Commemorating Abolition  

The Project 

 Interview with Lubaina Himid 
“He said I looked like a painting by Murillo as I carried water for the hoe gang, just because I balanced the bucket on my head”. (text from Cotton.Com)

Alan Rice  You’ve talked to me before about the theatre design aspect of your work, and how that’s where you come from. Is it quite unusual to have that kind of background, and do you think it gives you qualities that are important for you, or that make you stand out?

Lubaina Himid  I don’t know how unusual it is. I think one of the things about theatre designers is that you never know who they are, they’re a great secret band of artists – you  know who the star of the play is, or you know who the director is, but you never know  the designer. I’m still quite a lot like a theatre designer because I feel a bit invisible sometimes. But that kind of training, and that desire as a teenager to make sets and costumes for plays and events really has informed the work. 

You see, strangely enough, I think of theatre as being more real than art in galleries, in a funny sort of way, in that real people move amongst it, and when I was really keen of being part of that whole theatrical thing – it was late 60’s, early 70’s, somewhere between ’68 and ’78 – I saw theatre as something you could do in the streets, and something that you did with found objects, something you did as part of a kind of political activism, not necessarily something that you did in a theatre with velvet seats. By the time I’d gone to art school and come out the other end, I could have designed an opera or a ballet, but I wasn’t that keen on doing it, which is why I moved more into paintings and cut-outs, because I was a bit disillusioned with the real way of work – it was a kind of fantasy {I’d had} I think about how theatre worked.

Alan Rice  In some of this work that I see, especially the Hogarth stuff, there’s a sense in which the legacy of you as a theatre designer is very much there. Do you want to talk about that in terms of what happened to that Hogarth series?

Lubaina Himid  The more I think about it, and do the work I’m working on at the moment, Naming the Money, that theatrical legacy, that bringing things into the real, rather than having them as illusionary, was always important, and is still important. With the Hogarth piece, the paperworks are really costume designs I suppose for the installation, and in the installation you’re supposed to walk in amongst it. In fact it was in such a small gallery space that you didn’t really; you’d do what you do as audience in theatre – you’re on the outside and you look in. 

But I think what I’m actually doing is making these pieces as if you were the actors in the theatre, so that the audience is the actors, it’s supposed to move in amongst it, or your work moves in amongst the audience’s life.

Alan Rice  More like a carnival performance maybe?

Lubaina Himid  Yes, I guess so. It’s a lot to do with European rather than Caribbean carnival – the masked ball, those sorts of traditions, or the African masquerade as something that belongs to everyone and that everyone is a part of. It’s a performance, it’s a ritual. It’s a thing that has beginnings and ends, but you yourself are supposed to move amongst it.

Alan Rice  Is that because, as you were saying, you’re not an artist as such?

Lubaina Himid  It’s not so much that I’m not an artist, it’s that this is maybe not art, which is a slightly different things. I’m undoubtedly an artist – if not then we’re in a dangerous place – but I think I’m making work that you’re supposed to do something with, or that you’re supposed to interact with and then do something about it. It’s not entirely for a contemplative relationship, not that I think there’s anything wrong with that contemplative relationship. It’s not really supposed to confirm a viewer’s expectations either, but whoever you are, whatever kind of viewer you are, there’s always been a need for me to make you do something. You bring your history and your story to the work, and it brings its – and my – story to the work and then we move amongst each other with it. I don’t think that’s what contemporary art is supposed to do.

Alan Rice  You’re talking about it as a form of political activism dressed up as art? 

Lubaina Himid  Well, if you look at how it belongs, or doesn’t belong, in a contemporary art milieu, it doesn’t belong. It isn’t allowed. And I think that’s because I’m trying to do a different thing.  It’s not always at the front of my brain that I’m doing a different thing, but then I stand back and see that I’m juxtaposing history with image, text with image, image with a kind of participation on behalf of the audience; it has its own education programme, you don’t have to make an education programme around it in order to get audience to interact with it. So I think it’s doing a different thing, but I do attempt to run with those wolves though I’m not really a part of the pack.

