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Steps from
the street

Lubaina Himid | The celebrated artist talks to

Rachel Spence about coming close to homelessness

and her show exploring cities and social inequality

willneverforget thed aythe bailiffs
came. 1 remember running up
thestreetto try tostopthem.” The
picture of elegance in her navy
pleatedblouse andchunkyyellow
beads, Lubaina Himiddoesnot lookas
if she has grappled with the threat
of homnelessness.
Her air of composure is to be

Claudette Johnsonand Sonia Boyce, and
as ateacher, becoming professor of con-
temporary art at the University of Cen-
tral Lancashire. Yet sometimes, as she
putsit, “abillor two didn’tget p aid” and
she found herself “just two stepsaway”
from the streets.

These experiencesare part of the
engine driving A Fine Toothed Comb, a

ost

expected. Himid is one of Britai
acclaimed contemporaryartists. Yet
despite winning the Turner Prizein
2017, and havinga retrospective at Tate
Modern four years later, she knows
whatitis tobe vulnerable. For decades,
the blackartist —likem anyof herpeers
— was consigned to the margins by a
white arts establishment.
Himidbuiltupafinecareerasacura

tor, focusingon black artists suchas

i

which sheparticipatesat HOME, acul-
turecentre in Manchester. Although the
northernmetropolis has moremulti
millionairesthananywhere otherthan
London, it is alsostrickenbyinequality
Currently, nearly 7,500 people arewith
outa fixedaddress.

On theday I visit, inmid-installation,
avast swath of cotton flowsthroughthe
maingallery. Printedwithan illegible
cartography of overlapping scarlet
bands, it is based on real urban plans

patch of wasteland closeto HOME.

The 2023 work by Rebecca Chesney —
entitled “Cause and Effect” — bears wit-
ness to the city’s historyof develop
ment, fromitsinc arnation as Cottonop-
olis, thetextilehub of Britain’s 19th-
century industrial revolution withits
engine fuelled by slave labour in the
Americas, to its currentidentityasa
beacono fBritish regeneration

“Manchesterlacks thegreen spaces
youfind in London,” Himid observes as
sheescorts me through the showwhich,
shehopes, will reveal sidestothecity
th athaveslipped undertheradar.

Above: Lubaina Himid at HOME in
Manchester. Photographed for the
FTby Christian Cassiel

Topright: ‘Fire Brigade’ (2023); left:
“‘Man in a Pyjama Drawer’ (2023),
both by Himid

No workdoesthis moresensitively
than “Surgere” (2023). Tracy Hill’s
charcoal drawing flowsand stutters
acrossa temporary wall as if a flock
of birds had left the imprint of
their flight. Based on the magnetic
energy fields of thecity’sunderground
rivers and springs, “Surgere” emerged
out of Hill's collaboration with water
dowser Debor ah Bell and retiredgeolo-
gist RosTodhunter.

Thework’s mystique is intensified by
thestr ains of a stringinstrument navi-
gating an avant-garde solo. The sound
leads me around the corner to “Music
and Silence” (2023). Thefour-screen
installationby Magda Stawarskajuxta-
poses acellist, AlexandraRosol, playing
Janécek inamusic schoolin the Polish
cityof Lodz, withperformance
artist Heather Ross reading (in
herhe ad) apoem aboutsilencein
‘Manchester Central Library.

Filmedso that the eyeis drawn
intoarchitectural heightsand hol-
lows, the soundsandvisuals spark
‘through the space totransport the
viewer into a hybrid Borghesian
city of the imagination.

“Magda taught me how to lis-
ten,” Himid tells me. “I used to
bumble throughthe world, not

listening. She taught me that Vienna
sounds different to Istanbul. Manches-
ter sounds different to London.”

A Fine Toothed Comb was born outof
Himid's longstanding ties with the other
artists. All based in Preston, theyhave
enjoyed “constant conversations for
years and years”.

Chesney's second workat HOMEis
“Red, Amber, Green” (2020), a
sequence of prints, from The Popular
Handbook of British Birds, in which many
species havebeengreyed outto show
they are ind anger ofbeingwiped out, in
partby construction projects such as
thoseon hertextile map. “Rebeccais
very interested in how wealth shifts
place. The more buildings there are, the

Asfor Hill, Himid cheerfully admits
thatoriginallyshe had “noaffinity at
all” forher work. “Tracy worksin the
rural; she is interested inthe geology
of the countryside, how it affects
your body as you walkthrough it
Himid chuckles. “I nevergonearthe
conntrysideif I canhelpit!” Their differ-
ences provoked Himid's fascination. “I
thought: what will happen if [Hill]
walksinthecity?”

Bynow we've foundourselvesinfront
of Himid’sown work. Frequently, her
paintings find their home on found
objects: awoodendoorbearsfragments
ofpatternsfromeast African kang atex-
tiles. “It’sthatfe arof losing what you
have,” she murmurs as lask herabout
the back story. “You're looking atdoor
ways andthinking: th at’s apossibility.”

Inside wooden drawers, black faces,
theirexpressions inward and op aque,
are painted inprofile. “Iwas talkingto
anartist who usedto have to keepmov-
ingandshe describedthat feelingof
opening achest ofdrawersina flatthat

‘Magda taught me that
Viema soundsdifferent to
Istanbul. Manchester
sounds different to London’

isn’tyours — there’s abitofdust, piece of
paper, ahairgrip. Somebodyelse’slife,”
says Himid

Despite herown success, Himid is
“still pretty furious” about inequalityin
theart worldand beyond. “Creative
practices arebeingsqueezed,” shesays,
referring tothe government’s funding
cuts for culture teaching. “I don’t krow
whatI'd donow if Iwas 20 or25.”

Sherem ains wary of the ostensible
parity of opportunitythatthe art sector
haschampioned of! ate. Afterye arsof
erasure, she saysdrily, she wouldhave
no difficulty convincing institutions to
let her curate black artists such as Sonia
Boyceand Ingrid Pollard. “Because
we’veall got Golden Lions'” (She is

1dth

‘Musicand Silence’ (2023) by Magda Stawarska
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— only Boyce has
one). “ButIwant artstsandart
thatdon’t fit into yourcategories.”
That risky, generous spirit
pulses through A Fine Toothed
Comb; its provocative yet organic
fabric could be the fruit of an
artists’ collective. “We're all tired
of that lone genius thing,”
observes Himid. “So much rich-
ness is exchanged when you
reallycollaborate.”
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