Artforum - October 2021

Kapwani Kiwangs, Sizal #1, 2021, sizal fizer on mitd sieel ovel rings, dimensions varzble.
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Both meanings of the word plos—s storyline and & parcel of land—overapped in Kepwani
Kiwanga's complex exhibition “Cache.” Fifty years ago, Jamsican writer Sylviz Wynter
brilliantly drew a connection between the two disparate meanings: Both kinds of plots, Wyarer
observed, wers transformed by the founding of a marke: economy: Small single-family holdings
that connected humens to the sarth through cultivation, ancestry, and folklose vanished with the
rise of vast, single-crop, labor-intensive estates. Around the same time, the novel innovated
literzry nasratives centering on protagonists freed from the constrictions of nature and ancieas
truths, able to weave individualized stories that, 2z Wyater said, made “the world safe for the

market economy™

Colonial legacie: connected to both “plots"™—histories of displaced plants a5 well as forgotten
life stories and myths—swere explored in thiz formidable exhibition of sculprures, textiles, and
ceramic-based wall works. Dominating the ground-floor gallery was Srsal #1, 2021 a call and
thin hanging sculpture created from yards upon yards of extrsordinary white-gold threads Sral
#1 prompts wildly disparate fantasy sssociations—with everything from unicorn tails to angel
hair, from albine veti to the platinum locks of Baywarch or Game of Thrones. Sizal is 2 natuzal
fiber derived from the Agave sisalana plant thet dominates the agriculture of Tanzenia. But
when the Canedian-born Paris-based artist visited the East African country, she learned thart this
plant, native to Mexico, had been introduced to the Tangs landscspe by German colonizers
around 1891, Tanzania’s eventusl dependence on this monoecrop proved catastrophic to the
aewly independent nation when the borrom fell out of the siza]l market after the 19505, Similady
hollow end seemingly open-bottomed, and with 2n elongated window on one side, the hollow
and columnsr Sise] #1 seems a hiding place for 2 partially concealed person, combining two
meanings for cache ia Englisl'l. a stored-up treasure the colonizsss” Enld,:ﬂ cach cropl, and in
Freach the verk hide. “Secretive histories can be found in the plors,” scholar Katherine
MecKirtrick has written in reference to Wyater's overlap of the two meznings of plor, addiag the

put:ntisl for both to hide secrets.



Installed downstairs were geometric fabric works in black, white, and gray: Toiangulatron: 1, 2,
and 3, all 2021, which refer to the coded patterns stitched inte quiles that hung from windows
along the Underground Railroad, sllegedly giving directions to safe houses: Again, evocative
material objects address multiple entwined subjects: plantations and slavery, forms of
concealment, individusls attempting to produce their owan narratives. On the opposice wall huag
The wodds we tell: Nii Gua, Xevioso, end Dojity and AMichs, thres smasll works, all 2021,
created from various earthy materials: clay, wood, and metal. Formed of complex designs,
varied textures {bubbled, glossy, polished, i relief), 2nd sumptuous glazes and embroideries in
blue, green, gold, black, and red, they refer to creation myths from Africa, Asia, and South
Amesica. Appearing ss both symbolic illustzations (vertically oriented) and ferrile patches of
ecarth (horizontal aerial views), these bright and imaginative compesitions contrasted with
Semence, 2020, the flat, enormous, colosless sculprure at the center of the downstairs galleey,
which came seross 25 a sprawling mono plantation pushing vibrane plots to the margins. A
soughly sixteen-by-zsixzeen-foor grid of tiny piles of ceramic rice grains, Semence refers to the
minuscule provisions of rice thet enslaved prople supposedly hid in cheir clothing or braid=d
into their hair Allegedly, African women secretly preserved these meager supplies in the event
they escaped caprure and could again cultivate land for themszelves and determine their own

stories.

Before turning to ert, Kiwangs studied anthropology, among other disciplines. Perhaps the two
floors of “Cache™ rehearsed anthropologist Claude Levi-Serauss’s cultusal dichotomy between
“raw” (unprocessed vegetation upstairs) and “cooked” (fired ceramic dowastaics). But Kiwanga
plainly eejects simpliztic binaries. Similar to the rich surfaces of The wodlds we rell, contrasting
forces (horizontalivertical, past/present, sarch/sky) magicslly intersect throughour to tell

unresolved, as:onish;ng tales.

— Gilda Williams



