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Emily Underwood-Lee: We will start with a straightforward question, 
which is, do you identify with the term of mother/artist or maternal 
art practice? 

Nathalie Anguezomo Mba Bikoro: Yes, but I also feel that we should 
not tokenise the term as something exclusive. Just as we are not 
exclusively BIPOC [Black, Indigenous, and People of Colour] artists 
but we choose to weave through language, queering that which 
identifies our current positionalities. We are moving beings, we are 
artists. The maternal experience is a means for me which is about 
empowering my existence, enhancing my spiritual practice and 
elastifying understandings of resistance, strength and allyship. I am 
happy that more platforms can raise acknowledgment and 
recognition to artists who are undergoing maternal processes, be 
that of women, trans and non-binary, and we can support each 
other. My maternal experiences have transformed my practice, not 
just in terms of learning processes of transitions and the birth of 
myself and my children but also about unlearning violence, trusting 
the labour of your archival body as a testimony and monument to 
your own histories. 

During my first pregnancy in 2013, I was working with women in 
Senegal, Columbia, Brazil  and Mexico. This was in the shape of 
learning and witnessing the work of Indigenous women’s 
underground movements to prevent sexual and migrational violence, 
re-inventing safer spaces to empower the experiences of women and 
their communities, and it all forged the energy in my work. I 
understood this time, and the years after that of transitions to 
parenthood, not in terms of gender, but in terms of responsibility, 
narratives and organisation. Those connections impacted my 
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relationships with people and the practice of ritual as fundamental to 
the survival of Black empowerment and memory in our cultures. 

Performing had always dealt with the archives of my body as a site of 
ruination and imagination. In pregnancy this changing body is full of 
milk, habitual rituals of water and urination. In one of my artworks 
Pieta: The Hammer, Mother and Child (2013) bags of my milk were 
suspended from the ceiling dripping on to the floor below where I 
was carving my infant in stone, infinite and incomplete, reflecting on 
the narrations and experiences of the Black Liberation Movement 
inspired by freedom songs.1 The amount of milk was supposed to 
embody the length of one journey of the pregnant women of the 
Underground Railroad’s route to freedom. Uprooted (2014) and Le 
Depays (2013) extended the process of urination as a durational set 
up with me drinking two hundred litres of water and urinating into 
small glasses filling up a whole gallery space.2  

During my stay in Bogota for la Otra Bienal, I retraced spaces of 
colonial historical violence that were purposefully dismissed by the 
state, an act of historical terror and cultural genocide. Through the 
technologies of energy ley lines, an ecological technology connected 
to astrology, I marked the points of high energies with the strength 
of metal magnets in La Parque Del Independencia. In the work El 
Carusel /Au Hazard Balthazar (2013), I re-built an old carousel that 
was disassembled in the 1960s on the spot of one of those high ley 
line energies, which are linked to ritual events in indigenous black 
cultures, events of sacrifice, celebration or transitions.3 The carousel 
started to turn by itself because of the magnitude of the earth line 
and I activated the gathering with a donkey from the local market, 

 
1 For Pieta: The Hammer, Mother and Child see https://vimeo.com/132982686. 
2 For Uprooted see https://vimeo.com/142804942. For Le Depays see https://vimeo.com/135553646. 
3 For El Carusel /Au Hazard Balthazar see https://vimeo.com/130671785.  

https://vimeo.com/142804942
https://vimeo.com/135553646
https://vimeo.com/130671785
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which in the urban cities are pulling carts for the sale of goods but 
are terribly mistreated. The role of donkeys in Bogota linked to my 
time in Senegal and highlighted the very narratives of birth, 
transition, sexuality, coloniality and human spirit that were touched 
on in Robert Bresson’s 1966 French film Au Hazard Balthazar. The 
donkey was the precursor for the gathering of people, contact and 
relation, which was very different to the life he was enduring. It 
enabled a proximity, a duration, an intimacy in understanding the 
brutality of colonial conditions whilst the standing trees nearby were 
bleeding with fresh blood resin. In my Fang culture, similarly to other 
populations, the donkey is a sacred being that conducts spiritual 
energy.   

