
11 War is coming 11
: A Conversation 

w ith Marvin Luvu al u Antonio 
Merray Gerges 

No word recurs here more than the word "body." When Marvin and I talk about the body, it's a hybrid 

body. An all-encompassing body. I t is a black body that pains, a black body that is nomadic yet relentlessly 

subject to surveillance. I t's a black body that is transformed by the landscape that it occupies against all 

odds. I t's a body that overflows, that inhabits vulnerability. I t is a black body that asserts its visibility by 
embracing this vulnerability and contending for ascendancy. 

Before we sit down to discuss this body of work, I read aloud M arvin's FreeW illAstrology Gemini 

horoscope for the week of October 20: "When the wind blows at ten miles per hour, a windmill generates 

eight times more power than when the breeze is five miles per hour. J udgingfrom the ast rological omens, 

I suspect there will be a similar principle at work in your life during the coming weeks. A modest increase 

in effort and intensity will make a huge difference in the results you produce. A re you willing to push 

yourself a bit beyond your comfort level in order to harvest a wave of abundance?" I don't know anyone 

who works as relentlessly as Marvin does, but when he hears this he tells me that he needs to work 

harder. I liken the horoscope to a line from the mission statement for Everyday is a Lifetime, a recent 

show of his with R aul Altosaar at R obert K ananaj Gallery. "War is coming," it reads. "We need to love 

and fight for ourselves." 

Marvin says we don't often talk about our work "because we're afraid of being vulnerable." But when he 

guides me through this series of images- most of them from Dispossessed /Pt 1, his solo exhibition at 

Clint R oenisch earlier this year- he is nothing but fearlessly vulnerable as we discuss his experience of 
missing the last chance to call home, how science fiction narratives irifluence his work and how its outcome 

bears witness to black excellence, what I see in his work as an aesthetics of "high stakes," and more. 

A real pride, 2016 
Laser jet print, tape. Samsung monitor box, chalk pastel 

Marvin: I was watching a James Baldwin lecture where he speaks about racial 
politics and black agency. The video had shots of the crowd, a roomful of black 
people, and then I saw this man caught in a moment of contemplation and I 
thought it was a really beautiful image. You don't usually see images of black men 
thinking,just contemplating. A black man is always in pain, in defence, in some 
mode of action, or performing/entertaining. But here there's a kind of quietude to 
him. I was like, "This is a thinker, he's thinking." So I used it almost as a self-portrait. 
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I blew up the print and put it on a Samsung TV box, and as I was taping it there 
was this weird crinkle, so I outlined it. It kinda looks like a mental nugget. 

Merray: Or the contour of some country. 

Marvin: Others have noticed that too. I called the piece A real pride because this 
man exuded self-assuredness, a beautiful self-awareness. I want an image of an 
intellectual mind instead of one that's easily disseminated and consumed. That's why 
I like the Samsung monitor box: I don't want the image to just be watched, I want it 
to be idolized. 

Dirty Horry, 2016 
Mixed media on canvas 

Marvin: I became attracted to the idea of the badlands by reading Octavia 
Butler's Clay's Ark. It's the story of a spaceship that lands in the desert, where 
this man is carrying a virus that turns humans into animals. I like this idea of the 
landscape transforming you and stripping you of the safety of language and external 
ideologies. I was painting this image and a weird body started forming itself It 
almost looks like an arachnid and also a humanoid, and it got me thinking: what 
would we look like if we stripped ourselves? What would be on the inside? I don't 
think we'd look completely human. If we were animal-human hybrids, I would 
imagine us to look like this. 

Merray: Pure red? 

Marvin: Pure red. It's like sex and blood and flesh . We'd have bodies, but we 
could also encompass other bodies that we'd secretly shape and talk to and listen 
to, that would help carry us forth. Dirty Harry is this Clint Eastwood detective 
flick from the '70s that I used to watch as a kid. Its protagonist navigates space 
aggressively-the streets of San Francisco, violently seeking justice-and he's 
not bound by any rules. The city's transformed him into this being that is all 
about action. 

