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WANGECHI MUTU: FEMINIST COLLAGE AND THE CYBORG

NICOLE R. SMITH

Under the Direction of Susan Richmond

ABSTRACT
Wangechi Mutu is an internationally recognized Kenyan-born artist who lives and works in

Brooklyn. She creates collaged female figures composed of human, animal, object, and machine
parts. Mutu’s constructions of the female body provide a transcultural critique on the female
persona in Western culture. This paper contextualizes Mutu’s work and artistic strategies within
feminist, postmodern, and postcolonial narratives on collage, while exploring whether collage
strategies are particularly useful for feminist artists. In their fusion of machine and organism,
Mutu’s characters are visual metaphors for feminist cyborgs, particularly those outlined by Donna
Haraway. In this paper, | examine parallels between collage as an aesthetic strategy and the figure
of the cyborg to suggest meaningful ways of approaching differences between women and how
they experience life in contemporary Western culture.

INDEX WORDS: Wangechi Mutu, Collage, Feminist art, Cyborg, Donna Haraway, Western art,

Postmodern art, Postcolonial art, Contemporary art, Machine, Organism,
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CHAPTER 1.

INTRODUCTION

Wangechi Mutu is an internationally recognized Kenyan-born artist who lives and works in
Brooklyn. She creates artworks ranging from sculptures to variously sized collages on paper and
Mylar, site-specific installations, and videos. Regardless of the medium, collage and assemblage
are important artistic strategies for the artist, who uses them to explore gendered and racialized
identities as mapped onto the female body. Her collages on paper and Mylar often present female
figures composed of human, animal, object, and machine parts. Among the sources for her
mismatched fragments and decorative patterns are pornographic, fashion, travel, and automotive
magazines, in addition to colorful coffee-table books on African art produced by and for Western
audiences. Mutu fuses an assortment of body parts and extremities with hand-drawn and -painted
elements. It is often the female body in an endless variety of new formations that she chooses to
construct. In so doing, she provides a transcultural critique of the female persona as dramatized
and represented in Western culture.

Mutu’s choice of collage as a specific aesthetic strategy might seem insignificant—
simply a reflection of the way collage is widespread within contemporary artistic practice.
Collage and montage are perhaps taken for granted as part of everyday life in contemporary
Western culture. Collage informs the way Westerners experience their image-saturated,
consumer culture, with media outlets of all varieties adding to the cacophony of juxtaposed
advertisements, commercials, and live news feeds available any time of day or night. Against
this backdrop of contemporary culture, has collage become passé? Has it lost its subversive and

critical potential due to its co-optation by mass consumer culture? What might it mean for Mutu,



a contemporary female artist addressing issues of gender, race, and the body, to employ collage
as a specific method and aesthetic strategy? Do these choices limit her work, make it less
forceful, in some way? Such questions ground my examination of Mutu’s collage work.

This thesis first provides an overview of Mutu’s works from the late 1990s through the
present, focusing on a few of her more prominent series, including Pin-Ups, Classic Profiles,
Figures, and The Ark Collection. The artist’s comments and descriptions of both her motivating
interests and her constructed figures themselves serve as the guiding voice in this overview. |
begin with a close look at Mutu’s early student sculptures of “fake” ethnographic specimens and
artifacts. Her critical stance on gender and racial stereotypes, assumptions, and misconceptions,
as well as her biting wit, are evident from the start. Her titles are at times ironic and provocative,
teasing and pushing the viewer to look deeper into the collaged layers that comprise her figures.
In addition to her predominantly small-scale series listed above, Mutu also began creating larger-
scale collage figures around 2003. While the smaller collage series are often paper-based, the
larger figures are generally created on a plastic film or Mylar substrate. In both formats, Mutu
experiments with photographic-based collage elements intermixed with decorative or abstract
patterns, which together fuse into simultaneously familiar and otherworldly beings framed within
the artist’s charged and sardonic titles.