Alan Rice  Running with wolves – you’re talking about contemporary art?

Lubaina Himid  Yes.

Alan Rice  When you say your work isn’t allowed, is that a feeling around who wants to commission it for galleries, and so on?

Lubaina Himid  Yes. The strange thing – and it sounds slightly batty – is that very  rarely has my work got awards. You can find an exhibition somewhere in the country, but that’s the key thing, it’s somewhere in the country. OK, it’s the Tate sometimes, St Ives, it’s Birmingham or Wrexham or Llandudno – all kinds of places but it isn’t London. The very last time that I showed in London in a funded gallery was something like 1986, and the time that I showed in London since then – though I have to say that the Tate Gallery has shown the painting that they own since then -  was a show in the late ‘90’s in Maud Sulter’s gallery. 

Now Maud Sulter at the time was a very good friend of mine and we worked together. So although it counted, it was my friend showing my work in her space, and we’d always supported each other. It was unfunded – we funded it, it was like self-publishing if you like. And because London is an important hub in terms of  European art practice, if you haven’t shown there in a serious show since 1986, you don’t belong. But there are plenty of curators still really keen to show my work.. I would say they’re career curators eventually, but when they’re showing me, they tend to be at the beginning of that career, and so by the time they reach the National Portrait Gallery, in the case of Sandy Nairn, or Tate Modern in the case of Emma Dexter, then they’re not showing me any more.

Alan Rice  Why do you think that is?

Lubaina Himid  Well, I think because actually it isn’t contemporary art. I can only think of that. Either it’s crap, which is possible – it’s very difficult if you’re doing it, if you’re in the middle of something , and I’m always in the middle of something, to often know that – but let’s say that it isn’t, then it must be that it isn’t contemporary art. Not as a great boasting thing, but it calls into question what contemporary art is, and also it doesn’t fit into the discussions and the debates that are happening. And now I’m 49. So there may be a time when it moves back into being talked about. Collections buy it, people buy it – gently I mean, not so I can give up my day job, but enough to know I’m communicating at some kinds of levels. And of course the one that the Tate has is incredibly useful.

Alan Rice  Let’s talk about that Tate picture, because it’s a picture which is almost anthologised, it’s taken up by people again and again, and it would be the picture that most people that read Wasafari would know you from, ‘Between the Two My Heart is Balanced’. What do think of the way the Tate show it, and hang it – where they hang it, and how they show it?

Lubaina Himid  I love to see it out, and I very much like to see how when it is out, people really look at it, and they really seem to like it. I like that. The thing is, I think I made a political painting there, and they use it like that. They use it for their own ends, politically. So they show it off – oh, we bought this – though they don’t say how much they paid for it, of course, the low price they paid for it. But they bought it, and they bought it at a very important moment, and I think there are curators there, and especially education curators, who really value it, value it because they have a genuine desire to communicate with diverse audiences, as they would call them, and it’s a very useful painting for that. So what’s happened is that it’s used as a conversation piece between the Tate – the establishment – and the audience, especially when the audience is other.

Alan Rice  And are you the interlocutor?

Lubaina Himid  Yes!

Alan Rice  How does that make you feel?

Lubaina Himid  It makes me feel that it’s a bit of  a scam really –

Alan Rice  Why a scam?

Lubaina Himid  A scam because they haven’t got twenty of these, by twenty people.

Alan Rice  They’ve just got you?

Lubaina Himid  They’ve just got me, doing this over and over again.

Alan Rice  And in a sense what you were saying about yourself not being part of  the contemporary art scene is emphasised by the fact that it wasn’t moved to Tate Modern.

Lubaina Himid  Absolutely.

Alan Rice  So there you are, in Tate Britain! part of the national conversation abut the past, in one sense  - or about the present as well?

Lubaina Himid  About the present as well. The answer of course would be not to move that painting to Tate Modern, the answer would be to buy other paintings and move them to Tate Modern. I think it does have its place there – the painting that it comes from, the Tissot, always hung there, and it forms part of that early relationship that I have with the Tate, when my mother would take me and I’d always want to look at that painting. So it belongs there, it’s in the right place. They just need to buy other ones, or show other ones. 

