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contemplation and Laurie Kang 
celebrates the lotus root by 
casting its form in aluminum. 
Many works honor material that 
is often cast off, tenderly forming 
cityscapes and characters from 
discarded detritus. Iris Toulia-
tou’s dwindling fluorescent light 
pieces are constructed of bulbs 
scavenged from offices in the 
near-bankrupt city of Athens, 
while Bronwyn Katz’s striking 
“Xãe” – the title is part of a made-
up tongue the artist invented 
based on research into lost 
languages – transforms mattress 
parts into pillars that bear the 
softness of their former role. 
Blair Saxon-Hill fashions whimsi-
cal portraits of everyday objects 
such as tinsel and squeegee and 
Nadia Belerique’s “HOLDINGS” 
(2020) makes industrial barrels 
into prismatic scenes composed 
of tender fragments, as if peering 
into the straggling flowers of 
yesterday’s party. 
The two shows share an impulse 
to categorize materials, to sort 
materials by their properties, 
amidst the decay and disintegra-
tion of a world falling apart. But 
where the Gothenburg Biennial 
situates itself within wider global 
movements while reckoning with 
the specifics of its own colonial 
history, the New Museum Trien-
nial reflects a more generalized 
impulse towards strategies of 
incremental change. A seachange 
might begin by acknowledging 
that water is not just a metaphor, 
but a finite resource that runs 
around and through us. 
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Is it possible to build a city 
starting from scratch? Thomas 
Healy in Soul City tells how Floyd 
McKissick tries to fulfill his dream 
in Warren County, one of the 
poorest areas of North Carolina, 
left behind by industrialization 
and urbanization. 
McKissick was a prominent civil 
rights leader for the CORE group, 
focused on the financial indepen-
dence of black people as a way 
to obtain racial progress. So, to 
support his dream of economic 
equality, he started the Soul 
City project, a model for Black 
economic empowerment and 
a response to the urban crisis, 
hoping to reverse the exodus of 
people from southern regions to 
overcrowded slums. With a poi-

gnant narrative, the book traces 
the forces that led the project to 
its downfall employing exten-
sive use of historical references. 
The notes evidence the intrinsic 
difficulties of the mission, exacer-
bated by the underlying racism of 
the 1970s in the US. 
As a lawyer from Durham, 
McKissick lacked experience and 
knowledge related to urbanism 
but, most of all, missed the re-
source to build a city. Facing the 
challenge to obtain private fund-
ing for his utopian dream in the 
years of energy crises, the project 
was primarily financed by the De-
partment of Housing and Urban 
Development (HUD), a program 
that supported the construction 
of 13 new cities. In this situation, 
the project faced the slow pace of 
bureaucracy. The lack of buoyant 
progress was owed to a series of 
catch-22 situations (for example, 
the conditions to unlock grants 
for construction of infrastructure 
were related to density popula-
tion, but these amenities were 
needed to attract people and 
industries and repay the found 
given to the project) and harsh 
scrutiny for the only city in the 
program promoted by a black 
man. 
Moreover, with its peculiarity, 
Soul City attracted attention from 
the media, set to expose every 
possible government malfea-
sance and became a symbol of  
fighting  for demagogic politi-
cians. Some justified concerns 
were argued about Soul City. 
Civil fighters defined it as a step 
back to segregation, losing ages 
of victories in the civil fights, and 
criticized the promoted capital-
istic model, for leaving behind 
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people most in need. 
McKissick responds to these 
critics defining Soul city as a place 
“where black people welcome 
white people as equals” and 
promoting the distribution of 
economic resources as a tool 
to achieve equality. The topic of 
allocation of power was one of 
the main purposes of Soul City: 
the promotion of a community of 
self-determination and individu-
als controlling their destinies, of-
fering a chance to well-educated 
black women and men to show 
their abilities in a world that de-
prives them of opportunities.  
The city was planned in a terri-
tory historically related to the 
Ku Klux Klan, facing the vigilant 
supervision of white officials 
and worried local communities, 
afraid to lose electoral domi-
nance. Racial hostility, however, 
was passed by regional solutions 
adopted by the city, offering 
economic and structural benefits 
to the surrounding areas. 
Despite overcoming technical 
challenges (like managing cash 
flows, building a social landscape 
for the city, and defining his 
urban design) the project fell  
short of its goals. The HUD final 
decision pointed out a series of 
problems that had hindered the 
city’s success, but one stood out: 
the city’s name. Soul City was 
defined as “too black”, making it 
too difficult to attract industries, 
highlighting once more how eco-
nomic power and sheer discrim-
ination influenced the McKissick 
dream.
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