Following this initial overview, the “Feminism and Collage” chapter contextualizes
Mutu’s work and her artistic strategies within various feminist, postmodern, and postcolonial
narratives on collage. While accepted accounts of collage in art history situate its origin within
modern art of the early twentieth century, feminist histories of collage tell a different story. The
feminists of the late 1960s and 1970s, who were engaged in reclaiming lost female artistic

traditions, offer revised histories of collage focused on women’s domestic culture and creative



activities. Among them, Melissa Meyer and Miriam Schapiro sought to expand the history of
collage and what might count as collage in art discourse in the first place. Feminist writer and
curator Lucy Lippard locates a kind of “positive fragmentation” in traditional women’s work and
artistic practice that lends itself to collage, while Deena Metzger supports such views by
conveying her personal experiences as a mother of small children who works from home.
Though important in their efforts to reveal the patriarchal nature of much art historical discourse,
the claims of early feminists run the risk of propagating essentializing views of women and a
universal women’s aesthetic. In the end, reductivist notions of “women’s art” are neither
liberating nor completely effective in radically contesting or redrawing the parameters of art
history and discourse. Likewise, they do not offer the complexity or nuance required to fully
consider art created by marginalized artists working in self-consciously critical modes. It is this
type of art created by critically aware artists that both Lippard and Gwen Raaberg single out in
further exploring why collage seems to resonate so deeply with many women artists. Similiarly,
Raaberg distinguishes between Frederic Jameson’s postmodern account of collage as “pastiche”
and more profound varieties of collage practiced by some women artists. Charting the
postmodern histories of collage by Jameson, Peter Burger, and Thomas Brockelman assists in
fleshing out how anti-modern tendencies in some modern and postmodern uses of collage
overlap or diverge from those of early feminist artists.

Placing Mutu’s work alongside her contemporaries Penny Siopis, Minette Vari, Candice
Breitz, and Fatimah Tuggar serves to contextualize it within postcolonial histories of collage,
offering another lens through which to view her collage strategies. For the purposes of this
thesis, Mutu’s contemporaries are defined as fellow female artists of African descent working

with collage within the international art world. Within this context, the manually constructed



collages of South African artist Candace Breitz—her Rainbow Series, in particular—and the
digital montages of Nigerian-born Fatimah Tuggar provide the most useful comparisons among
this group of artists. In some ways, Mutu and Breitz share basic techniques and aesthetics, while
Tuggar’s collage techniques contrast sharply with Mutu’s. Yet Mutu’s and Tuggar’s works
parallel each other in conceptual and critical ways. Both artists extract, deconstruct, reconstruct,
and then re-insert the black female subject into new and sometimes unsettling or unexpected
terrains. Mutu and Tuggar critique but also re-envision alternative constructions of the black
female subjects they depict.

The final chapter in my thesis explores Mutu’s female characters, with their fusion of
machine and organism and their disobedience to taxonomy and strict boundaries, as potential
visual metaphors for feminist cyborg figurations. Tracing feminist readings of cyborgs along
with the uses and misuses of cyborgs within their popularized versions, this final section draws
heavily on Donna Haraway’s seminal essay “A Cyborg Manifesto” to gauge how Mutu’s figures
might fit into a cyborg world. If Haraway’s cyborgs are the truly oppositional metaphors she
relates to third world feminisms, are Mutu’s cyborgian entities a visual translation of the ironic
and political myth of the cyborg? In turn, what can feminist theories of the cyborg bring to the
larger discussion of collage as either an effective feminist aesthetic strategy or an over-used and

banal form of contemporary art?



CHAPTER 2.

WANGECHI MUTU, COMPLICIT RADICAL

Small and delicate, pornographic and exotic, bold and shimmering, larger-than-life and
monstrous, mutilated and defiant: Mutu’s female characters defy strict categorical order. Their
layers merge drawing, painting, and the collage techniques of cutting, pasting, and grafting. They
strike provocative poses like sexy pin-up girls or mimic the stereotypical squatting gestures of
tribal women.* Mutu’s work has exploded on the art scene over the past decade, its cast of
glamorously mutated, alien-like figures by turns gorgeous and deformed. Her collaged re-
creations of the female form deal with stereotypes and gender assumptions, playing on and with
tropes of the feminine and the “other,” while not necessarily debunking or dispensing with

either.