 

 

El Carusel /Au Hazard Balthazar (2013) 
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The donkey here enabled a reflection on the historical social 
injustices inflicted upon indigenous people, the ways in which 
current genocides were carried on in broad daylight, and the politics 
which work to perpetuate this erasure of ecologies, sciences and 
cultures of populations that built its civilisations. And this erasure 
always starts with eradication of black women who are considered in 
the colonial system as the most invisible people in society. In the 
meantime our maternal existence is the product of survival and 
advocating for visibility. 

Lena Šimić: You are talking about creating new rituals that are 
connected with social injustices, and that your own personal 
experience of mothering brought you into this practice. Did you go to 
Bogota on an artist’s residency? Did you go there with your child or 
was this before you had a baby? 

Nathalie: I went there during my first pregnancy in 2013. I was on 
residency there for the ‘Otra Bienal’. I was commissioned for a new 
work and making a series of workshops for students in the Arts 
Academy. I met with other artists too.4 

My practice, my studio is not confined to a space but to narratives 
and connections with people. Working in different public places as 
an artist is a great privilege and to not conform to white expectations 
of what black art should be nor repeating institutional western 
trainings of what art should be, pushes a sense of responsibility to 
not re-enact ‘art-tourism’ and be aware of your cultural rootings and 
connections as a mixed-race African Indigenous person. I am not 
interested in re-enacting the stories of others, but to amplify the 
voices of those whose lives and generosity have touched me and 

 
4 For more information see http://gabrielasalgado.co.uk/?portfolio=la-otra-bienal-bogota-colombia. 

http://gabrielasalgado.co.uk/?portfolio=la-otra-bienal-bogota-colombia
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acknowledging that those spaces and histories are those that 
connect to my own experiences. I strive to give hope and possibility 
because sometimes the ‘foreigner’ can make things more 
transparent on the brutality of white settler spaces. It’s a solidarity 
with people through building common visions together, a tender 
radicality through food, conversations and visual practices. Moments 
where we don’t allow for the propaganda or hashtagging of black 
lives for the profit of white institutions and ease their guilt. I 
understood that the practice of what we can do as allies is not to 
make these works ‘topics’ about people who are othered, because 
it’s a re-definition of colonial empiricism. Using people of colour as 
your muse or material for your work is undoubtedly violence, it is not 
solidarity. We can all start with challenging our personal narratives of 
the archives that we carry and re-perform. Motherhood as a migrant 
in this process of sharing experiences with other people allowed me 
a deeper understanding of my own narratives and as a warning of 
things to come. I was going to turn what was considered as my 
weaknesses, into my superpowers.  

Lena: That’s so interesting because you’re a migrant, and you’re 
talking about roots and being uprooted. How do you connect that 
migration with the experience of motherhood?  

Nathalie: Migration is a set of very complex projects regarding the 
political ideologies of white supremacy because it means different 
contexts and experiences for others and I am certainly a privileged 
migrant with the freedom of being able to move. I was a migrant to 
get medical treatment in Europe for leukaemia cancer. In the years 
of chemotherapy, it has pushed me to develop a performative 
practice as a necessity of survival and healing my body. This time of 
survival in the middle of a very racist society was toxically 
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challenging, and to conform to integration for so many years I still 
remained a migrant and a BIPOC outsider. Home in fact didn’t have 
to do with geography or language anymore but with the people I 
connected with. 

