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New York-based Ugandan artist Leilah Babirye’s hand-carved wood and ceramic
sculptures—many of them figures and faces inspired by African masks that seek
to explore the diversity of LGBTQI identities—have captured the attention of the
international art world. The 36-year-old went abroad in 2015 in fear of
punishments over her sexuality. She says her works incorporate and assign value
to discarded materials that recall the idea of ebisiyaga, in Luganda—which
describes the husk of sugarcane, and is a derogatory term for a gay person. Her
large-scale ceramic pieces, wooden sculptures, masks, drawings, and paintings on paper—all incorporating
found materials—grapple with LGBTQ history, while reclaiming the Ugandan historical narrative and cultural
traditions.
Recently, Babirye was tapped for Celine’s Art Project, an ongoing initiative to exhibit the work of up-and-coming
artists in the French luxury brand’s stores around the world. Babirye also recently spoke to the media about
Uganda as a place where “you can be imprisoned for talking about gay issues”. Due to public interest, we
reproduce an interview she did with Art in America, a newsletter, in July.
The artist discusses the power of reclaiming one’s personal identity and cultural identity. She says both the
space where she exhibits and the titles of her pieces are important to her because “the work is basically a
reflection on where I come from in the Buganda Kingdom and on creating a queer community”.
The Buganda Kingdom is one of the biggest in my home country of Uganda. The kingdom is divided into clans,
and every clan has its own leaders, totems, and names. Everyone is given a clan name at birth. But those of us
who came out as part of the LGBTQ community are considered shameful by our families. If your parents knew
you were going to be gay, they wouldn’t have given you their names or the names from their clans.
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The idea behind the work is that we honour the names we were assigned at
birth, because even though we didn’t live up to our family’s expectations, we
are still us. I figured why not build our own community with our names and
praise our identities? Because we have these names. They’re on our birth
certificates and passports. And no matter how much our parents denounce
us, throw us out of their families, throw us out of their houses, and stop
talking to us, they cannot detach these names from us. Being that everybody
has a clan they belong to, we still follow the other norms of the clan. We’ve
grown up being raised to respect the clan names, our clans, and our elders.
There is a total of 52 clans, and each clan has hundreds of names. So, I don’t
think I will ever exhaust the names I use to title my pieces. I try to include at
least one name from each clan in every body of work that I make. All the clans are named after animals and
plants. For example, I come from the antelope clan and my mother comes from the lungfish clan. In my country,
everyone is familiar with each clan. It’s kind of like talking about the English monarchy in the Western world. In
this sense, it’s something we all know and connect with.
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I use found materials in each piece. Recently, I’ve been incorporating wood from a local lumberyard that recycles
the material. I also like to visit a scrapyard just a few blocks away in Brooklyn. Reusing materials is important to
me, as a person who comes from a background where the LGBTQ community is looked at as trash still today. As
an artist, I find beauty in using found materials to showcase and reclaim my community.
I think all the works have their own character. They are all different from each other, even down to the glaze,
which kind of makes all of them unique in their own way. For this particular show, when I was creating the bigger
sculptures, I got into the details of queen mothers. These pieces are named after the queen mothers, but don’t
necessarily resemble them. Rather, they recall their lineage and history.
Within this history of the queen mothers and that of the Buganda royal family, there is so much ceremony and
drama, and the grooming process begins at a young age. Yet, historically speaking, there are people in the royal
family who today would be considered queer. King Mwanga II, for example, is said to have been an openly
bisexual king. It wasn’t a problem when mothers would train their sons to be lovers of the King. And they were
given names according to how they served the king. This went on for centuries, and it wasn’t until very recently
in our history that being gay was a problem.
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