But if what it does is to get people who see it to think more about being artists themselves, being creative, looking at things in a different way, making things themselves – that’s what happened to me, looking at paintings in the Tate Gallery when I was five, ten, fifteen, twenty, twenty-five – then it’s done its job, that what I want it to do, so I don’t really mind. But I am aware it’s a jolly useful painting.

Alan Rice  It could be a tokenistic painting as well, couldn’t it?

Lubaina Himid  Oh yes, absolutely.

Alan Rice  You talk about the Tissot, and how you used to go and look at it. Can you reconstruct those moments, what it did for you as a picture?

Lubaina Himid  Well, all those Tissot paintings were downstairs then, in a very dark room near the pre-Raphaelites. I was  never really into those big blowsy girls – I couldn’t bear them, all too rich, in a different sort of way, though I’m sure they are  actually better paintings than the Tissots. But the Tissots had for me something sharp – of course because they were painted from photographs, but I didn’t know that at the time – and a quality of light. And they reused the same dress, he reused the same woman and the same dress over and over again in different boats – she’s in different places, she’s looking over the edge of a barge in one, and she’s in a cabin in another -  and I just loved the sharpness,  and the detail of the dresses. 

Since then of course I’ve seen Manets, which do it better, but there was something – I was just in love with those dresses and those women, they were just delightful, they were kind of sharp twinkly lights in what seemed an incredibly dark underground gallery, which seemed to have dark red or dark green walls, though I don’t know if it even did now.

Alan Rice  So when you came to do the series Revenge, with the women in some of these places and spaces, you’re talking back to those Tissots?

Lubaina Himid  Yes, often.

Alan Rice  Is there a political agenda in talking back to them, as well as a memory agenda, if you like?

Lubaina Himid  Yes, I suppose that the trouble with them – they’re really multi-layered. I was trying to write myself, paint myself, and my compatriots, my fellow black artists, if you like, not the history of British painting. And I’m trying to make a comment about how European artists – not particularly Tissot at all -  have hijacked some of our African and Caribbean imagery, our bodies and all the rest of it, and I’ve hijacked some stuff back. So it’s a kind of playground thing in a way.

Alan Rice  Is that one of the reasons the series is called Revenge?

Lubaina Himid  Not quite. The revenge is really the still being here, the still being visible, despite the challenge of that.

Alan Rice  Imperialism, oppression…

Lubaina Himid  …contemporary art practice. Yes, despite all that. Revenge was shown in Rochdale at a time when Rochdale Art Gallery was very important in terms of political, feminist exhibitions, but not if you live in Kensington, it wasn’t. 

Alan Rice  That’s where I came to your work, at the time of Revenge, and from then onwards, and probably before, there were different themes coming through the work that were to do with the slave past. One of the things I wanted to talk about was your series of pictures about memorials to slavery, ‘Studies for a Fountain’ being one of them, and then going on from there. Was there a frustration in you, in the early 1990’s, about the fact that there weren’t significant memorials to the slave trade. Was that what spurred to this, or was there something else happening?

Lubaina Himid  Well, I was doing a lot of reading around potential slaves being thrown into the sea, and I’m always thinking about what a waste in some senses some people’s lives are, people who are creative, but because of how some systems work or because of how creativity is downgraded, or not given its full head, if you like, all kinds of people’s lives are wasted really, chucked away. And it seemed that there was a lot of talk around memorials to - and a lot of writing about – slaves, who had arrived there, albeit in disgusting circumstances, who had arrived there and become a group of people I’m sure they didn’t want to be, and then there’s the juddering history that West Africa has always had since, that the people have had since as West Africans. It judders along, having been broken, not functioning quite as it should. 

But there was this great mass of people who were neither of those things, and at the time I didn’t really feel anybody had excavated what this meant, what it meant to be a people who were neither one thing nor the other, however horrendous being either of those  things was.

Alan Rice  Slaves or colonised – or thrown overboard off a ship.

