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“Untitled” by Glenn Ligon


Glenn Ligon was born on April 20, 1960 in the Bronx, New York. He is an African American gay male, who still works and lives in New York City. Runaways, showcased in 1993,is an untitled series of imitations of fugitive slave posters (Queer Culture Center, 2007). Ligon replaced the original details of the slaves with descriptions his friends wrote about him. These narratives appear to be simple on the outside but are built of several complex pieces. Ligon makes himself vulnerable for the public eye, which is what intrigues me about this piece. Making himself vulnerable allows the audience to understand his concern with how large issues affect individuals on a personal level. 
The most prominent feature of each runaway poster is the picture in the middle of the top third of the page. The print contains a caricature of a runaway slave and is different on each poster. These pictures are replicas of fugitive slave posters. The distressed, wrinkled, chalky paper reinforces their antique appearance. Beneath each picture is a description that does not match it. Instead, the descriptions are all of Ligon written by his friends.  These descriptions show several ideas that may have inspired Ligon. Since he is an African American male, he most likely had ancestors that were slaves and were put through this torturous period in our history.
He places himself into harsh documents which place him personally into the direct context of slavery.  He wants to show pride in being an African American while simultaneously demonstrating how these descriptions may be degrading and that treating people as heartless objects is wrong and should not be tolerated. He points out that each person describes people differently, and that you can not base your opinion of someone solely on their outward appearance. We know the descriptions were done in person since each poster describes him wearing a different outfit. He asked his friends to act as though they were providing a missing person’s description for the police. The texts combine the casualness of physical appearance with the brute force of slavery (Ligon Brochure, 2007). He draws out the tension between slavery and the struggles we still have today. Analysis of the writings will show that there are blunt descriptive items that each person included, as far as height, weight, and skin color, but more changes occur the deeper in depth of his personality you go. 
In Runaways, Ligon finds his art at the intersection of oral and written language; at the meeting place of verbal, and textual description and historical source material (Queer Culture Center, 2007). Ligon insinuates the historical legacy and language of slavery into a set of otherwise current descriptions of himself. In so doing, he situates slavery as a symbolic force that continues to reverberate within today’s society. This topic is personal to Ligon, and society does not talk about these issues that evoke emotion because of the level of sensitivity it can evoke. He also believes that our dealing with the past and its legacy is the only way to move forward, but is he dwelling on the past? He is dwelling on the past, his works tend to all focus on events, people, and topics that happened in the past, and he never focuses on the present or the future. People in society need to keep topics that provide memories to them within their heart, but do not need to continue to make them a central issue. Ligon is eminently serious, and is still struggling to find his place in our society, which is why in his works he always has people describe how they see him, but never how he sees himself. 
In Runaways he is struggling with his identity, and needs to be continuously reminded of what people think of him, so that he does not need to look at how he sees himself. As part of Runaways Ligon inserts himself into a part of history that is significant to his life. Runaways does not give you much context behind it other than what audiences know about slavery. The text remains tangible with or without the context behind it because it pushes audience members to think for themselves and form their own opinions of the artwork. Ultimately Ligon wakens people’s emotions and allows the audience members to gain a greater understanding of him, hoping it may help them look deeper into themselves. 
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