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visual art
]

was a 50-year overnight success

Lubaina Himid won
the Turner at 62 and is
still finding her place
in the art world, she
tells Laura Freeman

ubaina Himid is a fire-
brand with a diplomat’s
finesse. A revolutionary
who would mount the
barricades  having  first
checked that the climbing
wasnt too hard on her
comrades’ knees. She has spent a lifetime
trying to get the art world to talk about the
issues it now never stops talking about:
race, identity, empire, what it is to be black
in Britain today.

Thad been expecting an agitator— what
I got was a sagacious great-aunt. Himid is
69.In 2017, at the age of 62, she became the
haottest new thing in British art when she
was nominated for — and went on to win
— the Turner prize. She was made a Royal
Academician in 2018 and was promoted
from MBE to CRE for services to black
womens art, A refrospective of her work
opened at Tate Modern in 2021 One of
those overnight success storics that takes
50 vears.

It is a wet Monday morning when we
meel al her house in Preston belore the
opening of her new show, A Fine Toothed
Comb, al Home Manchester, [Us an exhibi-
Lion aboul homelessness and hidden lives
in the city donein collaboration with three
other female arlisls, Magda Stawarska,
Rebecen Chesney and Tracy Hill.

Tnside her early 19th-century terrace all
is light. The walls, floorhoards and stairs
are painted white. In her studin, sash
windows out aver trees. She jokes that her
cousin once called the house “a bunch of
studios with somewhere to sleep”. Work
took up more space than life, She has a big
studie in tewn now and a home studio
across the front of the first floor. On the
mantelpiece and in alcoves area collection
of Staffordshire spaniels and shepherdess-
es, some under glass cloches, that be-
longed to her mother. Himid was born in
Zanzibar to a white mather and a black
African father who died when she was a
haby. Himid and her mather, a textile de-
signer, moved to Britain when she was four
maonths old

T have read that Himid is up at 5am and
inthe studiowithout fail every day. As with
most “habits of highly successful people”,
it’s to be taken with a pinch of salt. [t was
true for the 30 vears she was teaching,
Himid says. Sheis an emeritus professorat
the University of Central Lancashire. "1
was always interrupting the painting with
the teaching, always [illing the leaching
into being an artist. And U've tried to teach
everyone else | know not to it the art into
how you earn a living, but to fit how you
earn a living into the art” Either way: “You
have to get up early to do it”

She speaks without resentment. Teach-
ing has been a wonder drug. “Every time
you talk to a student they're telling you
something all day long — what theyve
seen, what they've heard, what they've
thought of, what theyre trving to malke —
and so you're kind of fed. Its like being a
vampire.” She pauses. “Please don't write

that” Why not? Himid waon the Turner in
her sixties not because shewas overdue an
award, but hecause she had the energy and
ideas of an artist a third of her age.

She must be a brilliant teacher. We get to
talking about the French painter James
Tissot — we hoth have a soft spot for this
fabulously untashionable artist — and in

Great male artists
had talent, but also
‘slave servants who
were their wives’

three minutes she points out things about
lissots scenes, figures and style that
change the way [ think about his art.

She doesnt mind being interrupted
by teaching — how about by journalists?
The demands of publicity are “exhaust-
ing” she says, bul “lo be honest, 1 spent all
those years trying to gel more visibility
for mysell’ and other arlists, so really
T'm not complaining. I'm moaning, but I'm
not complaining.”

Can she remember the first thing she
made? “Twent to nursery school at the age
of 18 months, so 1 didn't have a childhood
of ‘making things at home with Mummy”.
My mother was an incredibly creative
woman, but she was a working woman,”
Himid remembers nursery school art ses-
sions “with that horrible, thin paper and
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Men in a Pyjama Drawer,
2018, from A Fine
Toothed Comb

| ——
A Fine Toothed Comb is al

Home Manchester, Ocl &
1o Jan 7, homemerorg

—

those watery paints —just green, red, blue,
yellow — and making a big mess, And [
can recall how [ didn't like how the paper
went bumpy when it’s wet.”

From bumpy beginnings, Himid went
from secondary school o “dabbling” in
theatre. She has always been interested in
theatre design and stuge [lats. “] was never
really a sculplor. T was never really inler-
ested in muking three-dimensional things.
Teople ask me — seeing the cut-outs
are these seulptures? No, really theyre
paintings on found ohjects.”

The work for which she is perhaps best
known is Naming the Money, a series of
100 life-size black figures that are flat in
form enly, Himid gives them costumes,
professions and back storics so that they
heeome na longer “property” but peaple.
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At Hame she will show a series of found
ohjects — the back of a door, a drawer
without its chest, parts of a bust-up piana
— painted with faces, figures, animals,
plants and signs. Lost souls found again.

Himid is the exhibitor and overall cura-
Lorof the Manchester show. One ol Lhe big
culture clashes of recent years has been
over gallery captions. Do we need to know
that the sitter in a portrait had links to the
slave trade? “I think 1 do. Because other-
wisethewealth and richness of the culture
in Britainis hard to understand. There are
themostmagnificent collections, there are
magnificent cities like Liverpool and
London — you have to understand some-
how how they came about. Thats not a
reason to destray them, not a reason to
rip things up, knock things down. You
can understand how something came
about and vou can still appreciate how
amaging it is” She likens it to a great chel
preparing & meal. The dishes are put in
front of you, you eat and you marvel. But
if you watch the chef cook from scratch
and understand the labour that went in,
you marvel all the more.

“Understanding what enormaous sacri-
fice went in, theamount of injustice ... She
pauses, “T suppose some people might
say it would give you a bad faste in your
maouth hecause you see that cruelty had to
happen, But if vou can see it in terms of
how much of a contribution thase people
who were mistreated made Lo the great-
ness, Lo the richness, o the layers, 1 think
iLs betler”

She says thal when il comes Lo cancel
cullure, she’s “a relainer and explainer
hut Tam old-fashioned and ol so T would
say Lhal. My trouble is thal all my life I've
heen with and taught with and lived with
and loved artists, so I'm aware that an art-
ist made that statue of that terrible person.
If we start to destroy things, I don't want
to discover that in 50 years' time we're
going to destroy something else because
the tables have turned and it’s, say, Anish
Kapoor now,”

The higgest socictal change she hasseen
in her lifetime is “a much broader under-
standing that women are equally impor-
tant in the scheme of things. You know,
when I was a girl, this was not the case.
That is the hugest thing. And, among this,
that black women have a voice and that
people were listening, We were always lis-
tening to each other, and then others
hegan to listen” When she was voung she
wanted things to change now. Today she
understands that change is a negotiation.

Himid doesn't have children, but nor
does she buy the pram-in-the-hall,
enemy-of-creativity argument. Children
shouldn't be a barrier to women making
art, hut it is easier for men. The great male
artists had talent, but they also had time
and that time was made possible by “slave
servanls who were their wives making
food and welcoming them when they
came back from the studio”. She coins a
phrase, which [ find mysell repeating: “IF
wives had wives”

Her 70th birthday is on the horizon.
What hasn't she done? She talks with re-
gret about never having lived anywhere
else, “T was always trying to get this place
right. T thought: T want to tackle how to
belong here” Does she belong? “T think 1
probably do” she says with something
between a laugh and a sigh. “Tthink Thave
to give in and say: | probably do”