Mutu’s fascination with stereotypes—how they are collectively formed, persist over time,
and are used against others—provides the foundation for much of her work.? Though her views
on biographical readings of artworks are ambivalent at best, her own experiences as a young,
Kenyan art student in the U.S. offer insight into her artistic reworkings of stereotypical images of
black women in the West. While studying fine art, anthropology, and cultural studies in New
York, first at Parsons School of Design and then at Cooper Union, Mutu quickly learned that her
artwork was often read through select portions of her own biography and personal history. She

recounts that, in classroom critiques, her peers often analyzed her art through stereotypes of rural

! Though a problematic term in many ways, “tribal” is used in this context due to the artist’s specific use
of it.

2 Wangechi Mutu and Lauri Firstenberg, “Perverse Anthropology: The Photomontage of Wangechi
Mutu,” in Looking Both Ways: Art of the Contemporary African Diaspora (New York: Museum of
African Art, 2003), 143.



African women, though she was in fact a “city girl” from Nairobi.® Rather than shedding or
shunning them, Mutu began incorporating the stereotypes she encountered in the classroom into
her work. According to the artist, “if a tribal, African woman is what these students perceive me
to be, then why throw it off? Why not use it to the furthest degree?”*

Mutu’s studies in anthropology gave her an acute awareness of how artifacts are
employed to construct historical and cultural narratives. Playing with this idea as a student, she
began creating fake “African” artifacts out of detritus and found objects (Figures 1 and 2). She
purposefully made them appear dirty and old, knowing these conditions would likely be
interpreted as signs of authenticity, regardless of how contrived. The artist describes these early
sculptures as a direct and irreverent response to those classroom critiques that always returned to
the idea that she was from Africa, analyzing her work only in terms of how it related to her
upbringing there.® Mutu’s interest in exploring the weaknesses and deceit of stereotypes,
particularly those of feminine and ethnic others, and in problematizing questions of origin and
authenticity is apparent in these early works and continues in her later collages of female figures.

According to the artist, it was during this time that she also became fixated on images of
controversial, powerful, and iconic women like Josephine Baker and Grace Jones, who in some
ways appropriated black female stereotypes, especially those of the hypersexualized and
hyperglamorized black woman. Mutu often speaks of being influenced by Jean-Paul Goude’s
photographs of Grace Jones from the late 1970s and 1980s. Goude is commonly credited with

“creating” Jones, his one-time model and muse. Using a glossy, fashion and advertising aesthetic

3 Mutu, artist talk at The Feminist Future: Theory and Practice in the Visual Arts, Museum of Modern
Art, New York, January 26-27, 2007.
4 -

Ibid.
> Mutu and Firstenberg 143; Wangechi Mutu, “Interview by Barbara Kruger,” Interview (April 2007):
119.



in his photographs, he presents Jones through her body, in some ways reducing her presence to
her physical body alone. Two of his well-known photographs of Jones show her nearly naked
with skin oiled to a high sheen (Figures 3 and 4). The muscles of her tall, lean body are enhanced
through the use of oil, a techniqgue commonly used on stage by competitive bodybuilders.
Perhaps most telling is Goude’s photograph of Jones down on hands and knees in a cage. The
cage sits on a stage while Jones growls at the audience and viewer. Above her, posted on the
cage, is a sign reading: “Do Not Feed the Animal.” Though Jones seems a willing participant and
performer in this theatrical set, Goude’s photograph clearly presents the black female body in the
guise of a ferocious, wild animal. The image implies that the black woman in the cage is unruly,
unable to be tamed. She is a threat or danger to the “civilized” audience leering at the caged
woman. The black female body is exoticized and eroticized in the photograph, as something to
be controlled, restricted, and constricted. Jones appears powerful yet confined. The consummate
performer, she clearly engages in a staged performance of her sexual prowess, yet despite this
obvious play, the image does not readily suggest a critique of this representation of the black
female body as animalized, eroticized, or dehumanized. Does Goude’s photograph of Jones
question or problematize such tropes of the black female body, or does it simply propagate
them? Are these photographs Goude’s visions alone, or is Jones a collaborator? Mutu’s interest
in Jones and similar controversial women rests precisely on the uneasy balance between their
roles as transgressor and accomplice. Mutu locates the controversial quality of women like Jones
in their seemingly contradictory stance between complete radicality and utter surrender.® It is
this strange mix of incongruent qualities and traditionally perceived opposites with which the

artist animates her female figures, enlivening them with a palpable tension and vitality.

