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Queer Artists in Their
Own Words: Miatta
Kawinzi Carries a
Heart of Hope
LGBTQ Pride Month is now. Every day in June, we are celebrating
the community by featuring one queer and letting them speak for
themselves.
Zachary Small

June 9, 2019

The month of June is a time to celebrate the LGBTQ community and reflect on
the advances of queer people to strengthen civil liberties around the world,
even in a moment of great political uncertainty. It’s also a good opportunity to
spotlight the richness and diversity of culture we have within the community.
Hyperallergic is commemorating Pride Month by featuring one contemporary
queer artist per day on the website and letting them speak for themselves. Click
here to participate.

Miatta Kawinzi
Age: 32
Location: Brooklyn, New
York

Miatta Kawinzi with her installation
“breath/string/body” at the Cité internationale
des arts in Paris (2018) (image courtesy the
artist)

Artistic Medium: Video,
sound, sculpture,
performance, and
installation
Who are you and what do

you do?
I am a multidisciplinary artist, writer, an educator. Born in Nashville,
Tennessee to a Liberian mother and Kenyan father and now based in
Brooklyn, I grew up moving through various geographic, cultural, and
linguistic spaces, which informs my work and my interest in hybridity
and layered imagery and content. I work with images, objects, sound,
space, the body, and language to explore practices of reimagining the
self, identity, and culture through abstraction and poetics. I am invested
in exploring and questioning themes of selfhood, diaspora, and
belonging. In recent work, I trace performative and experimental
impulse by abstracting the body through sculptural sound and video
installation. My work proposes techniques of experimentation as a
means to imagine the body, language, social structures, and social
relationships differently.
What are the top three greatest influences on your work?
Currently, string theory (always striving for harmony), African diasporic
culture (the treasure trove is endless!), and walking (a praxis to witness
and understand the world).
Describe your coffee order.
Dark roast with raw honey.

What is your greatest accomplishment?
Still carrying a heart of hope in the face of ongoing heaviness.
What constitutes a perfect day?
Thinking, making, and connecting without anxiety of scarcity.
What would your superpower be if you had one?
To fly.
Tell us a lie about yourself.
I have a trust fund!
What is one question you wish somebody would ask about your
work?
What do you need to keep this going?
What is the greatest threat to humanity?
As Octavia Butler expounded upon: the drive for hierarchy.
What did you make when you first started making art?
Elaborate fantasy stories on floppy disks in elementary school, strange
looping drawings with disembodied heads and layered eyes, pointillist
landscapes imagining an Elsewhere.
Do you prefer spilling the tea or throwing shade?
Throwing shade but spoken sweetly, for everyone is doing their best. I
hope!
What is your all-time favorite work of art?
Senga Nengudi’s R.S.V.P. series. The stretch. The strain. The resilience.
What are your plans for pride month?

Letting my feet catch up to my body after many months of constant
movement. Reconnecting with folks over home-cooked meals. Making
our own celebrations.
What is the future of queerness?
Transcending time, transcending space.
Back in my day…
We chased lightning bugs and made up worlds in the woods.
Greatest queer icon of the internet: Babadook, Momo, or a
pervading sense of existential angst?
A pervading sense of existential angst.
Is there enough support for queer artists where you live?
Nope, especially not for folks from low-income backgrounds, who are
dark-skinned, who do not fit the glossy, mainstream-peddled mode.
How do you stay cool during the summer?
Following the water.
“Queer Artists in Their Own Words” is an ongoing feature happening every
day in the month of June. For prior posts in the series, please click here.
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NEWS

Red Bull Arts Detroit 2019 residents and fellows.

December 27, 2018 at 10:30am

RED BULL ARTS DETROIT ANNOUNCES RECIPIENTS OF EXPANDED RESIDENCY
AND FELLOWSHIP PROGRAM
Red Bull Arts Detroit, the experimental arts program and exhibition space located in the
historic E&B Brewery in the city’s Eastern Market, has named nine artists who will
participate in its newly expanded residency program and the recipients of its new writing
and curatorial fellowships. Red Bull Arts revealed that it planned to ramp up its
contemporary art initiatives in Detroit earlier this year.

