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Studio Visit

by Monique Long,
Curatorial Fellow

Torkwase Dyson

Torkwase Dyson is a Brooklyn-based artist who earned
her undergraduate degree in painting and printmaking
from Virginia Commonwealth University in 2001 and an
MFA in the same discipline from Yale University in 2003.
She also works with video, photography, site-specific
installation and performance. She has taught at several
institutions, including Spelman College in Atlanta.
Recently she took a break from teaching to turn her

full attention toward developing a new approach.

Those familiar with Dyson’s work will be surprised to
learn that she has returned to painting, a medium she
has not worked with since graduate school. For the last
several years, she has been known for creating large-
scale, sculptural installations constructed of found
materials. She has always been interested in nature and
ecology, but the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina and the
oil spill off the coast of Louisiana, where she has familial
roots, provided the impetus for incorporating issues
about the environment vis-a-vis blackness in her work.
She brings to her practice the conviction that those
events exposed the vulnerability of people of color to
the effects of climate change.

The basis for her new paintings is notes and sketches
she made during a trip to Elmina Castle in Ghana in
2002. The experience of visiting the castle, where
Africans were held to be enslaved in the Americas from
1637 to 1814, stayed with her for over a decade before
it began to manifest in her work this year.

In this project, Dyson conflates the visual language
of landscape architecture with the practices of assem-

blage and abstract, minimal painting to render Elmina
and other sites of historical significance, namely major
slave ports around the world. This geopolitical approach
can be traced back to the lyrical prose of Frederick
Douglass's first narrative. So faithful was he in describ-
ing the landscape of the Maryland plantation where

he was enslaved, that archaeologists have used his first
book as a map to excavate the site. From a bird’s-eye
view (the perspective of the omniscient narrator),
Dyson establishes place, vegetation, water and all ambi-
ent surroundings. Off-center but prominent, an internal
staircase in the castle is a focal point. She then departs
from documenting the structure and takes poetic license
to reimagine the site to pay homage to the women who
passed through the “door of no return,” juxtaposing the
visual data with the castle’s troubled history. The draw-
ings are abstracted and painted white, with subtle blue
undertones. The canvases uncannily resemble what dis-
tant memory looks like in the mind’s eye. Dyson calls the
paintings a “love letter” to her ancestors.

These love letters are whispered across the ocean
and then echoed back to the viewer. That is not to say
the paintings are at all sentimental. The compositions
are not peopled with tormented bodies. Nor are they
explicit attempts to show the brutality of slavery.
Instead, they are decidedly about dematerializing
her practice. Dyson hopes the viewer will have a more
visceral, intimate response to her work by reading
the minimal landscapes with the understanding of all
that is implied.
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