® Mutu, The Feminist Future.



After completing an M.F.A. at Yale University in 2000, Mutu returned to New York and
began creating her pin-ups. These works set the stage for her later female figures on Mylar and
mark the beginning of an intense visual exploration of the female body. The pin-up works are a
paper-and-ink series of twenty-four postcard-size images divided into two separate grids of
twelve (Figure 5). The number of discrete images within each grid and their arrangement suggest
that the figures are sexy calendar girls, each posed for a different month of the year. From afar,
their bodily positions and gestures fit the mold, yet closer inspection reveals a different story.
These bodies are not the ones typically associated with sex symbols; rather, they are disabled,
limbless bodies, some still bloody from the violence wrought on them. In effect, Mutu creates a
calendar filled with portraits of amputees (Figures 6-8). Although the female figures lure
viewers in with their provocative poses, their grotesque bodily injuries and the violent histories
they suggest also repel the viewer. According to art historian and independent curator Isolde
Brielmaier, the tension felt in Mutu’s work directly corresponds to the artist’s creative vision,
which focuses on “the contradiction between life’s eloquent splendor and its grotesque

aggression and futility.”’

Mutu’s figures represent the collapse of the ideal into actuality, as well
as the clash between the West and non-West.

Mutu speaks of her pin-ups in direct relation to political and social concerns, as well as in
terms of their being meditations on the interplay of beauty and violence. While cultures may
differ on how they define beauty, one culture’s ideals of the beautiful can have a quite negative
impact on other cultures and locations. In a world with increasingly globalized markets, the

longing for material objects associated with glamour and beauty, or simply with greed, has ever

farther reaching consequences. Mutu’s series in many ways point to the “trading of one person’s

" Isolde Brielmaier, “Wangechi Mutu: Re-Imagining the World,” Parkett, no. 74 (2005): 7.



well-being for another’s beauty.”® In particular, these works find their inspiration in the illegal
diamond trade in Sierra Leone and its devastating effects on local inhabitants, as recently
dramatized in Hollywood films like Blood Diamond, 2006. The illicit trade of Sierra Leone’s
conflict diamonds is linked to the country’s decade of civil unrest and rebel fighting, which came
to the forefront of African politics in the late 1990s. During this period, rebel forces organized as
the Revolutionary United Front (RUF) controlled the mining areas, which essentially allowed the
diamond trade to finance more violence.® Profits from the sale of conflict diamonds lined the
pockets of arms dealers and helped stock the RUF’s arsenal of weapons. Rebels in Sierra Leone
were also particularly notorious for the gruesome acts and atrocities they committed against
African civilians. Some of their well-known methods of spreading terror, and thus controlling
the local population, included chopping off civilians’ limbs with machetes or smashing their
hands with hammers.*® Mutu’s dismembered figures evoke this practice.

While Mutu discusses and relates her pin-ups to a specific political and social context,
her works are not always visually overt in their references, nor are they only political
commentary. She acknowledges her inspiration from the maimed survivors in Sierra Leone.
Men, women, and children were the victims of violent acts, yet Mutu chooses to depict only
females in her pin-ups. Her visual interests remain firmly focused on the female body and its

alteration. According to the artist, she is keenly interested in the ways femininity is a distortion:

