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Solo exhibition featuring pioneering artist Melvin Edwards opens at the Art Galleries at Black
Studies at the University of Texas at Austin
(September 15, 2022 Austin, TX)—The Art Galleries at Black Studies
(AGBS) is excited to announce the opening of its fall exhibition Melvin
Edwards: WIRE(D) and CHAIN(ED). Curated by Phillip Townsend for
the Christian-Green Gallery, the show explores Edwards’ distinct visual
language in both two and three dimensions. Over the course of his
nearly 60-year career, Edwards has explored materiality and its
resonances, deploying abstraction to confront social injustice. The
subtitle of this exhibition, WIRE(D) and CHAIN(ED), alludes to two of
Edwards’s signature media, which he values for their evocation of
energy, movement, and connections to African Diasporic history and his
own life.
“Edwards is a pioneer in the history of contemporary African American
art and sculpture, and we are honored to be the first institution in Austin
to mount a solo presentation of such an important artist,” says
Townsend. “His process of creating something beautiful and complex
from scraps of steel detritus serves as a metaphor for African Diasporic
experiences of struggle, strength, and survival.”
WIRE(D) and CHAIN(ED) traces the artist’s life and work, bringing together Edwards’ iconic steel sculptures
and rarely seen drawings. The exhibition’s wall reliefs, freestanding steel sculpture and works on paper present
sociopolitical and personal narratives. The welded forms of Edwards’ Lynch Fragments series respond to antiBlack racial violence while memorializing heroes such as Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and Léon Gontran-Damas.
Exemplary of Edwards’ practice is his freestanding August the Squared Fire, where industrial steel forms torque
around the sculpture’s rectilinear support. Burns from Edwards’ welding suggest scars and past traumas—and
refer to the 1965 Watts uprising—even as the sculpture’s form is at once slumped and heroic. Also on display
are Edwards’ rarely seen drawings. Depicting chains and steel scraps, these drawings convey that inseparable
connection between idea and medium that lies at the foundation of Edwards’s practice.
Whether working in sculpture or on paper, Edwards assembles found objects and images, which retain their
original identities even as they provoke new associations. Together, these works give new insight into the
artist’s assertion, “I have always understood the brutalist connotations inherent in materials like barbed wire and
links of chain and my creative thoughts have always anticipated the beauty of utilizing that necessary
complexity which arises from the use of these materials in what could be called a straight formalist style.”

The exhibition is supported by the following public programs: Austin Museum Day, September 18 from 11 am
– 3 pm; Printmaking Workshop, October 29 at 1 pm; Film Screening with Melvin Edwards, November 10
at 6:30 pm; Live Music Performance, November 17 at 5:30 pm; and a Curator’s Tour, December 3 at 12:00.
ABOUT THE ART GALLERIES AT BLACK STUDIES
The Art Galleries at Black Studies at the University of Texas at Austin (AGBS) is a collecting institution
whose mission is to acquire, preserve, interpret, exhibit, and otherwise make accessible modern and
contemporary art and cultural materials from Africa and the African Diaspora for the benefit of a variety of
audiences. Comprised of two principal galleries—Christian-Green Gallery and Idea Lab— and six project
spaces, AGBS's exhibitions and programs serve communities on and off campus and engage with the larger art
worlds. AGBS’s exceptional collection—numbering nearly 1,300 objects—is the core of its identity, and it
sustains and catalyzes all we do.
Founded in 2016, AGBS is the sole on-campus entity dedicated to showcasing the art of Africa and the African
Diaspora at The University of Texas at Austin. As a preeminent cultural asset of Black Studies, it is a center for
teaching, learning, and scholarship. As such, AGBS serves as a forum for the creative and critical expression of
artists, historians, and curators.
AGBS is open to all, free of charge, and is committed to fostering feelings of ownership of art and visual culture
in diverse audiences.
AGBS pursues excellence in all aspects of its operations. It maintains legal and ethical standards prescribed by
the American Alliance of Museums and the Association of Academic Museums and Galleries.
For more information contact:
ptownsend@austin.utexas.edu, (512) 471-0254
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Melvin Edwards
Diamnaidio, 2004
Welded steel
Courtesy of Alexander Gray Associates, New York; Stephen Friedman Gallery, London

Melvin Edwards
Machete for Gregory, 1974
Welded steel, barbed wire, and chain
Courtesy of Dallas Museum of Art.