Merray: Is he a shape shifter? 

Marvin: No, but there's something about him that's not human. We are, ideally, 
constantly shape shifting. I wanted to put a face to that-or a body. The shape 
manifested itself It wasn't planned at all. It just came to fruition. I was surprised. 
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Dispossessed, 2016 
Mixed media on canvas 

Marvin: This image is based on a Wolfgang Tillmans photograph of a man in a 
forest whose face you can't really see. This is another human body in some landscape, 
completely relaxed, completely beautiful. I tried to trace it and it turned into this 
other body that doesn't look anything like the photograph. 

Merray: What's the proximity of your body to your work? 

Marvin: It's really physical. I'm usually on top of my canvas. 

Merray: So you're within arm's length. Do you step back often? 

Marvin: Not really. I'm always on my hands and knees for a long time. 

Coll home, 2016 
Shoe, 1Phone, extension cord 

Marvin: Sci-fi movies like ET tend to show a strange body in a unusual space 
trying to find its way back, not really knowing where home is or how to return to it, 
which gets me thinking about being a nomadic body in the diaspora. Calling home 
is also like this empty call: that sense of trying to answer a call at the same time 
you're placing one, or picking up when you don't know what's on the other side or 
where exactly the call is coming from. 

Merray: One of the typical conditions of diaspora is to be separated from your 
parents, making "call home" sometimes just another item on a to-do list, a task or a 
chore that you have to fulfill. Often that desire to fulfill it comes not from within but 
from a sense of obligation. Do you feel that sense of obligation toward your father? 

Marvin: Yes and no. After my mother died, I went through a time of feeling really 
guilty because a couple days before she'd died my father had told me to call her and 
I'd just pulled one of those fucking passive teenage moves, where I was like "I can 
call whenever I want. I don't have to call right now." And I've always regretted that. 
The guilt remains. When you talk about obligation I now think of fearing missed 
opportunity, so Call home is a reminder that you don't know if home is always going 

to be there, physically or psychologically. 

Merray: My parents have been calling me for the past four days straight and I've 
dodged every single one of their calls because my mom is nagging me to renew my 
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health card. Looking at this image I'm like, "Shit. I should call home."There's a 
muted urgency to the prompt to "call home" and a real tension to it in this context: 
the urgency comes from an awareness of the impermanence of home, but the 
imperative is passive when it's thrown into a sneaker in a sea of sand. The reminder 
is on a cell phone, a precious commodity, but then it's nestled in a discarded sneaker 
that I would never see you wearing. 

Marvin: The orange cord connected the iPhone to a power outlet in the wall, so 
Call home was always on. The monitor never slept. 

Engineer II, 2016 
Concrete, Mercedes bumper, acrylic on canvas, airbag 

Marvin: I was thinking about how engineers are masters of a particular kind of 
knowledge that enables them to alter space and shape worlds. I wanted to relate that 
to a black mind that could construct worlds by manipulating form. I want to see 
myself as that. As an engineer. 

Merray: You've got me thinking about W.E.B. Du Bois, of the ways in which he 
visualized data into charts and graphs to illustrate black contributions to industrial 
progress less than half a century after abolition. His framing was a radical act 
because it was asserting black excellence in a world that didn't believe that black 
people were capable of any kind of excellence, in a world that assumed that any 
indicators of progress or excellence were by default white. People criticized it like, 
"Why do we have to call it 'black progress'? Isn't progress just progress?" But Du 
Bois was like, "If we don't assert the blackness of this progress, it will be forgotten. 
It won't be attributed to us. It won't be part of our legacy." 