& Merrily Kerr, “Wangechi Mutu’s Extreme Makeovers,” Art on Paper 8, no. 6 (July—August 2004): 29.
% “Sierra Leone rebels capture diamond town,” BBC News World Edition (December 20, 1998),
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/Africa/239378.stm; “Africa Analysis: Sierra Leone’s brutal rebellion,”
Caroline Hawley for BBC News World Edition (January 7, 1999),
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/Africa/245657.stm; “Blood diamonds,” Ishmahil Blagrove for BBC News
World Edition (October 19, 2001), http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/programmes/correspondent/1604165.stm.
19 According to reports from the Human Rights Watch, rebel forces attacked civilians for supporting the
government but also at random. Women and children were systematically sexually abused, although men
were victims of violent acts as well (http://www.hrw.org/1999/sierra/SIERLE99-03.htm#P182 39824).
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“how the female body is enhanced or contorted for historical and cultural purposes.”** While the
pin-ups in this series, insofar as they represent victims of the conflict diamond trade, are altered,
contorted, and mutilated, their continued existence through such atrocities is of great
significance. Their bodies have been used against them—as a way to cause pain, instill fear, and
control them—yet the pin-ups still somehow appear in command of their own bodies in the
images Mutu creates. Like many of Mutu’s later figures, her pin-ups are survivors who
persevere, altered but still alive. Mutu and her figures are invested in survival and in the future
more than the past. The artist describes the figures in her paintings and collages as “the
survivor[s] of all these moments in history that we’ve been through as a race.”** Though they are
deformed in body, and possibly in mind and spirit as well, they live. They are damaged but not
extinct. They are transformed by the violence they have endured, but through their sheer
perseverance and resolve they have also transformed future possibilities by the very act of
surviving. Mutu’s pin-ups suggest the severe costs of beauty but, in their deformed state, also
emanate a redefined image of beauty, maimed limbs and all. For this reason, Mutu’s figures
might be described as being continually “involved in a process of becoming, changing, and
surviving.”

Following her pin-ups, Mutu worked on a variety of other series. These works varied
slightly in size but were predominantly no larger than a few feet in height or length. They all
focus on the female form and use collage as a primary aesthetic, though some are constructed on
paper and others on thin polyester sheets or Mylar. Within this body of work is Mutu’s Classic

Profiles, Figures, Creatures, and Fungus Series, created in 2002 and 2003.

1 Kirsten Fricke, “Wangechi Mutu,” Beautiful/Decay, no. 50 (“Sex Sells” Issue): 64.

12 Greg Tate, “Regal Depravities and Other Cavities,” Code Z: Black Visual Culture Now, August 6, 2006
http://www.codezonline.com/featurearticle/2006/08/regal_depravities and_other_ca.html.

3 Brielmaier 7.
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As many art historians and exhibition reviewers have noted, Mutu’s Figures (Figure 9)
visually call to mind Hannah Hoch’s Dadaist photomontages, particularly The Sweet One, 1926
(Figure 10) and Strange Beauty, 1929 (Figure 11), both in Hoch’s From an Ethnographic
Museum Series. Mutu’s and HAch’s works sometimes share uncanny formal similarities.
However, as Lauri Firstenberg points out, one should be wary of simple comparisons of the two
artists, especially those that merely situate Mutu in the shadow of an avant-garde modern artist
of European descent. Héch’s photomontages combine the bodies of her contemporaries—white
German women—with non-Western masks and sculptures from ethnographic museums. They
juxtapose representations of the traditional with the modern and the African with the European,
relating to Hoch’s specific political critiques of the German Fascism of her era. Like Hoch,
Mutu’s work touches on feminist issues and women’s roles in society and culture. Yet Mutu,
unlike Hoch, also works within a postcolonial framework, which suggests quite different
relationships and issues of power between the fragments she layers together in her collages.
Mutu acknowledges her admiration for Hoch’s work and process but wishes to separate herself
from the binary oppositions she finds central to Hoch’s photomontages in their simple pairing of
“modern” white female bodies with traditional African or Oceanic masks and statues.'® Mutu’s
collaged figures serve to complicate rather than reinforce simplistic oppositions and conventions
of dualistic thinking as represented by the modern and traditional.

Mutu’s Classic Profiles and Figures mark a shift from her mutilated but distinctly human
pin-ups. The former, with their molten, colorful, and decorative skin, begin to confound easy
identification of the figures as human. If these later series begin such a transition, Mutu’s

Creatures and Fungus Series dramatically advance it. While Mutu embraces interplanetary

 Mutu and Firstenberg 137, 140.
> bid. 141.
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species in her Classic Profiles (Figure 12), she plays geneticist with Creatures by creating
human-animal recombinations, an artistic practice which can be traced back to her student
sketchbooks. The role of hunter and hunted, predator and prey, and their associated power
dynamics are illustrated in The Hunt, 2002 (Figure 13). The use of text and image together is
uncommon in Mutu’s mature work, though her student sketchbooks show this witty and incisive
mixing. The text in The Hunt reads: “It’s so much easier to hunt you ... now that you’ve
admitted you’re afraid of me.” It names “fear” as a means of establishing and maintaining power
and superiority over other creatures. Fear serves to potentially disadvantage the hunted while
bolstering the power of the hunter. The image paired with the text visually supports this idea,
with the feline hunter holding her victim across her shoulders after what we presume was a
successful hunt.

