 
exhibit, and like others that Wilson creates, visitors were encouraged to raise questions while 
looking at the work as opposed to seeking answers. In 1999 Wilson received a McArthur 
Foundation Genius Grant, and in 2003 was awarded the Larry Aldrich Foundation award.  
 A few examples of Wilson’s installations include Guarded View (1); which speaks about 
many museums hiring African Americans as security guards and they take pride in their diverse 
workplace, but there are rarely African Americans in higher-up positions. Grey Area (Brown 
Version) (2) was an installation made to comment on how ancient Egyptians were portrayed, 
specifically their skin color. Lastly, Untitled (Zadib, Sokoto, Samori, Veneto, Zanzibar, Dhaka, 
Macao) (3) depicts a kitschy object transformed to show its ugliness, and the use of tassels 
represents locations of Muslim slave trade.   
 
Source citation needed: 
 on  le   ennifer A. Subject to Display: Reframing Race in Contemporary Installation Art. MIT, 
2008. 
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