
Artist Profile – Wangechi Mutu  
 
b. 1972 Nairobi, Kenya; lives and works in Brooklyn, NY and Nairobi, Kenya  
 
 Mutu attended the United World College of the Atlantic in Wales before moving to New 
York in the 1990s. Once in New York she attended The New School and studied fine arts and 
anthropology as well as at Parsons School of Art and Design. Mutu earned a BFA in 1996 from 
Cooper Union and later a master’s degree in sculpture from Yale School of Art in 2000. In 2010 
Mutu won Deutsche Bank’s Artist of the Year and in 2013 was awarded the BlackStar Film 
Festival Audience Award for Favorite Experimental Film.  

Mutu’s work uses the female body as the subject in collage painting, installation, and 
live and video performance to explore themes of self-image, gender constructs, race, 
colonialism, cultural trauma, and environmental destruction. By using the female body 
frequently in her works, Mutu is also addressing the violence and misrepresentation 
experienced by black women in contemporary society by showing various depictions of 
femininity. Mutu represents the female body in otherworldly ways and this speaks to the 
hyper-objectification of black female bodies and the fictitious nature of society’s depictions of 
black women.  

Mutu uses delicate line patterns in her works as well as contradictory images and 
grotesque textures. The delicate line patterns enhance the strength of the image or the 
significance of the issues while the contradictory images are seen as either complicit to a 
problematic society or as hopeful for future change in society. The grotesque textures Mutu 
uses come from her mother’s medical books on tropical diseases, Mutu states that there is 
“nothing more insanely visually interesting and repulsive than a body infected with tropical 
disease”. Mutu’s experimentation with animation, new surfaces for painting, and including 
visceral environmental elements create more complex representations of African Americans 
and delve deeper into the silent spots of our shared history.  

Mutu is interested in how identity pivots around a social contract that can only be 
broken through personal and political reinvention, her work proposes the need for an 
awareness of identity to remake the rules that bind our imagination. Mutu’s subjects have the 
appearance of cyborgs or hybrid species that imply power, unknowableness, and vulnerable 
femaleness. These characters question the role each and every one of us plays in our self-
determination, the well being of other humans, and the awareness of multiple cultural 
perspectives and the health of our ailing planet. Mutu’s hybrid-like subjects also land her work 
in the category of Afrofuturism; a style that uses science fiction to envision alternate realties for 
people of African descent.  

Examples of Mutu’s paintings include Second Born (1) and Bloody Old Head Games (2). 
Examples of her sculpture include Earth Goddess Vibes in Full Effect (3) and Chocolate Nguva 
(4). An example of Mutu’s installation work is A Promise to Communicate (5). While her painting 
and sculpture work depicts the female body, her installation work focuses more on her other 
themes of race, colonialism, cultural trauma, and environmental destruction.  
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