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"Half and the Whole" by Jelani Cobb 

The half million minutes that made up 2020, each of them a timestamp for a period of travail, of plague, of 
conflict, and of reckoning, seemed somehow longer than a single year—as if some cosmic focus group 
had decreed that a single trip around the sun was insufficient to cover the catalogue of human 
occurrences and had slipped extra days into the calendar. But in fact, we needed only nine of those 
minutes—or to be more precise, eight minutes and forty-six seconds extracted from May 25, Memorial 
Day—to convey to future generations everything they need to understand what it was like to live through 
that year. 

The images of George Floyd, forty-six years old, unemployed, and black, and the agonizing collection of 
moments in which his life was extinguished have become an indelible shorthand for a familiar form of 
American tragedy. A travail so enduring as to almost be predictable. Floyd migrated to Minneapolis, 
hoping for a better life. He survived COVID-19 but met his end on Chicago Avenue, in front of the Cup 
Foods store, as a white police officer kneeled on his neck. A deadly metaphor turned literal. In life Floyd 
was identified as an African-American but his death attested that a void, not a hyphen, separated those 
two words. 

The Void has always been with us. Few knew or chronicled that fact better than Gordon Parks, another 
black man who migrated to Minnesota in pursuit of opportunity but found scarcity and struggle. Parks lived 
to tell the tale and, more compellingly, to slice it into fractions of a second and show its contours to the 
world as an eyewitness. To fill the Void with so much humanity that it might act as a bridge. The images in 
this exhibition are a sliver of a near infinitude of Parks’ work in chronicling a world whose technology, 
fashion, and characters have changed in the ensuing years but whose fundamental struggles are as 
familiar as they were at the moment he snapped the photos. 

In photographs that span from 1942 to 1970, we see Parks performing the same service for ensuing 
generations—rendering a visual shorthand for bigger questions and conflicts that dominated the times. 
Bearing witness. Of particular note is the prominence of his photography of protests relating to incidents 
of police brutality. In two photographs from 1963 he contrasts the visuals of a black outcry for justice with 
the seeming blitheness of white passersby. In another photograph, protesters hold signs saying “Liberty 
or Death”—all but shouting that the nation was indicted by the ratio of the latter to the former in the lives 
of black people. 

Those pictures were taken in the wake of a police raid on a Los Angeles Nation of Islam mosque in which 
seven Muslims were shot. Parks captured the images while working on a photo essay about the group 
and its charismatic, fiery prosecutor, Malcolm X. The keen observer would have recognized that Malcolm 
had essentially been articulating verbally the contradiction—the Void—that Gordon Parks had rendered 
visually two decades earlier with American Gothic, the scalding photographic portrait of Ella Watson, her 
broom, her mop, and her national flag. 

Yet Parks was also aware that no group of people, no culture, was simply the sum of its worst tragedies. 
Always, there is a glimpse of the joy that perseveres even in the most hostile circumstances, the glint of 
light peering through foreboding clouds. The snatched-from-the-headlines quality of these images attest to 
the fact that our conflicts have not changed, but neither has the willingness to confront them. There is 
nothing in Parks’ body of work that includes the phrase “Black Lives Matter,” but it didn’t need to. He’d 
already shown that they do, minute after minute, across the void from his time to our own. 
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