These moments of rituals and passages in my work through the 
western academic gaze was not considered art and tagged as 
‘African’ performance, which is something I didn’t fully accept but I 
was struggling to find a language of my own definition. Through 
connecting with queer and trans live arts in the UK it was a place 
where I could be given the freedom for my own re-invention. Those 
years I put my body at risk, committing to dialogues of love and 
opposition, enduring durational performances in public spaces. The 
longevity and repetition [in durational work] became a consistent 
shift in developing the strength and integrity in the narratives I 
wanted to share with my community. People fall into the work, 
sharing the task with and allowing intimacy with the frequency or 
senses of the work rather than observing a black body. They can 
come inside the work with me and feel something of their own that 
has nothing to do with the expectations of setting up a spectacle. 
This kind of intimacy makes people fearful and may give them the 
desire to exercise misogynistic power to dismiss your worth and 
disempower the legitimacy of black bodies and our histories as the 
foundations to the traditions of performance art that they know. 
They didn’t know what to do with me because I rejected white 
traditions and I was not performing the exotic black. My early years 
in performance art regrettably were very violent because they 
always were in white spaces and with white audiences who 
systematically denied racist and sexual violence in a time where 
‘whiteness’ was revered as an artistry and blackness could only be a 
mimicry. Going against these currents, confused everyone, 
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dismantled their narratives but therefore pushed the possibilities for 
something else. I was suffering from this violence too often in silence 
and to be able to make my work in non-white spaces and back on the 
African and Latin American continent was a liberation but also 
triggered the stereotype of ‘white’ voodoo. In all those who 
accompanied me in my work, I felt safer and cared for by women and 
LGBTQ communities. And that experience comes in to the work; the 
anecdotes, transforming brutality into empowerment and liberation, 
dismantling colonial archives.  

During my first pregnancy I found out that my great grandfather was 
a prisoner of war and he died in a German concentration camp in 
South Cameroon around 1912. When I migrated to Berlin my work 
was a way to anchor myself into the city rather than integration 
through the expensive system of administration and exhausting 
language. Through this difficult history of murder and genocide, I 
understood there was so much work for me to do in Berlin which 
was going to be a very different narrative to the recent history of the 
Black migrant movement that happened in Berlin before me with 
The Caravan, Residenzpflicht and The Voice.5 I was going to embark 
on a journey with a movement of Black women called the ‘Soul 
Sisters’ on healing and creation and learn about the ‘underground 
railroad’ work of black organisations, notably that of refugee women 
of International Women’s Space. Visual Art is a part of advocating for 
social change and reclaiming historical narratives and this was the 
time I was giving birth to my child and myself. 

Emily: You’ve gone to Berlin in response to your great grandfather’s 
death in a German concentration camp in South Cameroon. How do 

 
5 For a discussion of German immigration policies see Oltermann, Philip. ‘Germany unveils integration law for 
refugees’. The Guardian. 14 April 2016, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/apr/14/germany-unveils-
integration-law-for-refugees-migrants.  

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/apr/14/germany-unveils-integration-law-for-refugees-migrants
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/apr/14/germany-unveils-integration-law-for-refugees-migrants
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you deal with that? Particularly relating that back to the maternal, 
that’s a legacy that your children also inherit, this passed down 
violence.  

Nathalie: I guess I wanted to find him and this mission made me to 
know myself. I did not have a million euros but I have a trillion Francs 
CFA so to speak; it reminded that I have my own cultures, my own 
language, my own histories, families, my own lands, forests and 
plantations and homes in Gabon that belong to me and that I would 
always return to. And sometimes to return to your home you have to 
go very far and account for the perpetuators who silenced your 
history. We find different ways to confront histories and to 
transform them. This is what institutions don’t know how to do yet, 
institutions can only display interpretations of whiteness on other 
cultures under the propaganda of ‘solidarity’ and ‘anti-racism’. They 
have a commitment to continue the colonial narratives due to the 
institutions that fund them and determine the course of our 
knowledge. I re-considered that the maternal can be radical in the 
mutation of these systems of knowledge through a re-invention of 
the incompleteness and fictions of archives. Who will tell the story 
this time?  