Mutu’s Fungus Series goes one further step beyond the animal realm. This series also
deals in genetic recombination but does so this time with fungi and female figures, which are
reformed into new species (Figures 14 and 15). That fungus finds its way into Mutu’s collages is
not surprising. Mutu’s human-animal-plant beings defy phylogenetic matrices, and fungus itself
has upset the phylogenetic order in years past. Taxonomists traditionally categorized fungi under
the plant kingdom. As mycological research continued, fungi were found to share characteristics
with both plants and animals. Taxonomies shifted, and the fungi kingdom was created to
accommodate these difficult-to-classify organisms. Fungi are incredibly diverse, with varieties
that subsist in almost every habitat, from terrestrial to aquatic. Some fungi have even survived
the extreme conditions of outer space, having been sent there and returned intact. Fungi can exist
in symbiotic or parasitic relationships with plants, animals (including the human variety), and

other fungi. Some fungi are even genetically predisposed to reproduce according to



13

environmental conditions, which triggers the development of determined structures that lead to
either asexual or sexual reproduction.®

Though fungi forced taxonomists to reconfigure their categories, they were eventually
reabsorbed back into the taxonomical order. The fact that Mutu’s figures cannot be
accommodated by any traditional taxonomy is significant. Gaines and Segade argue that Mutu’s
collaged hybrids purposefully defy the tyranny of taxonomical order, as none offers a reliable
body for consumption by such an order.” Mutu’s collaged characters layer bits from different
taxonomical orders, shape-shifting before our eyes on their filmy plastic substrate. She
specifically creates figures that not only defy traditional taxonomies, but that attack the very
nature of taxonomical ordering.

Mutu is perhaps most known for her larger-than-life spectacular figures on Mylar, which
Brielmaier loosely arranges under the “hybrids” section in her recently published monograph
Wangechi Mutu: A Shady Promise.*® Mutu has created these large “hybrids” alongside her
smaller collaged works and series. Like much of her work, they often include a central female
creature. Sometimes such figures are flanked by smaller and even more fantastical creatures—
part fairy, puck, and insect. In some instances, they merely surround the main figure, while in
others they take on a more sinister appearance, acting out in devilish ways. Following the work’s
title, The Bourgeois is Banging on My Head, 2003 (Figure 16), the insidious pressures of a

society’s common ideals, judgments, and assumptions manifest themselves in fantastical forms.

% For general information on fungi and its taxonomical classification, see Thomas J. Volk, “The
Kingdom Fungi,” University of Wisconsin-La Crosse, Department of Biology,
http://www.uwlax.edu/biology/volk/fungi3/ and http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fungus.

7 Malik Gaines and Alexandro Segade, “Tactical Collage,” in Wangechi Mutu: A Shady Promise
(Bologna, Italy: Damiani, 2008), 146.

8 Mutu’s “hybrids” are not part of a named series in the way her Classic Profiles or Figures are. The term
“hybrids” is a loose designation Brielmaier uses to signify the large-scale collages Mutu created
beginning in 2003.
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In conversation with Firstenberg in the exhibition catalogue for Looking Both Ways, Mutu
acknowledges her fascination with stereotypes and even more so with how a collective
consensus of a stereotype is reached and then used against others.® In the same interview, she
articulates her strong belief that the female body is particularly vulnerable to social normatives.
With these comments in mind, the small creatures committing violence against the central figure
in The Bourgeois is Banging on My Head seem to align themselves with the social standards and
norms of female beauty. These standards are often defined in ways that omit the majority of the
female population. Standards of female beauty circulate ubiquitously in popular culture, creating
an enormous pressure to modify one’s appearance, whether as consumers of the latest fashions
and beauty products or by more extreme measures. Some of Mutu’s own source materials for her
collages—specifically, fashion and pornographic magazines—proliferate and fuel such ideals of
the beautiful, offering men and women a never-ending supply of digitally altered images by
which to judge real female bodies as inferior. Incredibly thin and waif-like fashion models offer
an ideal body type impossible for most women to achieve. Alternatively, but not dissimilar to
fashion magazines, the pornography industry offers up females with body parts enhanced
through surgery to provide greater sex appeal. In such a business, female bodies themselves
become the commodity that is bought and sold.