Lubaina Himid  Yes. If you’re thrown overboard off a ship, then you didn’t exist any more, at all. So I was trying to find a way, as an artist, in a world of art - How do you talk about something that can be seen and be thought of as not being there? Inside the invisible, if you like. I’m interested in the politics of representation, and how when something is there you talk about it,or you think about it or your write about it – but when something isn’t there, what do you say, how can you make something of that, how can it not have been in vain? So that idea for memorialising really came from trying to visiblise the invisible.

Alan Rice  In that series, you used words as well as images, so that on one of them you’ve got all about how much water there was, how many gallons there were, etc. etc.That’s not alongside the picture, it’s inside the frame, and some people would say, you’re telling the viewer what to think here, why can’t you just have the memorial, call it “Memorial to Zong’, and then go and read about it. Why did you need that tabulation there? Is that related to some of the other places in your work  where you’ve got writing on the canvas?

Lubaina Himid  Yes,.I think probably in every series you get one – or maybe if there’s ten, you might even get four, like in Plan B – where you have texts. It’s important for me to have text in the painting, because there is a practice in our art galleries to put the text on the wall, at which point it’s mediated, already there are gatekeepers and mediators in the art gallery, between the audience and the work. So sometimes, if the work is on the wall, as it often is with contemporary conceptual work, you have to have a whole education programme around how to introduce the audience to this very different work. 

Now most contemporary conceptual artists would tell you that it isn’t complicated, it is what it is and it is what you make it, and that’s the same with this work, but I think it’s a dangerous thing with black political work that you get an even more intense education programme built up around it, an even more intense interpretation, spin, put upon it, so sometimes if there’s text in the thing, that can be built on and at least we’re building on that, rather than hearsay.

Alan Rice  And you’ve got control over that.

Lubaina Himid  I’ve got control over that, though I still don’t have any control over –

Alan Rice  - the context, the wider context?

Lubaina Himid  Yes. And I think in a way, once you’ve put something on the wall, you don’t really want to have that much control over it.

Alan Rice  But you want control to be in the hands of the audience, not the gallery.

Lubaina Himid  Absolutely. And of course you want that in vain. Any contemporary artist would tell you that they really do want audiences to see the work, and I have really good relationships with lots of education departments at galleries, but I still don’t think they’ve quite got it right. I think they’re running a parallel programme, they’re running an educational programme, and the curators are running an art programme. These two run along beside one another and they don’t communicate enough, and the education programme is used to bring certain work into the gallery and the ‘programme’ programme brings other work in, and never the twain shall meet. 

But having text on it – in it – is important, I think. It doesn’t tell the audience what to think, because text is not so simple, it has words that if  - you know, if it says ‘boat’, the you and I know what a boat is, but your picture of a boat in your head is totally different from mine. Even if we’re talking slave ship, we see a different picture, even if we’re talking ‘The Zong’, we see a different picture. So text to me is the same as pictures. It gives you another picture. Often what I’m trying to do is give you two pictures in one, buy one and get one free. With Plan B, you got an interior image and you got an exterior text, and the exterior text you had to invent yourself. It says, ‘we cross the rivers…’ but you had to bring your own experience – whether it was a movie of crossing rivers, or whether you’d actually done it – you had to bring that.

Alan Rice  Or whether it was refugees, or slaves…

Lubaina Himid  …or prisoners, or whatever. Whether it was twenty-first century, or seventeenth century, you brought it, it didn’t tell you that that’s what it was. There are no names in those, there are no dates. So mostly with text, I’m trying to make another picture.

Alan Rice  You’re often trying to move away from a single view, rather than emphasising the single view.

Lubaina Himid  Yes, because of course there are millions of different experiences that people have, and you know that your experience of getting on a train is completely different from the person sitting next to you, just because their life is different from yours. I’m just very interested in dehomogenising, I suppose, but while I see that the individual is important, they’re important as part of the group, and the group is important as a number of individuals that can come together, speak together, experience something together –

Alan Rice  The works you’ve done since Revenge talks to this, doesn’t it, and since the memorial paintings. I’m thinking of the plates – were they part of the Venetian maps series? Could you explain?