I had three pregnancies. I have two children, my son is turning seven, 
my daughter is two. Today, it’s her birthday. I had a miscarriage at 
my second pregnancy at five months back in 2017 and it was 
excruciatingly traumatic to endure. Motherhood, I understood it as a 
journey to empower and becoming an ancestor, reaching a level of 
awareness and senses that goes through the illogical and embraces 
magic, the spirits and the weird as a superpower. Giving birth to your 
stillborn child is as much the full experience of motherhood. It is 
another birth of you. It is heart-breaking to feel that miscarriage is 
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not given time, space, the mourning it deserves, the validity and 
awareness to be able to make this journey without the loneliness, 
taboo, silence and rejection of the environment around you. The part 
of losing your child during pregnancy is as much valid as any birth, 
the birth of another you and the processes of becoming and healing. 
It is taking me years to lift, evolve and process the trauma of growing 
life inside of me that will continue without them in another realm far 
from my own. This process pushed me to become my own leader 
and general in the creation and struggle for our lives and the 
strength to say no in the face of utmost racist and misogynistic 
brutality. This healing woke up all of my ancestors, learning new 
superpowers within me and I am submerged by their stories and the 
visions to come, every growth and every loss is every mother’s birth. 
I was growing in myself learning how to deal with healing another 
trauma that has become part of my daily life. Processes in my body 
changed significantly, anchoring more into ancestral practices, 
embracing dead skins, broken umbilical cord, blood and foetal body. 
It’s impossible to go back to the person that you were, you are in a 
constant rebirthing of yourself.  

To come to terms with the violence and terms of spectacle in white 
institutions was a process that pushed me to draw boundaries to 
protect my personal health. I was more conscious of the urgency of 
my own story when thinking about the narratives played in my work. 
During both presidential Gabonese elections in 2009 and 2014, the 
violence imposed on citizens to erase freedom of vote and speech 
was mounting through enforced violence by the military. Much of 
Gabonese infrastructures are blocked by its own government and 
investment into extending arts and culture and education is 
completely crippled. When my work was being marketed through 
contemporary African artist exhibitions and fairs from Paris to 
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Washington DC, these events were primarily funded directly by the 
Gabonese government and oil investors that were crippling 
democracy in its own country and taking heavy measures to silence 
and murder innocent civilians and blocking free movement for the 
diaspora population. I lost members of my family in these political 
events that were seldom mediatised and it was not in my interest to 
support this kind of regime and hypocritical trade which broke the 
meaning of the work I made. How To Make A Mountain Out Of Pearls 
(2016) was one of the durational works I did to bury the bodies 
thrown into mass graves in Libreville and finding a form of 
transforming the narrative from murder to liberation, the right to 
mourn.6 We are worthy of peace, we are worthy of connection, we 
are worthy of imagination. 

Lena: Can you talk us through some of the performances in more 
detail? 

Nathalie: In my maternal journey my work rejoiced about life but 
was also naturally very much about death. The rituals of incomplete 
burials of family members, of lost pregnancies and coming to terms 
with leaving the skins I wore to survive in previous environments that 
imprisoned my sense of self. Mourning becomes the maternal.  

How Many Stones Can Free? (2013) was a work I carried to 
Gothenburg, a game to challenge the expectation of white 
spectatorship, taking stones to throw at glass bottles.7 The 
transparency of white fragility, white entitlement and male misogyny 
through this simple task, enjoying the destruction they made by 
hitting and breaking the glass into pieces. I played some songs from 
independence and black liberation (often sang from American 

 
6 For How to Make a Mountain Out of Pearls see https://vimeo.com/189498612. 
7 For After Sundance see http://www.anguezomo-bikoro.com/after-sundance-on-indigenous-resistance.html. 

https://vimeo.com/189498612
http://www.anguezomo-bikoro.com/after-sundance-on-indigenous-resistance.html
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plantations) whilst I skipped bare foot over the glass like a child 
transitioning to the realities and horror of a plantocracy society 
taking pleasure in the destruction of another. I skipped in 
celebration, I skipped to say the names of dead family members, I 
skipped for life and I skipped for death. The audience threatened and 
confused, I was harassed with the N***** word, feeling like I 
betrayed their expectations of a docile version of Josephine Baker.  