Marvin: Makes sense. I'm similarly trying to build representations or manifestations 
of black excellence in pop culture and politics and science and philosophy and 
technology. I want black excellence to be seen as such. I want to be seen as such. 
I want black men to be seen as cultural producers, intellectuals, philosophers, 
scientists, engineers. There really aren't that many spaces where you see black men 
represented in these ways, undiluted. You have to look hard for them. And I'm not 
just talking about black men: I'm talking about black culture, black women, black 
everything. I like to be surrounded by black excellence. We are all those things. 

Merray: You and I have spent a lot of time talking about the aesthetics of stakes, of 
high stakes versus low stakes. 
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Marvin: What are the aesthetics of high ~takes? 

Merray: When I look at your work I see an aesthetics of high stakes. This is 
ultimately a manifestation of unbridled vulnerability. Such an aesthetics doesn't have 
a definitive set of formal or thematic qualities; it's just a self-evident vulnerability. 
You feel like you don't have a choice to make work in any other way. 

Marvin: Mmm, no I don't have a choice. I haven't given myself a choice. I'm so 
tired of all this fucking minimal, fucking soft shit. 

Merray: Low stakes. 

Marvin: I'm interested in being vulnerable, and I'm not scared of failing. I'm not 
afraid of failure in my work, though that's something I struggled with for a really 
long time. When you're close to the edge, when you feel like you're on the verge of 
failing, that's the most beautiful moment. Then you really have to take a risk, because 
you're like, "I'm gonna fail. Okay. What am I gonna do about this?" 

Merray: When you feel that failure is impending, you're also like, "I have nothing to lose." 

Marvin: Exactly. I don't really have anything to lose. I don't have stocks and shit, or 
a family in the nuclear/heteronormative sense. I just have myself. And my baggage. 
And I'm not scared at all of throwing it all out there. Because I really wanna do 
something with it. I wanna throw it out there and allow it to change and transform. 

Doctor tmrw, 2016 
JP9 

Merray: Does Doctor tmrw spring from the same sentiment as Call home? 

Marvin: Yes, but also from a concern with the future, with wanting to manifest the 
future and to shape it. I was thinking about all of these discussions about the "post
racial" and I was like, "fuck the discourse, every side of it." Let's take everything that 
we know and just plough through. I'm not gonna be burdened by what white people 
think. We're all tryna trudge through this shit so we can get to the light at the end 
of the tunnel. I'm concerned with that. I don't care what I need to do to get there. 
I think about the disadvantages of all this language that slows us down and traps 
and paralyzes us and keeps us from moving forward, how it just perpetuates further 
oppression. We should all be doctors of tomorrow. Let's go. 
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Merray: This makes me think of Simone Leigh's recent exhibition at the New 
Museum, The Waiting Room, where she opens up the institutional space to facilitate 
black self-care. It aligns with my conviction that it takes a Trojan horse to penetrate 
white institutional space. 

Marvin: It's deceptive being the Trojan horse, but you gotta do what you gotta do. 

Merray: Sure, but Leigh takes the concern with self-care and embodies it 
in an institutional setting. The free care sessions she hosted ranged from the 
intellectual and the spiritual, like "Guided Meditation for Black Lives Matter" and 
''.Afrocentering," to the physical, with community acupuncture, aromatherapy, and 
massage workshops. We always talk about self-care in this very abstract way that's 
rooted in neoliberal capitalism, like, "Buy yourself a massage or get your nails done," 
but it ought to not be just about that. Marginalized bodies that are subjected to pain 
and surveillance and police brutality necessitate a totally different kind of self-care 
than the kind that white people talk about. 

Marvin: It's more rigorous, more spiritual, more bodily than materialistic. When 
you say "Buy yourself a massage or get your nails done," you're talking about 
two-dimensional gestures that just hit the surface. 

Merray: They're ornamental. But I won't totally dis those things. They're necessary 
sometimes. I like getting a wax when I can afford it every now and then, and it 
makes me feel really good, but I know it's not enough. It's manicuring a bush 
without tending to its deepest roots. Substantial self-care tactics like consciousness 
raising and being mindful, for example, are urgent and necessary to avoid burnout. 

