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I had just emerged from the gates when I was greeted 
by my father and cousins with a bouquet of flowers 
native to Uganda. I am a visitor to this land and it is my 
first time home. Could these flowers, amid their silence, 
transmute and relay to me how it is to be in-place versus 
displaced? Surely, there are mysteries lurking beyond my 
surface gaze. I am struck by the queer connection to a 
series of works, titled “Flowers for Africa,” which I have 
never seen in the flesh. However, if virtual space can host 
veritable art experiences this would have been my first en-
counter or knowledge of the work of Kapwani Kiwanga. 
The on-going research series features flowers that were 
present at various ceremonies of African independence. 
She foregrounds and centres these flowers that are seen 
on the edges of photographic documents. 

This spring I found myself before two over-lapping 
exhibitions featuring Kiwanga’s installations in Toronto, 
Canada. When encountering her work, one is subsumed 
by her accumulation of research, doubtlessly informed by 
her training as an anthropologist, wherein she reframes 
blurred and fractured archives. She delves into equivocal 
pasts, in turn complicating our presence and imagined 
futures. There is a sense you are spiralling toward a centre. 

You are riding a current to its core, but the truth lies 
somewhere on its periphery. You attempt to grasp these 
premonitions and mysteries upon your descent. This in-
vestigation is not a simple task. But here you are, pure in 
your unknowing and being with it.

This clairvoyance connotes telepathy or a perception 
of things beyond normal sight lines. There are different 
modes of witnessing. There is a difference between a 
glance, seeing and its reflection. Perception involves not 
simply looking at but rather seeing. This gaze is closer to 
listening, and the aural is more affective. Consider how a 
shell flush against your earlobe is also the ocean. The sea’s 
waves soften shards of glass. The shell’s fractions produce 
grains of sand. These ruins present us with altered points 
of view. There is an undulation between all moments of 
rumination. Your body responds to the sensuous contours 
of blue and pink hues, a wall, cloth, and flowers. These 
materials are conduits transporting us to an elsewhere. 
Kapwani Kiwanga’s gestures produce reconstructions 
from what seems to be an unrelenting surplus. These ges-
tures are beautifully discordant or a comprehensive whole 
composed of many elusive parts. Her multi-layered prac-
tice supports myriad channels of experience. 

Kapwani Kiwanga
by Jessica Karuhanga
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The Laximi sculpture offered by 
India 
Patrice Lumumba wears a 
leopard hat
A white elephant fell ill and died 
What does one do with such a 
clairvoyant image?1

These lines resonate through 
Kiwanga’s revelations within her 
video installation The Secretary’s 
Suite. In the gallery a translucent 
partition hangs. It displays an 
image that can be viewed from 
both sides. Upon first glance I 
know nothing of the photograph’s 
contents except that they signal the 
moment of my arrival and depar-
ture. This partition demarcates a 
space. I can see through the sheet’s 
black and white fibers. Beyond 
its stunning form, there remains a 
sound murmuring on the margins. 
Adjacent to the screen, a single-
channel video is projected on a 
wall. Kiwanga narrates, weaving 
multiple points of relation, while 
arranging a series of photographs 
she has pulled from several yellow 
envelopes. These cases and their 
contents are arranged in a series of 
vignettes. She begins each succes-
sive interval focusing on a single 
object before spiraling outward 
into a constellation of variable 
subjects within these temporali-
ties. I hastily attempt to chew then 
swallow each locus in space and 
time. I write these revelations 
down and later reassemble them 
together.

Vases of gold and silver
A slave given to Spain
Of the Aztec empire
Her name is synonymous with 
treachery 

The lines form an assemblage. The images cover, confuse and 
converge. Together they meditate on gift-exchange between social 
bodies and nation-states. After sitting through the video for several 
loops, I turn back to the curtain. The articles within the image 
are now foregrounded. The edges and textures of these gifts are 
sharpened yet remain innately elusive. The central photograph cap-
tures former Secretary-General Dag Hammarskjöld’s office at the 
United Nations shortly before his untimely death by plane crash in 
1961. There is a looming undercurrent, which suggests gift-giving 
is seldom free of political or strategic motivation. There is always 
protocol. We give in order to collect or liberate ourselves of debt. 
We host in order to possess some aspect of our guests or conspira-
tors. Kiwanga reminds us that the stories we hold erode over time, 
and sometimes a body fades into the sidelines of the hegemonic 
narrative. Under her direction we might feel permitted to dislocate 
then procure a counter-narrative.

Traces were found in their fingernails 
The white of whitewash is absolute

It is impossible not to be struck by Kiwanga’s comprehensive 
historical research and her rigorous investigation into the blurred 
boundaries of truth, power, doubt and myth. She guides you as you 
make slippages through speculative cracks. Her formal voice slowly 
unveils her invocations. I am simultaneously drawn and repelled by 
the seductive hues of her compelling installation pink-blue. I feel 
encouraged to bend, to slow my pace, to gaze at the floor and break 
apart the wall’s contours. I can only move in one direction, and so 
my gaze stretches to the far edges of the hallway tracing back up to 
the fluorescent lighting. I review the movements of other bodies vis-
iting the space, how their contours move alongside mine while we 
experience the hue, tone and colours. I observe how much a frame 
directs and restricts our power, self-determination and agency. I 
contemplate the multitude of ways we are always implicated and 
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especially so when we are merely looking at or reading the surface. I 
query as to what it is exactly that pink-blue is attempting to question, 
mirror or replicate. This work elucidates widely-used disciplinary  
architecture in hospitals and prisons. Furthermore, this installation 
and its devices function within the complex framework of an arts in-
stitution. The blue and pink momentarily dispels the white. This sub-
suming whiteness is space in which many struggle operating within 
yet are intimately accustomed to navigating.

A complementary video, A Primer, plays in a dark room at the 
end of the hallway. The darkness of this room appears jet-black and 
disorienting after investigating the starkly contrasting brightness of 
the installation. I locate myself and sit while mindfully watching the 
slow-paced movement of the panning lens. The camera moves within 
walls, structures, then frames a blowing fan and plant. These objects 
are painted pink, green and white. In 500ft, Kiwanga’s voice begins 
to describe then deconstruct the physical and psychological effects 
of institutional architecture on our minds, spirits and bodies—a 
significant lesson to absorb after the covert yet forceful experience 
of navigating the effects of pink-blue. How does a wall predict my 
response and behaviour? How much distance or space between the 
shifting parameters? 

The upper band of coral pink
Equal and direct access to sunlight
The sun
Now becomes a menace to the colonial settlement project
Through wall

These works ask you to listen through a wall, a fold, a flower, and 
therein you will see the power of its multivalent glow and darkness. 
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Page 9: The Secretary’s Suite, 2016, Mixed-media installation, 23:00 min. 
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rescent lights, blue fluorescent lights, dimensions variable.
Page 10 (bottom): Flowers for Africa: South Sudan, 2017, Flowers, 
satin ribbon.

Note:
1. All italicized text are recollections from the author’s notes and not 
direct quotes from the artist.