Lubaina Himid  It’s slightly confusing. Venetian maps was a series of nine paintings that was shown in the Harris Museum [Preston], but there are three of the Harris Museum’s contemporary galleries, and the middle gallery had Venetian maps and the two galleries on either side had different works that  weren’t connected to Venetian maps. So the plate piece, the fountain piece, actually comes from Revenge originally. So it comes from 1992, whereas Venetian maps is 1997, but I reshowed it in the Harris.

Alan Rice  Could you explain how this moves the concept of memorialisation on from the studies for fountains? They were droplets of water being recycled – so what’s happening with the fountain with the plates? How’s that moving on?

Lubaina Himid  Well, they all came at the same time, so the memorial fountains where you had a pillar, as it were, with a jug on the top with water coming out, were made at the same time as a bigger idea for a fountain. So the plates are one idea for a memorial that was a huge wall – if you imagine a huge painted ceramic-tiled orange wall that faces out to sea, and then in front of that wall, if you could imagine a kind of swimming pool, a very large rectangle of water, right to the brim of the pool, and then a little bit of land, and then the sea. On this ceramic wall you’ve got, also in ceramics, plates. The plates are embedded in the wall as it were, and on the plates are painted different sorts of trades, occupations, creative industries of West Africans before they were taken away from those places. So you’ll have some weaving, you’ll have some pots, the making of toys or masks, or whatever. These plates are embedded in the wall, and then out of the plates come spurts of water. So this is for a much bigger kind of memorial. The water spurts out of the plates and into the pool that’s in front of the wall, and is appearing to be filling up, overflowing, and coming out again. So the plates and the canvases were really a maquette for this idea about a ceramic wall against a ceramic pool.

Alan Rice  What’s the memorial purpose of this? Why is the water overflowing and coming back, what’s the importance of these plates reflecting trades?

Lubaina Himid  I am trying to talk about the waste, the waste of creativity. The excuses that were used for throwing people overboard that they were too ill to waste water on, I’m talking about that vast expanse of water between yesterday and tomorrow, Africa and the New World and I’m trying to talk also about the place where all these people are now in the water. They are the body of the water now, they are it. It’s still there and they are still there and they are still contributing. A moving kind of way of talking of the moving of a people from one place to another and how those people are the very people who arrived and are still contributing now, that the whole thing is a kind of cycle backwards and forwards. It’s a kind of continuum, it’s not just an event that happened…. All those people are contributing – they’re  just in a different place, doing it, but all the legacy is still there. 

If the memorial is a memorial to the contribution that black people make to every single aspect of Western Culture then it’s a memorial worth making. I’m sick and tired of living in a culture where that contribution is invisiblized…. It’s really, really difficult. One is invisibilised, one’s friends’ and colleagues’ work is invisibilized. The memorial is a making visible of the contribution, the way that some of the music we have made, some of the colours and patterns we have made, some of the languages … all those kind of cultural contributions fit into the fabric of Western European life and the memorial’s a way of doing that. 

If the person pushing their buggy past the memorial isn’t thinking, ‘Oh dear what a pity all those people died’, but is thinking or just catches a glimpse of fabric out of the corner of their eye or a sparkle of water then there’s a kind of flowing imprint, visible, physical, the sound of the water or the flash of the colour that flows into their life as they go past. There’s no point even in trying to place something like that in people’s lives. But memory is not about that, it’s about tiny moments, little flickers of recognition. I’d want people to meet at the memorial;  a place where you feel there’s a kind of continuum, where there’s a going on, a tomorrow. It would be there to enter into the fabric of the day.

Lubaina Himid I was trying to find a way to talk of a thing that is not there, sort of Inside the Invisible if you like. I am interested in the politics of representation, how when something is there you can talk about it, write about it, paint about it, but when something isn’t there what can you say, how can you make something of it, how can it not have been in vain, if you like. So that idea for memorialising came from trying to visualize the invisible.