The central figure’s skin in The Bourgeois is Banging on My Head suggests evidence of
past physical traumas with its colored pattern of bruises and lesions. However, the traces of
physical violence and pain are somewhat glamorized as beautifully decorated skin. A small
figure with a sharp, pointed object chisels away at the central figure’s head, which spurts blood.

Yet which figure instigates this action is unclear. Are we witnessing an attack, or is this incident

9 Mutu and Firstenberg 142-143.
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a self-induced act of bodily alteration through plastic surgery? The ambiguity of who is
orchestrating the blood-inducing and potentially body-altering act in this collage might allude to
the contested opinions on women’s cosmetic surgery in feminist literature.?’ The armless central
figure does not seem to defend herself as much as simply cry out. It is unclear whether she is
submitting to the act against her will or demonstrating agency through instigating it. Her cries
might be a consequence of physical pain or even evidence of a psychological level of trauma
perpetrated by social ideals of beauty and femininity. However, the reasons why women opt to
undergo surgical alteration should not be oversimplified. As Kathy Davis’s in-depth interviews
with real women faced with decisions about cosmetic surgery show, these women are not always
mere puppets of systems that order, rearrange, and change the female body. Davis describes
cosmetic surgery as a complex dilemma, seeing it both as “problem and solution, symptom of
oppression and act of empowerment, all in one.”* And yet turning back to Mutu’s The
Bourgeois is Banging on My Head, the two large diamond rings appended to the left side of the
main figure’s head should not be ignored either. They complicate the reading of Mutu’s image,
perhaps suggesting vanity and insecurity, but also calling to mind Mutu’s pin-ups and the
interweaving of beauty and violence.

Mutu’s clever, sharp-witted titles often allude to the objectification of female bodies and
their eroticization in her works. I Am Your Brokenhearted Fantasy, 2003 (Figure 17), places a
seated figure in the center of the composition. The figure sits with her back to the viewer amid

what appear to be dancing and frolicking insect-like creatures. She twists her head to confront

2 See Ann Dally, Women under the Knife (London: Hutchinson Radus, 1991); Kathy Davis, Reshaping
the Female Body: The Dilemma of Cosmetic Surgery (New York: Routledge, 1995); Kathryn Pauly
Morgan, “Women and the Knife: Cosmetic Surgery and the Colonization of Women’s Bodies,” Hypatia
6, no. 3 (1991): 25-53.

2! Kathy Davis, ““My Body Is My Art’: Cosmetic Surgery as Feminist Utopia,” in Embodied Practices:
Feminist Perspectives on the Body (London, Thousand Oaks, and New Delhi: Sage, 1997), 169.
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and return the viewer’s gaze. She wears an icon of female sexuality—nhigh heels—and folds her
arm across her chest. Mutu’s title suggests the objectification of women within male fantasies
but also the accompanying heartbreak or sadness of a woman who finds herself in this
predicament. A real woman always runs the risk of falling short of such fantasies, which deal in
ideals and impossible perfection, as they exist beyond the order of the messy and imperfect
material world. However, this analysis only points to one layer of meaning within Mutu’s work.
After all, the figure does not seem particularly sad or downtrodden. She boldly makes eye
contact with the viewer. If the male gaze has imprisoned the female, objectifying her body and
making her a victim, why do Mutu’s females never quite appear as passive victims? The artist
admits that she is not interested in simply pointing blame. Her figures are complicated because
of the complex nature of the system within which they exist. Mutu casts the net of responsibility
much wider, suggesting that we are all in some ways collectively complicit with the dynamics of
our societies. For the artist, the figures are indicative of this situation, with all its positive and
negative connotations. She notes:

They’re very much about seeing yourself as being part of the problem while

existing within it.... | see these goddesses as critiques that are very much

embedded in the problematic. So some of them have issues that we haven’t yet

broken through, but they’re also sincere about that and still strong.??