According to the organization, the 2019 residency and fellowship cycle will provide artists,
curators, writers, and thinkers the space, time, and resources necessary to push their
practices forward. Selected from a pool of 665 artists, seventy-nine curators, and seventyseven writers, the sixteen awardees will be provided with access to a 14,000-square-foot
studio space and on-site living accommodations. They will also be introduced to Detroit’s
creative community and have the opportunity to engage with visiting curators and writers.
Each residency cycle will culminate in a group exhibition.
The selection committee comprised Deana Haggag, president and CEO of United States
Artists; Detroit native and poet Airea D. Matthews; Lucy Mensah, visiting assistant
professor of museum and exhibition studies at the University of Illinois in Chicago;
independent curator Laura Raicovich, the former president and executive director of the
Queens Museum in New York; and dancer and choreographer John Michael Schert.
“I love the range of this program—from the span of practice, to the resources it provides,
to how it simultaneously supports artists working in Detroit as well as welcomes those
from elsewhere to be in residence in a remarkable city,” Haggag said. “We’re all very
excited about the first cohort of artists, writers, and curators selected to inaugurate the
residency, and are animated by each of their practices individually and the breadth they
represent collectively.”
Raicovich added: “It wasn’t easy to narrow the field, but the residents selected reveal a
great deal about the concerns and interests of artists working right now, and the urgencies
they seek to address through an extraordinary diversity of means and craft. I can’t wait to
see what each of them does with their time in residence.”
Working in a diverse range of disciplines, including performance art, wearable sculpture,
new media, dance, photography, and ceramics, and with areas of focus such as postcolonial identity politics; the African diaspora; standards of economic vitality; material
culture of 90s hip-hop; and consumerism, the awardees are as follows:
A r t i s t s - i n - Re s i d e n c e
Holly Bass

Pamela Council
Kearra Amaya Gopee
Miatta Kawinzi
Claire Lachow
Tiff Massey
Michael Polakowski
Patrick Quarm
Hui-Ying Tsai

Vi s i t i n g Wr i t i n g Fel l ow s
Dana Bassett
Andrew Berardini
Brian Droitcour
William E. Jones
Jaamil Olawale Kosoko
Ruslana Lichtzier

C u ra t o r i al Fel l ow
Taraneh Fazeli
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Miatta Kawinzi.

December 06, 2018 at 1:12pm

SECOND BARBARA HAMMER LESBIAN EXPERIMENTAL FILMMAKING GRANT
AWARDED TO MIATTA KAWINZI
The New York–based filmmaker and multidisciplinary artist Miatta Kawinzi has been
named the winner of the second Barbara Hammer Lesbian Experimental Filmmaking
Grant. Kawinzi received the honor at the IFC Center in New York’s Greenwich Village
during a celebration held on Wednesday night. Administered by the nonprofit Queer|Art,
the $5,000 grant will support the making of the new film installation SHE GATHER ME.

Known for creating sculptural sound and video installations on the themes of selfhood,
diaspora, and belonging, Kawinzi was chosen from a pool of ninety-four applicants. Her
work SHE GATHER ME, named after a line from Toni Morrison’s novel Beloved, will
combine analog and digital film and video, abstracted soundscapes, and sculptural
elements in an installation that will explore the language of bodily gesture as an alternative
form of communication. After the piece is completed by June of 2020, Kawinzi plans to
document its exhibition and use the footage to create a new iteration of the work, which
she will submit to film festivals.
Kawinzi’s work has been exhibited at institutions such as BRIC, A.I.R. Gallery, and
Anthology Film Archives, as well as the Studio Museum in Harlem, New York; Aljira
Center for Contemporary Art, New Jersey; and the FNB Joburg Art Fair, South Africa.
The judges for this year’s grant were Carmel Curtis, a film digitization specialist at Indiana
University’s Libraries Moving Image Archive; video artist, photographer, and writer
Cecilia Dougherty; and video artist Ayanna U’Dongo. Shortlisted artists included Kim
Anno, Erica Cho, Kimberlee Veneble, and collaborators Anna Burholt and Tandis
Shoushtray.
ALL IMAGES
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Yield, 2016. Digital Photograph. Dimensions
Variable
Interdisciplinary artist MIATTA KAWINZI gives
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together, I would describe it as poetic because of
its attention to rhythm, cadence, repetition and
metaphor. What does that word mean to you? Is
that how you think about your own practice?
Miatta Kawinzi: I am definitely working within a
framework of poetics. I am interested in poetics
in terms of language, structure and
conceptualization, which I think you’re picking up
on. Words are line, language is a dwelling place,
a phrase can be a journey with starts and stops.
In my work, I play with spatially orienting thought
in new ways. Poet Nathaniel Mackey wrote, "I
tend to pursue resonance rather than resolution.”
I have always felt affinity with this idea: to not be

naively in search of easy answers to deal with
the magnitude of the upside-down world, but to
instead be willing to follow various strains of
thought and feeling down different paths to
perhaps uncover alternate ways of seeing and
being. I also think about Audre Lorde stating that
“poetry is not a luxury," and the ways in which,
throughout my experience, words have
consistently been a balm and salve for me in the
face of sometimes harsh socioeconomic realities.
The poetic becomes the through-line, the way to
string things together and highlight points of
connection.
In my work, I think about the rhythms of life, the
repetition of history, how one thing can become
something else. All of these notions for me are
related to poetic impulses and poetry's ability to
allow us to re-imagine our selves and our
situations.