Some did understand. I went to 
hospital for a check up on my foot 
which was bleeding. I was refused 
treatment by seven hospitals in 
Gothenburg, although I had a valid 
European health insurance, 
because I was a person of colour. 
At the time there was also a 
migrant movement in full swing to 
raise awareness against the 
violence and denial of human rights 
and movement in the country, 
which sparked even more racist 
biases in Sweden. I was told by 
hospital staff and nurses that I was 

not allowed here, I had doors closed to my face, I was told people 
like me could not be treated, I was told that the staff would not care 
about the health of me or my infant. The host institution took no 
responsibility, denying that these were racist incidents and brutally 
shutting me down. Now these are the same people today who 
declare “Black Lives Matter” through their hashtag to prove the 
validity of their work. The work I understood cannot just be in the 
presentation of your ‘slot’ assigned to you during the festival, but of 

How Many Stones Can Free? (2013) 
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everything else that happened around it; the constellation of people, 
the conversations, the reactions, the spaces, the journeys and the 
contexts of these events that are assigned to the politicality of the 
location. The work is about pushing those boundaries and making 
them visible, even if that means exposing white fragility and 
supremacy, because this is a system that is there to erase you, not to 
empower you. 

In the work of Uprooted (2013) in Helsinki, I was drinking around 200 
litres of water in little glasses configured around the gallery floor 
over the period of several hours.8 From time to time I would urinate 
into the glasses, which would then be configured into a pyramid in 
the end. But the work for me was the moment when the audience, 
including dear friends some of whom have now passed, joined in 
drinking the water with me and also urinated into the glasses. A 
motion ritual every mother is too familiar with when going to her 
regular clinic check-ups. I felt embraced, carried, held, understood 
and the necessity for celebration. It was the support I needed and it 
was something dearly I learned. Uprooted was a story on 
displacement and cultural genocide, a story of my grandmother and 
reaching a spiritual practice that became more heightened by these 
intimate engagements often tender, and that is radical. 

In the work We Have Landed (2012) offering the taste of enduring a 
work was done through tying fresh meat like shoes on my feet, then 
standing on a fire grill for a period of 30 minutes whilst the meat is 
cooking through smoke, charcoal and fire (or electric grill) and eating 
the pieces afterwards.9 I also made a story about injustice and 
environmentalist destruction through displaced African identity, 

 
8 For Uprooted see https://vimeo.com/142804942.  
9 For We Have Landed see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1my7O-BhR_E. 

https://vimeo.com/142804942
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1my7O-BhR_E
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which would lead to the longevity of After Sundance (2015) as a 
series about resistance of black indigenous populations.10 This was 
responding to the personal experiences I also received as a foreigner 
in Vancouver city, on being denied the right to buy goods in 
particular stores or not being able to enter a bar. The city reflected a 
lot of its colonial piracy through the displacement of Asian 
communities and restrictions of trade; the complete erasure of Black 
communities, notably of Hogan’s Alley forced evictions of Caribbean 
and African Americans; the rapes and murders of homeless 
indigenous women; the state’s actions to criminalise the occupation 
of homeless people, and centres that experiment on their mental 
health. After Sundance was the agglomeration of experiences and 
generosity of lesser privileged people in Vancouver who I shared 
meals with, who invited me to their homes and allowed for this form 
of intimacy and exchange as a resilience towards fighting against 
violence and invisibility. It also reflected on the ceremonies practiced 
by some Indigenous tribes of that region, which were banned 
through colonial settler laws, as one of the biggest historical spams, 
which constituted their erasure through cultural genocide. Those 
that continue to practice their culture are evicted, imprisoned or 
even killed for doing so. As a result, and in order to preserve 
Indigenous culture for future generations, most ceremonies went 
underground and were practiced in secret as a kind of underground 
railroad. The kind of injustice I experienced in the city and part 
negligence I received by the host institution who invited me, led me 
to create this work as a ceremony, a prayer and gratitude to those 
who believe that rituals surviving in darkness leads to revolutionary 
love and resistance. I walked in a circle over broken glass for several 
hours barefoot inviting the audience to walk with me. Through the 

 
10 For After Sundance see https://vimeo.com/141269715. 

https://vimeo.com/141269715
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testimonial and music of Indigenous people I met in the city, I walked 
and through the duration from time to time I would remove white 
underwear and hang it on lines above me, which was stained with 
my menstrual blood, to the sound of police sirens, gunshots, screams 
and police reports on the radio of the murders of indigenous people 
that I collected during my stay. It was also to question the intentions 
and validity of an art festival which claimed to respect sacred land 
and be in solidarity with minorities; however, didn’t care for those 
populations in any way and failed to be critical of their role as white 
exclusive institution. Demanding labour from international artists 
and not paying attention to the experiences we received as people of 
colour was questionable. I wanted them to see me not as a 
performer but as someone who can release a curse and can heal 
one, that is undoubtedly the maternal force. 