Like most of Mutu’s figures, the goddess-like figure in I Am Your Brokenhearted
Fantasy is damaged. Yet somehow this fact does not diminish her presence. This fantastical
creature with an elegantly elongated head shimmers with iridescent beauty. She appears
otherworldly, perhaps a mutated and transformed species that sits before us. The collaged

clippings that compose her face, hands, and arms suggest distinctly human forms. Other areas of

the figure Mutu finishes abstractly in paint and ink. Despite the artist’s fluid melding and mixing

2 Tate.
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of media, their coexistence in the same figure complicates our understanding of its identity,
which seems simultaneously human and alien. Within the work itself, the figure occupies a space
that looks foreign to our own. The large sheets of Mylar on which Mutu’s figures are created are
sometimes hung slightly apart from the wall. This particular installation method, in combination
with the opaque and translucent quality of Mylar, can serve to animate the figures because the
Mylar sheets are free to move slightly. As the figures flutter and float within the room, one might
feel a certain shared immediacy and intimacy with them. Yet such intimacy does not hold the
promise of fully understanding or knowing Mutu’s figures. Looking only as deep as their skin
illustrates this fact. Their skin in its decorative splendor appears almost camouflaged,
compounding our inability to fully understand who or what they are. This fact adds to their
mystery and allure while hinting at their changeling or protean nature.

Themes of evolutionary flux and transformation are not far-fetched for Mutu.
Transformation, she confesses, is precisely one of her main fixations: “Camouflage and mutation
are big themes in my work, but the idea that I’m most enamored with is the notion that
transformation can help us transcend our predicament.””® Camouflage and mutation offer
methods for manipulating and navigating the situations and contexts in which we find ourselves
in daily life. These are techniques of which Mutu says she is particularly aware due to her
experiences as an immigrant. In some ways, they are survival strategies. Likewise,
transformation as a means to manipulate one’s limitations is also a matter of survival for Mutu.
Though Mutu’s pin-ups and hybrids offer radical images of transformation, we must all engage
in such practices throughout our lives to remain well adapted. Just as our world is ever-changing,

S0 must we be.

%8 Mutu and Firstenberg 141.
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Unsurprisingly, Mutu’s work, like her figures, mutates and transforms. Some of her
works of the past several years include even more explicitly sexualized figures. The summer
2006 survey of Mutu’s work at Sikkema Jenkins & Company in New York featured The Ark
Collection. This series consists of thirty-two postcard-sized works displayed in vitrines (Figures
18-20). The use of vitrines, in addition to the small, easily collectible size of the works, calls to
mind ethnographic specimens collected, classified, and displayed within a natural history
museum. Exploring the domain of ethnography, Mutu’s collaged images feature African women
posed in an overtly sexual manner. Combinations of colorful African textiles, jewelry, and
sculptural objects overlap with portions of their bodies.

While Mutu’s collages on Mylar seamlessly fuse diverse parts, patterns, and media
within the same composition and often the same figure, The Ark Collection, 2006, departs
slightly from this use of collage. The series evokes a more realistic and less otherworldly
aesthetic with its predominant use of photographic materials and reproductions and an absence
of painted and inked areas. The photographic emphasis imparts a documentary effect that is
unlike that of the ethereal painted and collaged images that float on Mutu’s large Mylar sheets.
This style more closely mimics ethnographic and anthropological documents of other cultures
and peoples. In conjunction with the documentary mode, titles of individual works in this series
are straightforward and descriptive, ranging from Afar Girl and Rashaida Woman Dancing to
simply Mask (Figure 21). Some observers have noted that, in addition to the jarring effect of
juxtaposing overlapping realistic images of female bodies and African commaodities, these titles

purposefully point to the fictive nature underlying the West’s representations of Africa.?* In the

24| aura Auricchio, Review of Artists’ Visions: Wangechi Mutu in New York, Art Papers 60
(September/October 2006): 60.
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West’s historical attempts to represent Africa, it has likely concealed as much—or more—as it
has revealed.
