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Kapwani Kiwanga (b. 1978) studied 
Anthropology and Comparative Religions 
at McGill University, Canada. Kiwanga 
was the 2016 Commissioned Artist at the 
Armory Show, New York and recently 
presented her work in solo exhibitions at 
The Power Plant, Toronto; La Ferme de 
Buisson, Noisiel; South London Gallery, 
London; and the Jeu de Paume, Paris. Recent 
group exhibitions include EVA biennial, 
Limerick; Irish Museum of Modern Art, 
Dublin; SALT, Istanbul; and the Museo de 
Arte Contemporáneo de Castilla y Léon. 
She has been artist-in-residence at L’Ecole 
National Supérieure des Beaux-Arts, Paris; Le 
Fresnoy: National Contemporary Art Studio, 
Tourcoing; MU Foundation, Eindhoven; 
and Le Manège, Dakar. Kiwanga lives 
and works in Paris, and she is represented 
by Galerie Poggi, Paris and Galerie Tanja 
Wagner, Berlin.
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The sum and  
its parts 
— 
Opening Reception 
and Artist Talk

Please join us for an in-gallery  
talk with artist Kapwani Kiwanga  
followed by a reception celebrat-
ing the opening of Kapwani  
Kiwanga: The sum and its parts.

All events are free and open to  
the public. 

Kapwani Kiwanga: The 
sum and its parts is 
presented by Logan 
Center Exhibitions and 
curated by Yesomi 
Umolu, Exhibitions 
Curator. Major support 
is provided by Etant 
Donnés Contemporary 
Art, a program of FACE 
Foundation, developed 
in partnership with the 
Cultural Services of 
the French Embassy 
in the United States, 
with lead funding 
from the Florence 
Gould Foundation, the 
Helen Frankenthaler 
Foundation, the French 
Ministry of Culture and 
Communication and 
Institut Français-Paris. 
Additional support from 
the France Chicago 
Center at the University 
of Chicago.

arts.uchicago.edu/
kapwani-kiwanga-sum-
and-its-parts

blue line” or “the color line” vis-à-vis practices 
of law and order and other forms of institutional  
control. This idea of keeping populations “in 
line,” however arbitrarily construed, also relates 
to the selection of seemingly inoffensive pastels 
on the walls. The green and beige that make up 
the dado pattern are drawn from colors intro-
duced to industry as a result of social hygiene 
movements and hospital reforms at the turn of 
the 20th century that sought to preserve public 
hygiene and public health while establishing 
neutral environments for care. And indeed, the 
Baker Miller Pink that adorns some of the walls 
was created and tested in the US prison system 
in the 1970s and has been claimed to suppress 
aggressive and violent behaviors. 

For her installation, Kiwanga has also drawn 
from her extensive research into disciplinary  
architectures throughout time, extracting specific  
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details from the designs of late 19th century 
workhouses and reformatory schools in Britain  
and France respectively. One such reference 
is the grouping of hanging fabric intended to  
mimic the hammocks featured in an archival 
image of the former Mettray Penal Colony in 
France. These objects suggest absent bodies that 
were subject to state-sanctioned detention and 
enforced labor in order to curb delinquent behav-
iors. Elsewhere, the body’s confinement by the 
built environment is highlighted in the distinct 
spaces one encounters. Upon entering the gallery, 
visitors are greeted by a large patchwork wall that 
cramps the entryway. At the back of the gallery 
two perpendicular walls stop short of the ceiling 
while delineating awkwardly sized corner spaces. 
The dimensions of these areas, as with that of 
the large floor works, are derived from the opti-
mum prison cell size recommended for testing the 
effects of the color pink on violent prisoners. 

Born in Hamilton, Canada and based in Par-
is, Kapwani Kiwanga produces works across 
installation, performance, and video that marry 
her training in anthropology and comparative 
religions with her interests in history, memory, 
and mythology. Presenting rigorous research 
in imaginative ways, Kiwanga intentionally  
confuses truth and fiction in her work in order 
to enable fantastical narratives.
 

THE SUM

AND ITS PARTS

Friday 
January 
20 
 
6:00 pm

For her first solo exhibition in the United States, 
Kiwanga presents a site-specific installation, vid-
eo, and prints that draw on her research into the 
design of institutional spaces. Across Kapwani 
Kiwanga: The sum and its parts, the artist decon-
structs the physical and psychological qualities of 
different built environments including schools, 
prisons, hospitals, and mental health facilities.  
In the main gallery, Kiwanga brings together 
architectural elements from historical and con-
temporary versions of these spaces including 
wall sections, lighting fixtures, and surface treat-
ments, creating a spatial collage that escapes the 
sum of its fragments.  
 
A distinctive feature of the exhibition is the  
artist’s transposition of two-tone color palettes, 
often used in the interiors of institutional spaces, 
onto the gallery walls. The recurrent horizontal 
line throughout subtly infers the idioms “thin 

Expanding her catalogue of references, Kiwanga 
looks to the work of Chicago-born color consul-
tant and color theorist Faber Birren to compose 
the remainder of her palette. A student in the 
College at the University of Chicago in the early  
1920’s, Birren later established a consulting  
company, advising on the use of color in industry  
and the workplace. Referencing color design 
studies by Faber Birren and Company held at 
the University’s Special Collections Library,  
Kiwanga recalls the application of color theory 
to the conditions of work, learning, surveillance, 
healing, and care. Birren’s colors and their deriv-
atives continue to be used today, conditioning 
our acquiescence to our designed environments.

In addition, the artist has produced the newly  
commissioned film A primer (2017) and 
three large format black-and-white prints that  
further interrogate the spatial histories of  
different building typologies. Across these works, 
the “line” as a controlling and ordering element 
in architecture appears repeatedly in the form of 
railings, room dividers, and window treatments. 
Kiwanga also makes allusions to the strong  
preoccupation with surveillance and sanitation 
in colonial settlement projects and modernist 
architecture. Here, the artist reveals the evolu-
tion of architectural treatments that straddle the 
line between decorative form, utilitarian object 
and control device. The prints, which reproduce 
images of Paris’s Pitié-Salpêtrière Hospital and 
others taken from Birren’s archives, are them-
selves subject to toeing the “line.” Folded across 
the edge where the wall meets the floor, these 
works cross the threshold of the picture plane 
and sculptural space. 

At once arresting and sublime, The sum and its 
parts is much indebted to aesthetic practices 
that have employed ideas of the color field and 
worked with flatness and industrial materials. 
While Kiwanga deploys these vocabularies, her 
work tends less towards objectivity but rather 
exposes the subjective forces of color and design. 
To this end, visitors become test subjects for the 
artist’s spatial manipulations, and each individu-
al is compelled to assess their affective qualities. 

— Yesomi Umolu, 
 Logan Center Exhibitions Curator