With My Name Is (2018) in Yaoundé, I was 8 months pregnant with 
my daughter, buried between two planks of wood, the one below 
laid like a coffin and the plank above holding a garden from the local 
forests with the ceiling covered with suspended plants and flowers.11 
The voices of women and soldiers of the war in German camps are 
played from phonograph recordings of 1920-39, the audience come 
to climb above and sprinkle water over the garden pushing much 
weight on the structure, which starts to crack and swing, whilst 
below I carve a silhouette of a woman to kiss her and drill holes into 
the wood. The water pours through the holes like rain where I 
become drenched and I collect the water in my mouth and a glass of 
water that I drink. The audience talked to me, they sang to me, they 
held me, they planted flowers, they put a lot of care into the task, 
opening up discussions and simply feeling the energy. I was never 

 
11 For My Name Is see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xPMz0hnZHK4. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xPMz0hnZHK4
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gazed at or abandoned. I was being taken care of like a mother, like a 
daughter, like an ancestor. This work was to render visible the 
histories of African women in war and their commitments to carving 
movements of resistance and human rights between Africa and 
Europe. I learned of their stories hidden in some clues within the film 
and music industry of colonial Germany (from Weimar Republic to 
GDR), how they testified of Black soldiers being shot dead on movie 
sets like Victory In The West (1942) without burials. We can see some 
remnants of this history in my works We Built the Kilimanjaro and In 
Arcadia: How Soldiers Become Mermaids.12 This is women creating 
their own counter-narratives against the scripts of these stories, 
dismantling monuments, becoming mermaids through archival 
remnants in lakes to erase their existence.  

 

 
12 For We Built the Kilimanjaro see https://vimeo.com/187257909. For In Arcadia: How Soldiers Become 
Mermaids see https://vimeo.com/187255225.  

My Name Is (2018) 

https://vimeo.com/187257909
https://vimeo.com/187255225
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Lena: You mentioned previously that institutions can just display 
social injustices, but that artists are trying to take them on. The way 
you narrate your practice speaks of you living or reliving these 
injustices through your body. You are creating a new ritual, a new 
aesthetic in the piece itself and afterwards, for example in the 
hospital.  

Nathalie: Your tool for reparation as a fully conscious being is your 
own body, the vessel for your archives past and future. I had pushed 
the urgency for imagination and to not perpetuate the actions of the 
oppressor. My very existence and identity was queering to every 
possible formation. Maternal moments are not always beautiful, 
there are there to change you. For me it became more significant 
because I am not neutral, I am a foreign body, a migrant body, a 
black body whose belonging was based on the connection to people 
and places, not to nationality or language. Our force will always be 
maternal, its beauty and darkness reveals in its complexities, 
difficult, confusing and strange. Motherhood should never be 
innocent and is not assigned to gender, it’s assigned to 
empowerment and magic. Our stories will redefine our trajectories. I 
re-kindled with the work of Audre Lorde, Hortense Spillers and 
Sharon Holland on the possibility of black intersectional feminism 
through the erotic as the full possibility of yourself as historical, as 
flesh, as emotion. A deepest level of yourself that only you can know 
and this moves you through and above all levels of brutality we 
might experience into transforming through healing. In this way the 
aesthetic is dead, white supremacy is a failed project, performing is 
no longer about re-enactment but about survival.  

Emily: There’s a danger with the maternal that one could reduce it to 
this kind of goodness, this kind of sacrificing, and wholeness, or of 
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protecting the institution as the nuclear family. What your work 
seems to be doing is completely blowing that apart and suggesting 
that the maternal is cause for political action and cause for 
community. The maternal as a force. On your website you talk about 
the maternal as a force for resistance.13 Are you able to expand on 
this notion of resistance? 

