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About the Artist
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Blake Daniels (b. 1990, Cincinnati, US)
renders expressive figures, often familiar,
within intimate landscapes in an otherworldly
territory that lingers between reality and
fantasy, exploring themes of belonging,
memory, utopia, and the afterlife. Through
vibrant colors, dynamic brushstrokes, and
textured surfaces, Daniels creates magical-
realist dreamscapes that delve into the
personal and socio-political dimensions

of identity formation and adaptation. They
draw inspiration from the traditions of
storytelling, queer cultural practices, art
history, and personal memories to chart
diverse perspectives on contemporary
society and politics. With the subject
matters of their works revolving largely
around the subversive queer communities
in Johannesburg, Daniels weaves together
vibrant narratives and explores how we
mourn, heal, and find vitality in the seemingly
impossible worlds we inhabit together.

Daniels received their BFA from the School
of the Art Institute of Chicago in 2013

and their MFA from the University of the
Witwatersrand in 2017. They are the recipient
of the Emerging Artist Grant at Rema Hort
Mann Foundation in 2022 and have taken
residency programs with the Fine Arts Work
Center in Provincetown and Académie des
beaux-arts x Cité internationale des art in
Paris.

The artist currently lives and works between
Paris, France and Johannesburg, South
Africa.
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Installation views of "Those Who Remember"
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On the occasion of Blake Daniels' solo
exhibition "Those Who Remember," the
gallery team had an in-depth discussion
with the artist, highlighting the thoughts
and concepts behind their art practice.
The exhibition opened at MOU PROJECTS
in Hong Kong on December 16, 2023.
Seamlessly weaving together a selection
of recent paintings and drawings spanning
the past two years, the exhibition centers
around the theme of memory and explores
its profound significance in shaping human
motivations encompassing beauty, love,
death, adoration, and empathy. Drawing
concepts and narrative inspirations from

a fictitious utopian kingdom named "Land
of the Pomegranate" in Yukio Mishima's
novel The Temple of Dawn (1970), Daniels
constructs fantastical, dreamlike landscapes
in their exhibited works, populated by
people in states of transfiguration entangled
in scenes that oscillate between beauty,
violence, intimacy, profanity, and pleasure.
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MOU PROJECTS (MP):

One of the key inspirations of the show
comes from Yukio Mishima's The Temple of
Dawn (1970), especially the passage about

a fictitious kingdom named "Land of the
Pomegranate. In this passage, Mishima
delves into the intricacies of collective
memory, religion, and the essence of
existence by presenting a multitude of eerie
yet captivating concepts such as the theater
of sexual murder, "The Garden of the Loved
Ones," and the "country of recollections.”
What's your initial experience reading the
novel? Is there any particular takeaway?
How do you think your works resonate with
Mishima's writing?

Blake Daniels (Daniels):

This was the first book from Mishima that

| read (very on cue with my chaotic nature
starting with the third book in a tetralogy
instead of the first), and this must have been
nearly a decade ago. It took me forever—

the book was arduous and hard. Whenever |
read his work, I'm often left with the feeling
of suspension as if | could no longer orient
to the cardinal directions or recognize the
way gravity places the earth and the sky. In
that, like most things | read and witness, my
initial experience and memory are honestly
quite blurry. | struggled to remember and
reclaim the intricacies and extracting nature
of not just the book itself, but its role in the
moment of life when | was reading it. For me,
the strong takeaways lie at the core of the
novel and other works by Mishima—themes
around the impossibility of desire and touch,
the sanctity of memory and its desecration
through re-enactment, and the very human
experiences of the contradictions of a life
unconcerned with decorum or legibility
within society (though almost always bound
and shaped by it). I've been referencing, or
better, tackling this passage since | started
preparing for "City Without a Sun," a duo
exhibition with Dorothee Kreutzefeldt

at blank projects back in 2018. | think,

in the works presented in "Those Who
Remember," | am being more honest with
how the influences and experiences of my life
resonate within my practice, and this passage
is definitely a strong example of such.
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The Remembered Ones or The Ones Who Remember, 2023
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A Profane Love, 2023 (tRmE) - 2023
Oil on linen SRR ERE
150 x 130 cm 150 x 130 cm

MP:

Memory is a key idea that threads together
the entire show. The paintings and drawings
presented here are predominantly based

on your memory of your loved ones,
Johannesburg, and the queer community
there. Will you share some insight into how
the idea of memory unfolds in your studio
practice in general?

Daniels:

My studio practice usually begins with
moments of inexplicable dread—me returning
again and again to this painting practice
while still navigating the fear of distilling such
complex ideas, memories, experiences, and
influences into even more complex materials
and colors. There are many modes of speed
and ways of working in the studio, and there
are days of bliss and discovery as well as
days of painstaking self-introspection where
| feel I've lost all that is mine. The maturation
of my practice has not been around profound
ideas or finding moments of genius within
myself, but the process of trusting these
subtle shifts in my own consciousness and
relationship to both the ideas I'm pursuing
and the challenges of the material itself.
Regarding memory specifically, it is very
slippery and something | am constantly trying
to give form to. This happens largely through
constant scribbling and drawing, but also in
my approach to painting. In my last show in
Paris this past June, | worked on a painting
of a friend who had gone missing and whom
| had lost contact with for months. | painted
him because it was a way for me to convince
myself he was still alive, but as | made that
painting, | became obsessed with a specific
idealized memory of him, an ideal of beauty
that took his place. | repainted his figure
almost 30 times in that painting. | don't think
it was my most confident hand in painting,
but it was a more honest one.

MP:

The subject matters of your works are
largely related to the sights and scenes of
Johannesburg. What's your story about this
city? How does it always draw you back?

