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This gallery guide accompanies Njideka Akunyili
Crosby (July 23-December 4, 2022) at the Blanton
Museum of Art.

Njideka Akunyili Crosby is organized by Veronica
Roberts, former Curator of Modern and
Contemporary Art, Blanton Museum of Art, and
Claire Howard, former Associate Curator of
Collections and Exhibitions, Blanton Museum of Art.

Generous support for this exhibition is provided by the
Kahng Foundation, with additional support provided
by Suzanne Deal Booth and Ellen and David Berman.
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Nigerian-born, Los Angeles-based artist Njideka
Akunyili Crosby has described her desire as an
artist to “center Black life, my experience as a Black
woman, and the complexity of Black life—and to
infuse every piece | make with ... this deep love |
have for my Black experience.”

This intimate exhibition presents four recent paint-
ings on paper by Akunyili Crosby, the largest of
which, Still You Bloom in This Land of No Gardens,
depicts the artist holding her young child on the
back porch of her home, enveloped by lush plants
and vines. She decided to create this work to counter
the paucity of representations of loving Black moth-
ers in art, to make “the images | wish to see.”

The other three paintings in the exhibition are

new works shown publicly for the first time at the
Blanton. All prominently feature Akunyili Crosby’s
distinctive photo-transfer technique using reproduc-
tions culled from a vast image bank of photographs
of her family in Nigeria; magazine spreads depicting
notable Nigerian athletes, models, and musicians;
and Vlisco fabric catalogues she has amassed “as a
way of staying connected to home.”

The teeming presence of plant life, such as plume-
ria, fruit trees, and rubber trees, is also notable in
these recent works. Their abundance suggests the
garden as a space of sanctuary, but also the artist’s
interest in “cosmopolitan plants” that thrive in the
urban settings of Lagos and Los Angeles, her former
and current home. While departing from her past
focus on domestic interiors, these lush paintings
reflect a continued interest in creating hybrid spaces
that combine aspects of Nigerian and American life:
“When you are an immigrant, no matter where you
are, the histories and the cultures of where you grew
up are always with you.”




‘I decided to start the painting with my son out of
frustration at how Black mothers are often depicted
as being incapable of loving our kids. Although
many Black mothers have been leading the fight
for racial justice, they rarely get the type of national
coverage their counterparts receive. Our love for
our kids and our tireless advocacy to ensure that
our children live in freedom is often ignored or
underrepresented. Representation isn’t everything
but it is important. | became aware that there isn’t
a lot of imagery of Black mothers just being loving,
living our lives, playing with our kids, so | decided

| wanted to start working with that—making the
images | wish to see.”

—Njideka Akunyili Crosby

Njideka Akunyili Crosby

Enugu, Nigeria, 1983-Los Angeles, California, present

Still You Bloom in This Land of No Gardens, 2021

Acrylic, photographic transfers, colored pencil, and collage on paper
96 x 108 in. (243.8 x 274.3 cm)

Courtesy the artist, Victoria Miro, and David Zwirner




The terracotta screen wall depicted here is a
common feature the artist associates with Nigerian
architecture of the 1970s and 1980s. Akunyili Crosby
describes this painting as “a piece | have chased in
my head for years... | wanted to be able to stand in
front of this painting and feel like | was in Nigeria.”
Screen walls frequently appear in the artist’s work.
In addition to summoning her home country, they
simultaneously reveal and obscure the spaces they
enclose, providing an architectural metaphor for
her identity as an immigrant in the United States.
The leaves of the fruit tree in front of the screen
wall contain images of family and public figures in
Nigeria reproduced using the photo-transfer tech-
nique for which the artist is well known: “I like how
transfer reduces the visual sharpness of the photo-
graph. It seems symbolic of how information is lost
as people move between cultural spaces.”

Njideka Akunyili Crosby

Enugu, Nigeria, 1983-Los Angeles, California, present
Persistence of Vision: Screen Walls & Fruit Tree, 2022
Acrylic and photographic transfers on paper

1011/2 x 83 in. (257.8 x 210.8 cm)

Courtesy the artist, Victoria Miro, and David Zwirner



Potential, Displaced has a specific historical source:
Seneca Village, a community of predominantly
Black Americans in New York City that was razed

in 1857 to build Central Park. One of the few areas
of the city where Black people owned property,
Seneca Village was home to approximately 300
residents before the city seized this land through
eminent domain. Akunyili Crosby made this painting
in response to a commission from the Metropolitan
Museum of Art to create wallpaper for an Afro-
futurist “period room” conceived to address this
history and connect it to the larger Black diaspora.
In this work, the artist combines reproductions of

a historical survey map of the village, portraits of

a descendent of the village, and Nigerian fashion
models. Its layered, puzzle- like composition evokes
the fracturing of communities and displacement

of Black, Brown, Asian, and Indigenous people

in this country. Akunyili Crosby chose okra as a
motif to symbolize the African diaspora. A staple

of Southern cooking, okra was introduced to the
United States by enslaved people who brought it
from Africa.
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Njideka Akunyili Crosby

Enugu, Nigeria, 1983-Los Angeles, California, present
Potential, Displaced, 2021

Acrylic, photographic transfers, and colored pencil on paper
72 x 60 in. (182.9 x 152.4 cm)

Courtesy the artist, Victoria Miro, and David Zwirner
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While the garden has long provided a place of
refuge for the artist, “cosmopolitan plants” that
thrive in Lagos, Nigeria, and her adopted home of
Los Angeles have recently assumed greater prom-
inence in her work. In this painting, the leaves of
an Indian rubber plant, fruit tree, and plumeria are
so thick and intertwined, they nearly obscure the
figures behind them: Nigerian-American singer
Jidenna and Nigerian-American philanthropist
and model Jessica Chibueze. The artist used as a
source image a fashion magazine photograph of
the pair in an ornate European ballroom. Typical
of her work, this painting collapses and expands
spaces, formally and culturally, bringing together
plants, people, and architecture that layer U.S.,
African, and other cultural traditions. Akunyili
Crosby aims to create an “in-between” space like
that referenced in post-colonial discourse; Mary
Louise Pratt calls it “the contact zone” and Homi
K. Bhaba calls it the “third space.” As the artist
commented: “From wherever you’re looking at the
work, you may recognize something. But you might
not recognize everything because there’s a mix of
times, places, cultures, continents, and classes.”
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Njideka Akunyili Crosby

Enugu, Nigeria, 1983-Los Angeles, California, present
Dwellers: Cosmopolitan Ones, 2022

Acrylic, photographic transfers, and colored pencil on paper
63 x60in. (160 x 152.4 cm)

Courtesy the artist, Victoria Miro, and David Zwirner
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