Nathalie: Resistance is about radical mutation and elastifying your 
own story and your own capacities. Resistance is not only about 
refusal, it’s about voice, visibility and resignation. Resistance 
demands for imagination and the urgency for transformation. 
Reinventing radically with tenderness, the kind that doesn’t need to 
make you feel comfortable. 

It is something that I learned through the writings of Binyavanga 
Wainaina, Saidiya Hartman and Dionne Brand. What’s happening 
with the pandemic right now, is that it reinstitutes this order of the 
nuclear family, rather than family as a constellation of communities. 
This desire for normality is heterosexual violence. In Mama’s Baby, 
Papa’s Maybe, authored by Hortense Spillers, it is a reinforced 
narrative, a patriarchal narrative, that breaks every possibility of 
forms of resistance and the maternal force as queer grace and black 
liberation.14 Resistance is really something where you open yourself 
up completely, in fragments and letting go of every island on your 
body. You can become the author of your own story. I do this 
through ritual to empower also with the communities that need 
protection. 

 
13 See http://www.anguezomo-bikoro.com/ 
14 Spillers, Hortense J.  (1987) ‘Mama's baby, papa's maybe: An American grammar book’. diacritics 17.2, pp. 
65-81. 
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Lena: Could you tell us a bit about this Berlin context that you are in, 
which is about these others beyond the nuclear family. What’s your 
context there in Berlin, in terms of mother artists and live art? 

Nathalie: The city is defined on its myth as a ‘multi-culti’ and 
‘colourful’ environment, but this is closer to propaganda than 
reflecting on the realities, since this belief excludes the violations of 
human rights against migrants, the conservatism of Berlin 
institutions and the divisions between our communities, this is all 
erased from the story of Berlin. Historical cultural independent 
movements and occupations have been completely destroyed by the 
state of Europe and Culture and movement of people is heavily 
policed. The city is policed everywhere targeting black and brown 
people. This prejudice also extends to schools and cultural platforms.  

Live art practices are difficult to sustain because the forms of 
financial support are too low and in a time of covid-19 restrictions it 
is difficult to have spaces, public spaces and gatherings of people and 
to engage in meaningful forms of intimacy and exchange. We lose so 
much in an online digital experience.  

For example in the work Black A(n)thena (2018) as an edition to the 
exhibition ‘A Handful Full Of Dust’, I performed in a cemetery 
historically reserved for the soldiers of National Socialism.15 
Responding to the erasure of Black soldiers of the war who were 
imprisoned in camps here and killed for the use of film productions 
on the grounds of Tempelhof, I used the sound vibrations of plants as 
testimonies to the missing stories of the place. I was pulling an island 
of earth and botanic plants used in the film industry for several hours 
until I physically passed out. It was a ceremony to mourn the dead 

 
15 For Black A(n)thena see http://www.anguezomo-bikoro.com/black-anthena.html.  

http://www.anguezomo-bikoro.com/black-anthena.html
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that were not buried and criticising the difficult histories of the roles 
of white feminists in sustaining and inventing colonial empire 
narratives in the perpetuation of erasing the stories of migrants and 
minority populations. Performing Decolonial Tours is a series of five 
years of performance tours accompanying people to the spaces and 
districts in the city in relation to colonial narratives and African 
empowerment and resistance.16 Through generating shared tasks 
through stories and sound, I walk the audience to the places of 
murdered migrants from the war and the relation to the stories of 
migrant resistance movements. This work now is difficult to do 
because I have to re-invent ways of intimacy with people to touch 
them in different ways through current restrictions of movement and 
people. 

Dearest friends of mine have become mothers and transformed their 
whole practices into something they could have not possibly 
imagined. Institutions want to support Black practices but this 
doesn’t come without the price of tokenization and severe racial 
misconduct. Families are changing, they are breaking, they are 
questioning or being reinforced by state rewards for the white 
heterosexual nuclear family. Other constellations of families can be 
possible with the struggles/restrictions of a pandemic, sometimes 
these constellations are fragile too. But I feel this global experience is 
teaching and pushing people towards the inevitability that we cannot 
return to normality, we cannot return to who we were. 