Lubaina Himid I was interested in the buildings around Ancoats which were buildings from the carding and sorting and weaving of cotton.  The interesting thing for me was how we relate to those buildings, how we function in buildings, what they’re meant for, what we do for them and sometimes how buildings even existed, on whose back if you like. This set of work imagined the cotton workers in these buildings taking the cotton off the barges that had come up the ship canal and finding little bits of fabric, perhaps finding a bit of cloth, or a bit of hair, some kind of thing that had accidentally found its way from the cotton picker’s body or clothes or field or whatever into these bales and managed to find its way back across the Atlantic, up the Manchester Ship Canal, there you get this whole bale of cotton off and you have to card it and thin it and then imagine all the thoughts you might have had and then imagining it was now and those tiny emails we send each other or text messages where you say something significant in only three or four sentences so quite a lot of big stories are now condensed into tiny amounts of text; you don’t so much write that long letter any more so one has learnt to condense big things into small amounts of words. 

It was two things, it was imagining that finding of the bits in the cotton and imagining thinking how that other person lived their life and how the workers in Manchester might talk to, have a conversation with the cotton pickers in Carolina and what those cotton pickers in Carolina might try to tell those Manchester Cotton workers. Of course, I would hope it would not be a kind of  ‘my lot is worse than yours’ but much more of a kind of ‘do you see the situation we are in is kind of we’re all being done over here, stitched up here: perhaps we could try communicate here, try to undercut, undermine this in some way’. That is something I am always trying to do in my work, to have conversations and to sort of undermine the status quo.

Cotton.Com consists of a series of 10 by 10 paintings, black and white, either with a white background with black or a black background with a white pattern painted on it. One hundred paintings altogether. When they were placed on the wall in the Cube Gallery in Manchester I wanted them to be part of the fabric of the building. The exhibition was called Fabrications but I was interested in the people as it were becoming part of the building. I had imagined the cotton workers in Manchester being part of the fabric of the building. The abstract patterns within the paintings are actually conversations. Each one had a text but the pattern represents the sound of conversation, like listening over a telephone exchange or reading  lots of communicated email messages or text messages but seeing them all at once. And because some of them are black on white and some white on black and there’s no distinction between English patterns or African patterns or African American patterns, they all are patterns that are borrowed from all those sources.

That’s the point I am trying to make, there’s this mish-mash, there’s this kind of one race, the human race, it’s very naive but we have to keep talking to each other to say it’s like that, but it’s not quite like that. Or yes this did happen, his leg did get chopped off because he was too near the piece of machinery is not better or worse than his leg got chopped off because the dogs were chasing him because he tried to escape. It’s real and it happened and it needs saying - it’s not about competing to say who had it worse the working class British or the slaves. No, all of us were, indeed are, part of the same rip-off/forms of exploitation.

Alan Rice  You have talked previously to me about the way the Lincoln Memorial in Manchester provided you with some of the inspiration for the piece.

Lubaina Himid  The statue was important because it can /could be referred to in one to one verbal conversations about Cotton.Com. It brought a discussion about a historic/past event into a contemporary context in a very every day even banal way it made the idea Cotton .Com seem more about reality than a ‘dreamy might have been’ idea The important part for me is the text and not the figure although of course you need the figure to draw you towards the text. I am not sure that it is an effective monument because the figure is rather weak and the setting a little low key. The text is wearing away and difficult to read now. The effectiveness it does have lies in what you can do with it rather than what it is, how you can use it to bring political discussion into the conversation in these somewhat apolitical times. 

The piece was a continuation of work that I made for St. Jurgen’s Leper hospital in Norway – Inside the Invisible. It was a piece about how if you were a leprosy patient from Norway from 1706-1946 you had a life before you had the disease, but your life was either very short before a cure was found or it was cut off, curtailed because part of you was missing, physical bits of you were missing and you were no longer allowed to be part of the whole.

Alan Rice  So the kind of coloured cloth designs you made express that bit of the people before they were in the hospital.