Marvin: I think we struggle with self-care because it's time consuming, and time 
cannot exist if you're gonna perform beyond skin-deep self-care rituals. For those 
you have to be suspended in time. It 's difficult to do it in a city, in a capitalist space 
concerned with speed and demands for the body to be constantly moving. I'm 
currently reading Dhalgren by Samuel R. Delany, which is all about the city and 
its effects on your psychology and how it can work with or against you. It's not 
possible to take care of yourself in an urban landscape when the urban landscape is 
this monster. I'm also concerned with purifying trauma: not getting rid of trauma, 
but purifying it so that you can exist alongside it as a companion with whom you 
can live your life. You can't forget your trauma, but you can live with it. Can you do 
that when you're navigating the maze of a city, when something or everything trips 
you up? Is the city trying to prevent you from taking care of yourself? Probably. 
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There 1s no spoon, 2016 
Mixed media on canvas 

Marvin: There's a moment in 1he Matrix where this kid is bending a spoon and 
another kid asks him how he's doing it. And he's like, "There is no spoon." So I 
asked myself: how can I adapt that attitude to painting? There is no right stroke, 
there is no right gesture, there is no nothing. I painted this in a day to employ that 
attitude on canvas and this is a painting that isn't concerned with its result. 

Merray: So what made you stop? 

Marvin: I just decided it was finished. 

Merray: From my peripheral grasp of painting discourse, I've come to understand 
that as being a question that painters ask other painters. 

Marvin: There are so many layers on that canvas. I didn't want to stop, but then 
I got to a place where I was like, "You're done." I guess that's another fucking 
painter's answer. 

Untitled, 2016 
jpg 

Merray: You say you're a painter, and the next work in this suite is a JPEG image. 

Marvin: The bottom left is a glitch that I screen-capped then collaged onto the 
rest. This symbol at the top represents the Golden Horde, a Mongolian faction 
that overtook Russia before Russia became Russia, in a war that ruptured Russian 
territory. I appropriated that symbol to speak to historic, global, geographical, and 
cultural ruptures, to say that things haven't really changed. This image has a kind 
of urgency, a nature-versus-tech vibe. At first I'd wanted to call it Uizr is coming but 
then I was like, "I've already named something Uilr is coming." 

Merray: Everything is "war is coming." 

Marvin: Everything is war. 
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Untitled, 2016 
Mixed media on canvas 

Marvin: I was just mixing, mixing, mixing, mixing, allowing forms to develop, with 
colours I hadn't used before. That eggplant on the bottom right, that green, that 
mauve. I tend to use primary or RGB colours. I was attempting to work outside of 
my comfort zone. 

Merray: I'm into this idea that exhibiting a formal exercise is an exercise in 
vulnerability. It defies the convention of exhibiting work that's concretely "finished." 
Who dictates completeness? Exhibiting institutions do. Works are construed as 
complete because they're presented as such, in spaces with audiences where the 
walls are white and the lights are fluorescent and the objects get professionally 
documented. We only ever see an artist's exercises posthumously. That's why I 
asked you when you'd decided to stop working on 1here is no spoon. When you tell 
me that a piece we're looking at is an exercise, it's not just an exercise in displaying 
vulnerability, it's also an exercise in flexing agency. I wouldn't have guessed these 
were exercises if you hadn't told me. Formally speaking, this is not missing anything. 

Marvin: I really like painting-I really do-because I'm always straddling this fine 
line between serious and non-serious. I always have a foot on each side. 

Merray: As a painter or as a person? 

Marvin: Both. When you're too serious it enters into the realm of academia and 
having to engage institutional frameworks. And I'm not interested in that. I don't 
wanna relinquish my control. Having a sense of play, of exercise, allows me to 
maintain the kind of agency I want. I am a kid. I'm an old boy. And I don't wanna 
give that up. 