Lena: I’m a migrant to Liverpool, I come from Yugoslavia and then 
Croatia originally, but I’ve lived in different countries too, in Slovakia, 
and in Thailand and the US. But here in Liverpool I gave birth, four 
times, so I have four children here and I continue to live here in this 

 
16 For Decolonial Tours see http://www.anguezomo-bikoro.com/decolonial-tours.html.  

http://www.anguezomo-bikoro.com/decolonial-tours.html
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geographical place because of the children. In a way motherhood 
makes us stuck in a certain geography because once children start 
school you have a responsibility towards them, they have friends, 
they feel they’re from here. I was wondering about this question 
because you have travelled a lot as a mother and artist and 
academic. Do you feel now as a mother that you have to be rooted 
and you have an accountability? 

Nathalie: Yes, it’s really important. Rootedness is not static, it can 
also be movement. You are talking about the limitations of a system 
that imposes European laws for you to carry out these ‘dutiful’ 
responsibilities, therefore limiting our imagination and movement, 
which we all experience. Any forms of motherhood you wish to 
practice and imagine, I fully respect this choice. Many may not have 
any choice at all because systems are designed not to empower 
parents, notably the foreign mother, they are to reward white cis-
male heterosexuality because it is ‘obedient’ and protected in state 
law ideology and embodies the fiction of white supremacy. But I am 
not including all contexts here. 

I took my children inside my work from belly to my arms, I took them 
in my performances, to meet the dearest of people who forged my 
force, the places that liberated their mother. I want them to know 
their mother is free and they are too. I have the privilege, no fear 
and no shame to take my children with me when the means can be 
possible for them and me. When my son was five, he said to me, 
“you know, mamma, you are free, you are a free spirit and I love you 
that way” and that acknowledgement was his own force and 
understanding of knowing where his roots could grow. It challenges 
assigned stereotypes and roles we have been expected to do as 
parents. But perhaps this also reflects in the way I grew up, never in 
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one country, never in one school, never to one language and having 
to survive and be assigned to several systems of education and work 
that ultimately were completely racist and perverse.  

I stayed in Berlin for many reasons, I take this experience as a 
passage. I will not grow old and die here. But I embrace the 
community I am currently connected to, there is still so much work 
to be done here and I am grateful to the people I love. We organise 
ourselves, we create different countries within a small precarious 
city, Berlin can never be a monoculture city. I know the limitations of 
living in Germany, I also know the limitations of living in France, the 
Netherlands, the UK, the US, Brazil, Gabon, Senegal….. 

The maternal is our mission, and as that mission grows many things 
around you do as well; your friends, your practice, conversations, 
homes, children. Acknowledge these limitations as your mission to 
transform yourself within it, but that work you cannot do alone, you 
need very good support from friends around you. Fluidity and 
confidence comes with growing and moving with the times. My son 
accompanies me in my journey as an artist, as a teacher and as a 
curator. 

Berlin has been the only state in Germany to introduce the anti-
racism clause for the protection of the work and the rights of Black 
professionals when working with cultural institutions. It’s a major 
step but not many people know about it. Doing this work to inform 
and empower my community here is integral to the movement of 
the maternal body, accountability and responsibility. It reminds me 
that I am not alone, I am loved, I have the right to mourn.  

I think of the legacy my children will learn from me, how will they 
carry their maternal force that will forge their political voice. We will 
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not stay here, we will move. They will create shapes of themselves 
and learn how performance practices can act as advocacy towards a 
sustainable allyship to the community who protect you and mark 
significant changes in our social work. The possibility of writing their 
own histories. Those currents in the relationship of maternal force to 
our own children enables the ability for a poetry of radical mutation. 
My whole work for eighteen years has been a preparation for this 
trajectory to learn new definitions of myself, unlearning violence and 
embracing unknowns.  