Lubaina Himid  Yes, so those were coloured patterns, multi-coloured little pieces of cloth that imagined each of the patients over the hundreds of years were inside their jackets as a reminder of themselves as they were, a kind of little piece, a memory of who they’d been; they once made violins even they might have only one hand now; they can remember making violins, or they fished for no money and slept under their boat, that was who they were.

Alan Rice  The link between Cotton.Com and this earlier work, Inside the Invisible is making hitherto invisible people visible.

Lubaina Himid  Yes, and making visible people that did exist and if they didn’t have conversations like that, they could have and possibly did have and do have. I think we imagine today that whole sets of people don’t speak to one another just because there isn’t a film about it or a book about it or politicians don’t allow for it.

Alan Rice  One of the examples I always use is how black slaves in Mobile, Alabama in the early nineteenth century talked to sailors, white working-class sailors and some of those conversations were in song and some of those songs became shanties which they sang. Thus, there’s a sense in which some of those conversations were had because some working people were mobile enough to have them. But most of those conversations haven’t come down to us. If we had them this is how they might look.

Lubaina Himid  Yes, exactly, that’s exactly it, that’s a beautiful example of conversation and song turning into another song.

Alan Rice  How does Naming the Money carry on from Cotton.Com and Inside the Invisible.

Lubaina Himid  It jumps really. Naming the Money which is 100 wooden cutouts of figures about six feet tall is a conversation with both earlier pieces. But it’s also a conversation with some earlier works that I made ten and twenty years ago - the original cut-out men. I’m interested in making these kind of paintings, they’re not sculptures at all even though they’re three-dimensional and they stand in the room, they’re paintings because I want to have a way of making the audience move amongst the story, so they can be as it were part of the story. 

In the broadest sense Naming the Money is about how you have a Plan A and you live a Plan B, how you are who you are but because of circumstances you become someone else but you have some of what you are that makes that new you function somehow in a way that doesn’t seem too much of a compromise. It’s a very personal kind of piece in that way, it comes from the personal, but it speaks to a broader kind of story of people who were either taken from one place and forced to do another thing or those who through force of circumstance had to move from one place and work in another place, be in another place, how you retain I suppose that sense of self, that sense of worth and your sense of being a contributor to something bigger than yourself.

Alan Rice  That’s often through being something, something different than you are now. It’s about being a painter or a songster when in fact at the moment you’re doing some kind of other thing that society might define you by.

Lubaina Himid  Yes, the group of hundred people are made up of ten groups of ten, so there are ten ceramicists, ten ville de Gamba players, ten drummers, ten dancing masters. So each of those people has a story, they have a story about who they really are, what their real name is, what their given-name is, what it’s convenient to call them. Everybody knows about the Bangladeshi man, whose name is one thing but everyone calls him Tony. So there are all kinds of analogies there. Everybody knows about the Albanian refugee who was a doctor in his homeland and is now sweeping the streets of Glasgow. So there are all kinds of stories conjured up.

Alan Rice  So it’s linking to a postmodern twentieth-century fortress Europe world as well as to the world of a nineteenth century servant, back to the world of the slave who has a whole new life in a different place which doesn’t reflect the whole of him at least.

Lubaina Himid  It absolutely does; I’m not sure that was what the intention was when I began it. I think it was quite specifically about the slave/servant and that visually is what it looks like – these are black slave-servants and the names that they have are African names, West African, East African, Muslim names, but more and more the work came to have more contemporary resonances. What I carry with me became more important. It was supposed to be about history, and of course what happened, it did what it always does, that history isn’t yesterday in some convenient package over there it’s all the time now, it’s a sort of continuum. So accidentally taking in all these other kinds of issues and other kinds of people that wasn’t the intention. I had specific set of circumstances in mind but the piece eventually encompasses all kind of different eras and different kinds of people. So you’ll be able to kind of move physically and imaginatively in amongst all those people.

Alan Rice  And will you have many more of the texts you have created, because in the end for Cotton.Com there was just one text.