Daniels:
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Daniels:

I've overthought this question many times
over during the past decade, and I've really
come to a simple conclusion: Johannesburg
was the first place in my life to show me
what home could be. It showed me what
family, chosen and accepted, as well as
unconditional love could be. It showed me
how | could be in my queerness and wholly
formed self. I've had many smarter answers
to this question in the past, relating to
politics, my academics, and ideologies, but |
really think this city simply has become home.
It's the only place in my life | continue to
return to. It's not some monolith but just the
people who have shaped my life and memory.

MP:

There are many recurring motifs throughout
the show, such as the pink tree branch and
the ginger-haired figure. What’s the story
behind them?

Daniels:

The recurring motifs are less like grand
metaphors or plot devices, but more as key
figures | continue to explore and expand upon
within the world built within my practice. The
red-headed figure is almost always a form

of self-portraiture. | am usually unconcerned
with likeness as much as the many ways I've
perceived myself over time. Other motifs

are just objects or places | become fixated
on, such as in the painting Night Practice
(2023), the depicted fence belongs to an old
dance hall near the soccer fields | lived by

in Johannesburg. Elsewhere in my practice,
the motifs just appear and take form; this

has been the case with the skeleton figure in
the green cloth, which—though very much
calling from of legacy of depicting death—
first appeared in Death (Here Where the
Land Subsides) (2023) and is a motif | have
returned to quite a lot since then.

MP:

In this exhibition, a selection of small studies
and drawings are shown alongside the large-
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Installation view of drawings in "Those Who Remember"
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format works. What's the difference and
connection between the large and small
works? How do they relate to each other
in terms of constructing a more expansive
narrative or worldview across all works
featured in the show?

Daniels:

The small works are something that always
happens in the studio, though this is the first
time showing them in a solo show alongside
the larger paintings. They are not in-and-of-
themselves studies, though they are painted
with a different logic and hand than the
larger paintings. This difference, in some
parts, is just due to the nature of the scale
and the change of demands the work has on
me. | consider myself an impatient painter,
though ironically | am very slow and arduous
in the studio. With the larger paintings, |
make many at once, and due to their scale,

| have found a balance with the impatience
of my hand as | move across such large
surfaces and between paintings. My passes
at them are often quite quick, but the layers
build up, and | respond and change the works
as | view them more times, leading to a long
painting process that results in complex
colors and surfaces. For the smaller works,
they are more immediate and do not allow
me the luxury of time to repaint, meander,
and wait for drying. In that, they offer and
teach me something else in the material.

| think during the painting process, | was
self-conscious of the difference for a while
because, in some ways, the small works feel
cruder or more vulnerable, like a sensation
in the body you can't quite name. | believe
they offer a great deal to my practice and the
world of my work at large.

MP:

The majority of your works do not depict
queer representation in a literal or physical
sense. Instead, the queerness portrayed in
your work is somehow more abstract and
multilayered, allowing viewers to relate to
it in their own personal way. What's your
understanding of queer representation in
art?
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Daniels:

It doesn't feel abstract to me. Most of the
people in my paintings are queer; | am queer.
The memories are mine; the stories are ours.
Even my dense use of historical references
and religious motifs feels very natural, they
are part of our world as well. The queerness
in my work also feels very physical to me. Is
a person's "queerness" any less just because
you cannot see or recognize it? | think we
have been burdened for a long time with

the need to make ourselves legible to those
who never saw us in their world, and | don't
think this is a burden exclusive to queer
people or around gender and sexuality by any
means. Queer representation is, maybe in its
simplest form, just the worlds of queer folks,
sometimes worlds with nothing in common
or out of your range of recognition. Every
time another artist or person shares theirs—
whether it is the incredible sensitivity of the
curatorial work of Mara Hassan, the culling
of English in the poetry of Bhion Achimba,

or the robust community organization of
Siphiwe Zwane—I feel genuinely touched.
They affect me greatly.

MP:

Are there any particular artists who inspire
your painting practice?

Daniels:

This is a very long list, as | am like a sponge
when in the world and think greatly of

my practice in context with, or under the
umbrella with, many artists. | think | will just
list. Historically: Edvard Munch, Cezanne,
Marsden Hartley, Bob Thompson, EI Greco,
George Pemba, David Koloane, Peter

Clarke, Goya, Marc Chagall, and all those
Renaissance painters | can't ever remember
their names. Contemporary: Nicole Eisenman,
Peter Doig, Michael Armitage, Mmapula
Mmakgoba Helen Sebidi, Mamma Anderssen,
Thaddeus Mosley, Reggie Burrows Hodges,
Cinga Sampson, Olga de Amaral, Chris Ofili,
Joshua Hagler, and others. There are always
tons of books opened around the studio,
including books of art and my drawings
strewn about the floor.
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Oil on linen o A R E
41x33cm 41x 33 cm
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MP:

Would you like to share some of the
upcoming plans for your practice?

Daniels:

I am on residence until July this year with
the Académie des beaux-arts in Paris. | will
continue to paint, and | am beginning to learn
some skills and knowledge around fibers and
weaving which | hope to apply to works I've
had in mind—it will become a kind of stage
curtains translating the landscapes of the
paintings into a scale commensurate with the
body. More than anything though, | will just
paint and continue to foster these growths
and extensions of the self that take form in
the studio.

Figure in Tree off the R24, 2023 (R24 BEEBPHIA) - 2023
Oil on linen SRR ERE
50.5 x40 cm 50.5 x40 cm
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Copyright © 2024 MOU PROJECTS Ltd. and
the artist.

All images courtesy of Blake Daniels and
MOU PROJECTS.

All rights reserved.
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