04:12

Star Spangz, 2013. HD Color Video, Sound.16:9,
04:12 min.
OPP: I was really struck by the visual imagery of

language in Clay (2014), especially the (raffia?—
not sure exactly what that is) dyed the same
color as your lipstick. The chewing of it, the
casual tossing away, the stuffing of it back into
the mouth and then the spreading out and
offering of it toward the camera. And then of
course the connection—and disconnection
—between language that comes directly from the
mouth and language that comes from the fingers.
Can you talk about language as it relates to
sound and written text, both of which you use in
your work?
MK: The blue material is indeed raffia! One thing
I am invested in is tracing the way in which
language can manifest in both verbal and nonverbal forms. How can language be embedded
into other kinds of materiality, and how does
communication take place through means other
than verbal speech? In Clay, I was really
interested in putting these different forms of
communication alongside one another, all on the
same plane. The kalimba as a musical
instrument references a musical way of
communicating, with roots in a certain African
diasporic tradition. The fingers texting on an
iPhone represent this other kind of digital
communication, a way in which many people
around the globe keep in touch in the
contemporary moment. And there is spoken text
in the video that is semi-audible and semiobscured. Then the raffia references this physical
manifestation of verbal language, making it
tangible, able to be extended, able to become
involved in a kind of dance with the body
emanating from the mouth. Here and elsewhere I
am constantly engaged in a dance between
different forms of language as they originate from
the body, from words, from place, from material.

03:25

Clay, 2014. HD Color Video, Sound. 16:9, 03:25
min.
OPP: You made this video while in residence at
Greatmore Studios in Capetown, South Africa.
How did the location, so far from home, feed into
this piece?
MK: There are eleven official languages of South
Africa, and many people are multilingual, so the
location sparked new angles of consideration for
ideas I explored in this piece. Cape Town is a
very beautiful, dynamic and vibrant city, yet there
are also these ongoing inequalities, and I am
thinking about that tension in placing myself in
front of the barbed wire in the video.
Regarding the audio, one of the ways through
which I use sound in my work—my own
vocalization, improvisation, analog/digital
instrumentation, and remixing—has to do with
my interest in the potency of wordlessness that
nonetheless carries an emotional import. Often
my work in sound goes in and out of legibility
which relates to my interest in illuminating
different kinds of knowledge, some of which can

be mysterious or even unconscious, yet still
resonant. I am also invested in exploring the act
of remixing as a way of enacting alternative
temporalities. . . to move beyond linear time, to
stretch time, to hold time in different ways. It’s a
way of working with the materiality of time.

But I Dreamt We Was All Beautiful&Strong, 2015.
Color Video Projection & Sound on Loop in
Corner. Dimensions Variable.
OPP: Last year, at another residency at the
Bemis Center for Contemporary Arts, you
created Push & Pull, a “performative
photography series.” Tell us what inspired this
work and how it directly responded to the space.
MK: I was very excited to be granted a residency
at Bemis. I went there from Brooklyn at a
moment in which I had no physical studio space
and very little space otherwise to make or think
in. Upon arrival there, I immediately felt a sense
of bodily unfolding through my access to a
sizable private studio and large shared spaces,
which directly inspired that photography series. I
was thinking also about how there is a politic to
all of this, to something as basic as having
enough space to stretch in, and I wanted to
utilize this access—while I had it—to explore the
geometry of my body in relation to this open
space. I was reading a book by Michio Kaku

called Physics of the Impossible, and in the book
Kaku was highlighting the ways in which things
like teleportation could become possible under
the right conditions. From there I began thinking
about these ideas of possibility/impossibility not
only in relation to the laws of science and
theoretical physics, but also in terms of how they
may relate conceptually to pushing against
sociopolitical limits. The performative actions in
the series are meant to embody this through
bodily metaphor.

