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Banji Chona / Vera-Simone Schulz
Tributaries, Cosmologies, and Cultural Belongings: Reimagining Zambezia 
A Conversation

Vera-Simone Schulz: Dear Banji, we have known each other since your exhibi-
tion Ngoma zya Budima. Exploring Grief and Death, Celebrating Life and Love, 
baTonga Drum Story that took place in 2021 at The Recovery Plan in Florence 
(figs. 1, 2). In this exhibition that you also talked about in the inaugural session 
of Planetary Patchwork. A Perpetual Seminar on Artistic Practices, Heritage, and 
Epistemologies1 in February 2021 you engage with ethnographic collections and 
reimagine them in the form of digital collages that draw on oral history, personal 
and collective commemoration. Could you expand on this project and let me 
know about its role for your artistic practice looking back to it five years later?
Banji Chona: Ngoma zya Budima (figs. 3, 4) was a project that was deeply rooted in 
a very personal place, a place of grief and loss that spurred a sort of reconciliation 
or healing. The project was born out of the loss of my grandmother, who to me was 
more than words can describe (figs. 5, 6). I like to think of myself as a wordsmith of 
sorts but describing just how big her love and energy and presence in my life were, 
was and is still difficult. Losing my grandmother is what led me into researching the 
funerary processes of the baTonga. I was mainly interested in the arrival of the drums 
on one of the days when we had gathered to mourn her. We were mourning in a sort 
of hybridized style. Aspects of it were Catholic because that is the religious orientation 
of my dad’s side of the family. But they were also hybridized with baTonga ways of 
mourning. During my research, I was drawn into evaluating and living within the 
tension that comes out of this hybridization or what this hybridization of funerary 
practices, and Christian and buTonga spiritual practices may mean. I was also inter-
ested in where and how both ways of mourning and ways of understanding being and 
spirituality converge and conflict within this dialogue because a lot of the mourning 
practices of the baTonga were replaced with those more in line with Christianity and 
Western ways of dealing with deeper, more complex means and ways of belief. This 
project opened many portals of healing for me. These portals of reconciliation and 
tension led me deeper into artistic research. This is where it really began to take shape. 

VSS: Besides your work on cultural belongings from ethnographic collections, 
photography also plays a significant role in your work. Could you talk about the 
ways you dealt with ethnographic photographs that carry their own histories 
of violence?
BC: In working with and alongside the funerary practices of the baTonga more broadly, 
I engaged with images of baTonga people in various scenarios within mourning 
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3  Banji Chona, Lunyolo, digital collage, 2021,  
image credits: Banji Chona

1  Banji Chona, Nkolola, digital collage, 2021,  
image credits: Banji Chona

4  Banji Chona, Balipukidwe, digital collage, 2021,  
image credits: Banji Chona

2  Banji Chona, Masumo, digital collage, 2021,  
image credits: Banji Chona
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6  Banji Chona, Musila Mama, soil on analogue, 2021, image credits: Banji Chona

5  Banji Chona, Mukowa, soil on analogue, 2021, image credits: Banji Chona
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contexts. These photographs were taken by an Italian ethnographer called Lidio 
Cipriani and are held in the digital archive of Ethnografiska, a Swedish museum. 
Cipriani was an incredibly contentious character, as many people of that time were. 
He is also integral to the history and foundation of the Museum of Anthropology 
and Ethnology in Florence. He was quite openly a fascist and an imperialist. Like 
many other ethnographers or explorers of that time, he followed the Cape-to-Cairo 
route, an unfinished British imperial project and one of the most violent assaults 
on lands across the continent, with railways literally carving through it. Within that 
infrastructure there was enormous loss of life – of humans, plants, and animals – 
and this continues to resonate as a symptom in the present.