Lubaina Himid  Yes, well I did write a hundred and in the end only used one. But I wrote a hundred for Inside the Invisible and a hundred appeared. It’s very important, I think, for these texts to appear, the only thing that might happen is they might be in a voiceover because reading is quite challenging. I think if I present a hundred of these, that I might end up with nothing  in terms of the viewers understanding, so it will probably end up as a voiceover. But the hundred will certainly be there this time. I think that’s important this time to emphasize the individual voices and because it’s called Naming the Money the names are very important.

Alan Rice  And when you think of the title Naming the Money, where did that come from?

Lubaina Himid  It was going to be called ‘Gifts for Kings’. It was just going to be called ‘Money’ and then that seemed rather crude. It is a fact that this is about money, this is about who is used as money, and who is used by the monied to make more money. But it seemed too crude really and I suppose Naming the Money seemed the action I was doing. So it was still a crude thing to name it. It was called ‘Kuffi’, but now you name the money, ‘Sam’ because now you own it and it’s yours to exchange, it’s a commodity now. And the name also has some of the connotations, I hoped, of that great phrase, ‘Show me the money’.

Alan Rice  It is in a sense ripping away the false consciousness and showing that underneath that or alongside that there’s a whole reality which capitalism doesn’t want to show us a reality of human beings with lives that predate their functions.

Lubaina Himid  Absolutely, and even if their actual lives don’t predate that function, there is no acknowledgement that things might have been different, that not necessarily better or worse but absolutely a total assumption that this was okay, this was a fact that these are human beings to be bartered and used.

Alan Rice  Like checkers on a checkerboard

Alan Rice  How do you react to critics of your work?

Lubaina Himid  When critics want to talk about my work  it is in ways that the work refers to them and their lives/histories/influences. So yes it is inevitable that what happens is that this is limiting but not to me. I make what I make. It matters to curators what critics say about the work and it is boxed, or bought or ignored because of what is said or not said, however none of this has any bearing on the work itself or how I strategise for the making of it. 

The most loyal useful and consistent critics/historians have been the feminists they are the most interested in seeing this work continue and survive. They write about it, ask me to write and speak about it and they buy it or they get other people to buy it. They realise that it is expensive to make and try to be practical about that.They even realise that it takes time to make and try to let me get on with it.

Alan Rice  How important is the fact that you live in the North to you and your work?

Lubaina Himid  The north is my home at the moment but I spent all my life until I was 33 in London having been born in Zanzibar but was only there for  the first 5 months of my life. I am now 49. I am at home in London because it has the things I love, galleries, bookshops, parks, restaurants, politics, bars, great architecture, the river and a sense of being in the world and of the world. Zanzibar feels like my home more than the North of England even though I am very committed to working here I am not sure it (the North ) is all that committed to me. The major museums and galleries of Manchester and Liverpool have not been that supportive of the work by either buying it or showing it, this would have endeared me to the place in the long term but I get the feeling that as this has not happened in the past 15 years it is not going to happen now. I am certainly not tied to a specific location but this is by choice I think.

Alan Rice  What are the major artistic influences on your work?

Lubaina Himid  The influences are many and for multiple reasons. Sometimes because actual pieces of work move me Bridget Riley, Mark Rothko, Betye Saar, Andres Serrano, Stubbs. 

Sometimes because the ideas are interesting Hogarth, Kitaj, Mark Dion, sometimes because I feel an inexplicable link, Tanzanian memorial effigies, Mozambique murals, French puppet theatre, Arabic architecture. I have been all over the world  looking at art and architecture listening to music watching opera and ballet dance listening to poetry  studying design, have read thousands of books on art, politics, architectural history, novels -from English classics French classics to modern stuff, detective novels and biographies. The influences really are immense, broad and various. I could not really say that the artists in the African Atlantic tradition have influenced me exclusively but certainly the writings of Toni Cade Bambara, the constructions of Betye Saar and the traditional music of Zanzibar have had an effect on the way that I work think and make sense of my life.

See also: 

The meanings of memorials 

Lubaina Himid gave a talk at the STAMP launch on the meanings of memorials and their significance for later generations: "Memorials" 