Rhombus, 2016. Digital Photograph. Dimensions
Variable
OPP: Can you address the fact that this is a
series of photographs, not a live performance
and not a performative video?
MK: I actually also created a live performance
that explored these same ideas and created the
series afterwards based on that performance.
For me, it is quite difficult to capture the energy
of live performance through documentation, so
the photographs were a way through which that
work could take on another life to be shared in a
different way beyond the initial audience.
OPP: I’ve been thinking about the creation of
these frozen movements as dance. . . but are
they frozen moments from a fluid action or

poses? What’s your relationship to dance, both in
your art practice and in your life outside art?
MK: They are a mixture of both. I don’t
necessarily consider myself to be a dancer
because I never studied dance, but I do use
terms like ‘embodiment’ and ‘movement’ to
describe my approach to such work. I am very
conscious of how much can be expressed
through the body both in my art practice and
daily life.

gatherin’ space, 2016. Color Video Projection &
Sound on Loop, Aluminum Foil; Acrylic Paint &
Oil Pastel on Wood Panel. 128 x 163 x 249 in.
OPP: Could you talk about the variety of hand
gestures—reaching, drumming, climbing,
worship and hands up, don’t shoot, to name just
a few—in gatherin’ space (2016)?
MK: gatherin’ space is a meditation on ideas of
containment and expansion as expressed
through the language of hand gesture. I am
thinking about the hands as bodily extensions
through which we shape, make, feel, sense,
probe, praise, labor, surrender, assert, resist. I
wanted to bring all of these different connotations
together on the same plane because they all
exist together in the lexicon of the body. So much
of how I experience the world emanates from the

hands—to touch, to write, to grasp, to lift. It’s also
a way of abstracting the body, of resting in that
place of multiplicity. The hands have the potential
to shape space and reality, too.

09:22

La Tercera Raíz, 2015. HD Color Video, Sound.
16:9, 9:22 min.
OPP: “the strength in yielding, in taking on the
shape of that which sits stoically, to then regain
one’s form.” This text, which comes from your
video La Tercera Raíz (2015), is a beautiful
articulation of a range of themes that run through
your work: the power of fluidity, responsiveness,
malleability, shape-shifting. How do these
themes and the metaphor of water relate to how
you think about the diasporic condition and
cultural identity?
MK: I think about diaspora as an active process
of exchange, as a gesture, as a reaching
towards. My mom is Liberian and my father is
Kenyan, and I grew up in the U.S. South
navigating multiple cultural and linguistic worlds,
which informs my work. I have found power in
being adaptable. I am also interested in how

cultural identification is an ongoing, shifting
context-based negotiation. This is part of why
travel is important to me; it is a form of drawing in
space, a mode through which to find and explore
connections between place and culture, and to
try to stretch the arms to skillfully balance both
the similar and the disparate.
La Tercera Raíz arose out of my research into
the history and presence of the African diaspora
in Mexico during my participation in the 2015
SOMA Summer program in Mexico City.
Research often goes into my work, and then
there is a process of abstraction through which I
generate writing that becomes another way of
considering an idea, of opening it up through
poetics and finding a more personal relationship
to the topic at hand.
Toni Morrison wrote about how water has a
memory and I am interested in this idea of
material memory, in the sea as a bridge between
worlds. I think we have so much to learn from the
elements and how they exist in and interact with
the world. Water bears so much, has such a
consistent and deep presence, yet the sea also
teaches me that weight is conditional. I can float
in it and be suspended, held, weightless.
Something becomes something else.

To see more of Miatta's work, please visit

mkawstudio.com.
Featured Artist Interviews are conducted by
Chicago-based artist Stacia Yeapanis. When
she’s not writing for OPP, Stacia explores the
relationship between repetition, desire and
impermanence in cross-stitch embroideries,
remix video, collage and impermanent
installations. She is an Adjunct Assistant
Professor in the Department of Fiber and
Material Studies at The School of the Art Institute
of Chicago, where received her MFA in 2006,
and was a 2011-2012 Artist-in-Residence at
BOLT in Chicago. Her solo exhibitions include
shows at Siena Heights University (2013),
Heaven Gallery (2014), the Annex Gallery at
Lillstreet Art Center (2014) and Witness, an
evolving, durational installation at The Stolbun
Collection (Chicago 2017), that could only be
viewed via a live broadcast through a Nestcam.
Now that the installation is complete, you can
watch it via time lapse. Her upcoming solo show
Sacred Secular will open in August 2017 at
Indianapolis Art Center.
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