Melvin Edwards
Untitled, c. 1975
Watercolor and ink on paper
Courtesy of Aaron Payne Fine Art.
Private collection.

ABOUT THE ARTIST
A pioneer in the history of contemporary African American art, Melvin Edwards (b.1937) is known for his
abstract welded sculptures constructed from found metal objects and parts. Born in Houston, Texas, he began
his artistic career at the University of Southern California (USC), Los Angeles, CA, where he met and was
mentored by the Hungarian painter Francis de Erdely. His first solo exhibition was in 1965 at the Santa Barbara
Museum of Art, CA. Edwards moved to New York City in 1967. In 1970, he became the first African American
sculptor to have a solo exhibition at the Whitney Museum of American Art.
Melvin Edwards’ artwork has been widely exhibited nationally and internationally. Some of his major solo
shows include Melvin Edwards Sculpture: A Thirty-Year Retrospective 1963–1993 at the Neuberger Museum of
Art in Purchase, NY (1993) and Melvin Edwards: Five Decades at the Nasher Sculpture Center in Dallas, TX
(2015). This exhibition traveled to the Zimmerli Museum of Art, Rutgers University, NJ and to the Columbus
Museum of Art, OH. Other recent solo exhibitions include Melvin Edwards: Festivals, Funerals, and New Life,
Brown University, Providence, RI (2017); Melvin Edwards: Lynch Fragments, Museu de Arte de São Paulo
(MASP), Brazil (2018); Melvin Edwards: Crossroads, Baltimore Museum of Art, MD (2019), traveled to
Ogden Museum of Southern Art, New Orleans, LA (2020); and Melvin Edwards: Brighter Days, Public Art
Fund, City Hall Park, New York, NY (2021). Edwards has also been featured in numerous group exhibitions,
such as All the World’s Futures, 56th Venice Biennale, Italy (2015); Witness: Art and Civil Rights in the Sixties,
Brooklyn Museum, NY (2014); Blues for Smoke, Whitney Museum of American Art, New York, NY (2012-2013);
and African American Art: Harlem Renaissance, Civil Rights Era, and Beyond, Smithsonian American Art
Museum, Washington, DC (2012).
Edwards’ work is represented in the collections of the Albright-Knox Art Gallery, Buffalo, NY; Brooklyn
Museum of Art, NY; Cleveland Museum of Art, OH; Los Angeles County Museum of Art (LACMA), CA;
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY; Museum of Fine Arts (MFA), Houston, TX; The Museum of
Modern Art (MoMA), New York, NY; The National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.; Pennsylvania Academy
of the Fine Arts (PAFA), Philadelphia, PA; San Francisco Museum of Modern Art (SFMOMA), CA; The
Studio Museum in Harlem, New York, NY; and Whitney Museum of American Art, New York, NY, among
others.
ABOUT THE CURATOR
Phillip Townsend is the Curator of Art for the Art Galleries at Black Studies and a doctoral candidate in the
Department of Art + Art History at The University of Texas at Austin. He specializes in modern and
contemporary art of the African Diaspora with a focus on the politics of identity and representational strategies
of BIPOC artists. He received his M.A., in Art History from the University of Texas at Austin (2016) and his
B.A. in Art History from The University of South Florida (2014). Townsend has curated and co-curated
exhibitions featuring the work of John Pinderhughes, María Magdalena Campos-Pons, Charles White, Ashley
Ortiz-Diaz, Adrian Armstrong, and most recently, Wura-Natasha Ogunji and Melvin Edwards. He is a cofounder of the Austin-based curatorial collective, Neon Queen Collective, and he has mounted exhibitions and
organized programs with AGBS, Blanton Museum of Art (Austin, TX), Hillsborough Community College
(Tampa, FL), St. Edward’s University (Austin, TX), University of South Florida (Tampa, FL), and Visual Arts
Center (Austin, TX).