The Africa we wont, 2016 

JP9 

Marvin: 1hese are the fucking doctors of tomorrow. It's a scan of an African Union 
pamphlet-my father represents the Union in New York and I saw it in his office. 
It's basically a policy report on the changes that the African Union is trying to 
implement throughout the continent. I'm going there soon. Africa is the final 
frontier in a lot of ways. It's ripe territory. It 's like I'm going home, even though 
I don't know what the fuck home is. But, one, my family is there. Two, I thirst 
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for knowledge and there's more knowledge for me there. Three, I wanna function 
outside the Western paradigm. Four, I'm curious to see how Africa is changing. 

Merray: When was the last time you were in Angola? 

Marvin: I've never been. 

Merray: Are both your parents Angolan? 

Marvin: Yeah. I have work to do there. I also like how this pamphlet says ''Agenda 2063." 

Merray: ''Agenda 2063" sort of itemizes it into another entry on that to-do list with 
Call home and Doctor tmrw. 

Marvin: Yeah. That's my future. Also, what I've seen of African graphic design is 
an aesthetic all of its own. Look at it. It's very simple. The Photoshop skills are like 
level 2. There's a kind of naivete to the design-it's clearly not naive, but it's got this 
naive aesthetic that makes it to-the-point. 

Merray: So by naive you mean direct? 

Marvin: Yes, direct. It's not concerned with seducing the audience or creating 
seductive imagery. There's no manipulation. It's not an advertisement. I love the 
invisible touchscreen, man, that's the future right there. 

War is coming, 2016 
Mixed media on canvas 

Merray: How do you see Ul,;zr is coming as the conclusion to this sequence of images? 

Marvin: It's an anchor to this sense of urgency, this need for movement, direct 
action, engagement. It's kind of on the horizon. Or at least on my horizon. I feel like 
this image could carry forward for some time as a representation of this feeling, this 
mode of functioning. There's something kind of ominous about it. But even though 
that symbol derives from history, there's something futuristic and hopeful about it 
too. This is the final painting from this series of work. 

Merray: It's a distillation of a lot elements in the suite: the figuration, the 
atmospheric blurring, the bold mark-making, the symbolism. When you said "direct 
action," I literally envisioned direct action onto the canvas. 
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Marvin: Do you think using symbols repetitively becomes a kind of language? 

Merray: Totally. But it's a natural inclination. When I look at these images I think 
about conversations we've had about rage and channeling rage-especially when 
you say you've been subjected to racism and you're told "it's not worth it, let it go." 
We've talked about how our understanding of the African way to channel rage 
(and obviously I understand that your African is different from my African), which 
we get in part from our families, allows for an external, unabashed, unadulterated 
expression of rage. Does channeling rage need to be productive? What do you do 
when you feel sheer blinding anger? 

Marvin: I want to express my rage more often. And I don't want to have a special 
"space" for it. I don't wanna put it somewhere. I just want my rage to exist the same 
way that I do. 

Merray: You don't wanna just pour it into your work-that would confine it? 

Marvin: I don't really have the answer to that. Some people's rage is really powerful 
and really dangerous and it can hurt people. That rage's sole purpose is to attack 
you. When I think about rage, I think about my image of Dirty Harry: is my rage 
Dirty Harry? It looks like it could cut. I think that's why I'm scared of my rage. It's 
dangerous. It could hurt me and it could hurt somebody else. I need to practice 
slowly letting it out. 

Merray: Because you're not interested in destruction. 

Marvin: I'm not interested in destruction, no. But I'm a tiger in the Chinese zodiac 
and apparently you're not supposed to push a tiger against a wall. 

Dirty Harry, Dispossessed, War is coming, Untitled (the painting), There is no spoon,A real pride, 
Call home, and Engineer II are photographed by Jimmy Limit 
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