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Gate to the Blue

September 10 – October 24, 2020
Opening Reception: Thursday, September 10, 2020, 10:00am – 5:30pm (limited entry)
Virtual Toast and Conversation with Elizabeth Alexander and Jason Moran: 6:00pm – 7:00pm
(RSVP on Zoom)
Galerie Lelong & Co., New York, is pleased to present a solo exhibition of
works by Ficre Ghebreyesus, the late artist’s first solo exhibition in New York
City, and his first with the gallery. Gate to the Blue extends the previous
online presentation to the physical gallery space and introduces new
paintings, with a large majority of works presented to the public for the first
time.
Ghebreyesus passed away unexpectedly at the age of fifty in 2012, leaving
behind a visual narrative and language distinguishably his own. Borrowing the
Gate to the Compound, 2006
title from one of his works, Gate to the Blue suggests not only a color
significant to Ghebreyesus, but also an opening to the boundless sea and sky;
an entry point to the unknown which was a constant in the artist’s life as a refugee who fled his native
Eritrea to eventually settle in New Haven, Connecticut. The artist was highly influenced by music and
was a lover of the blues genre that originated in the journey of enslaved people over water and is rooted
in African musical traditions and spirituality.
Ficre Ghebreyesus

In his distinctive palette, a marriage of unexpected harmonies arises from Ghebreyesus’s multiplicity
of colors. Shifting seamlessly between abstraction and representation, the artist’s notable use of
translucent layers of acrylic melds the people he met, the religions and cultures he was exposed to, and
the alphabets of the seven languages he fluently spoke onto the canvas. In Mangia Libro (c. 2011), a
morphing land and seascape surround a boy in yellow who walks through a dream-like space while
reading a book clutched in his hands. The figure seems to float in the composition comprising windows
and passageways in the background, while a whorl of iridescent green in the foreground hints at a body
of water with rich biodiversity emerging from its surface. The work’s title “mangia libro” means “bookeater” in Italian. Having been Ghebreyesus’s nickname as a child, the painting commemorates the
promising student whose education was halted by war.
Ghebreyesus made a formal choice to leave many of his monumental paintings unstretched—evoking
religious frescoes of his childhood through their scale and manner of hanging close to the wall.
Presented in their current state, the canvas’s cloth-like quality also reminds one of tapestries and
alludes to the Eritrean textiles the artist conveyed in his vibrant checkerboard patterns. These patterns
are a leitmotif in Ghebreyesus’s oeuvre, often subtly incorporated within the composition (as in Mangia
Libro) or depicted in rapturous abundance such as in Zememesh Berhe's Magic Garden (c. 2002–
2007)—the largest work in the exhibition measuring close to eight feet tall and sixteen feet wide.
For press enquiries, please contact Grace Hong, 212.315.0470 or grace@galerielelong.com.

While Ghebreyesus is best known for the exuberance of color in his paintings, Gate to the Blue also
highlights the artist’s darker-toned palette, suggesting the struggles he overcame in his life. Earth tones
in deep greens, reds and browns are masterfully overlaid in Nkisi (c. 2011), which gets its title from the
sacred nkisi of west-central African lore. Africans who were uprooted during the Atlantic slave-trade
era carried knowledge of nkisi -making with them. In the painting, Ghebreyesus has depicted a red boat
with small human figures journeying across a green sea as a larger figure looms in the background and
gazes peacefully upon them. Readily incorporating references from various nations of the African
continent and global cultures, Ghebreyesus’s work portrays a Pan-Africa that originates from his
dreams and imagination, suggesting a yearning on his part as a member of the African diaspora.
About the Artist
Ficre Ghebreyesus was born in Asmara, Eritrea, in 1962 during the Eritrean War of Independence. At
age sixteen, Ghebreyesus fled Eritrea, East Africa and traveled through Sudan, Italy, and Germany,
before arriving in the United States. While working as an activist for Eritrean independence, he studied
painting at the Art Students League and printmaking at the Robert Blackburn Printmaking Workshop
in New York. He eventually settled in New Haven, CT, with his wife and two sons and was executive
chef and co-owner with his brothers of the popular Caffé Adulis. In 2002, he received his MFA from
Yale University and was awarded the Carol Schlosberg Memorial Prize for Excellence in Painting at
graduation. While Ghebreyesus turned down most opportunities to show during his short lifetime,
recent posthumous exhibitions of his work include Ficre Ghebreyesus: City with a River Running
Through at the Museum of the African Diaspora (MoAD), San Francisco, California, 2018 and Ficre
Ghebreyesus: Polychromasia at Artspace, New Haven, Connecticut, 2013. In a recent review for the
New York Times, art critic Arthur Lubow described Ghebreyesus’s work as a “bravura demonstration
of paint handling” portraying his “distinctive talent as a colorist.” Writer and poet Elizabeth Alexander’s
widely lauded memoir, The Light of the World (2015), chronicles her husband Ghebreyesus’s life and
work.
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