Cipriani’s photos are the ones that I used as the base of the collages. Working with 
ethnographic images in the way in which I did and do was important as part of the 
reconciliation and repair. Photographs often allude to the implicit power structures 
that exist in the taking of a photograph. But beyond that, they were used within 
contexts that promoted colonization, the dehumanizing of Black African people. Not 
only did Cipriani take the photographs that I worked with, but he also employed 
methods of phrenology. This is the outdated and racist science of measuring crania 
that was used as a basis to develop theories suggesting that Afro-Asiatic or African 
people were less intelligent than Europeans. Collaging and using counter-images to 
these practices was important for me as an explicit way to cover wounds – imposed 
images acting as plasters over the wounds of these photographs, the wounds of 
the people in them, and perhaps my own wounds as well. Because, as I said, this 
work came from a personal place of exploring grief, which then expanded into 
exploring collective grief. Looking back at it five years later, it was very formative 
for my practice. As something created half a decade ago, if we use those measures 
of time, I can see it differently. My artistic research has also grown in depth. When 
I continued researching ethnographic collections, I realized that the photographs 
I was working with were taken by Cipriani. I had initially attributed them to some-
one called Eric von Rosen, a Swedish ethnographer. Earlier than Cipriani, he was 
collecting from about 1911 onwards, working in the Bangweulu Swamps north 
of Zambia, while Cipriani was in the Gwembe Valley around 1924. I mistakenly 
attributed Cipriani’s work to von Rosen while I was in Florence, where Cipriani 
had studied, lived, worked, and died. At that point I did not actually know about 
him. A few months later I realized the mistake. So I corrected my research and 
also became much more stringent about double-checking the facts of the material 
I work with, because it is so sensitive. It has to be accredited correctly, and more 
than that, it has to be handled with care. Photography is a place of contention and 
often exists within spaces of contention – museums, contemporary art exhibitions. 
Looking forward now, five years on, I am actually working with the collection of 
Eric von Rosen. And my approach is rooted in the same principle that emerged 
through the collaging: using my artistic language, my experimentation, and even 
creative and philosophical approaches to convey some of these tensions – not only 
within the specific collection or images I am working with, but within the histories 
embedded in them.

VSS: You have also worked with the Women History Museum in Zambia for your 
projects. Could you describe your experiences working with this institution? 
And its collection?
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BC: I think it is very important to note the Women’s History Museum of Zambia in 
my practice, especially in relation to museology and my critique of ethnographic 
collections. Several years ago, I did an internship with the Women’s History Museum. 
This internship was connected to a project called Shared Histories, which was in col-
laboration with Ethnografiska in Sweden. The idea was to create a digital repatriation 
platform where various digitized objects, artifacts, and belongings – perhaps that is 
the better word – whose provenance lies in Zambia could be uploaded. This included 
photographs, such as those taken by Cipriani, and other things he amassed on his 
journeys of collection. For me, that was the first portal of entry into understanding 
museums, or perhaps the underbelly of museums, by working within them in an 
administrative internship capacity. As time went on, that project became something 
I was very drawn to and interested in, and something I continued to work on and 
with – and in many ways I still do. I continue to work with the Women’s History 
Museum in a curatorial capacity. 

Working within the structure of a museum has shown me, in many ways, the 
points of fracture and tension in how museums function globally. The Women’s 
History Museum does not function in the way a traditional museum would. For 
example, it does not have a permanent physical space but instead relies on a kind 
of nomadic exchange – working across spaces and through collaborations with 
institutions that have their own infrastructure. This is quite a radical reimagining 
of collections. It may change in the future as the museum grows, but within this 
format, calling ourselves a museum while saying we have no permanent space and 
no permanent collection is also a way of resisting some of the stagnancy that exists 
within museology. It is also something I try to undo in my artistic practice, as well 
as in my administrative and curatorial work.

I also do want to mention Samba Yonga, the co-founder of the Women’s History 
Museum alongside Mulenga Kapwepwe. Her ways of working and her methodologies 
as a museum director have been a kind of compass for me, a guide and mentor in 
thinking about how to work innovatively with wounded material and how to make it 
relevant, to bring it closer to oneself. The collection of the Women’s History Museum 
is more than a physical one, it is a collection of intangible depths. And I think this 
also speaks of the situation in much of Africa, where we do not have many of our 
tangible objects. What remains, very often, is that intangible depth. To work with 
that within museum structures is something quite different.

VSS: What role does the multisensory play for you? In Eurocentric frameworks, 
there is often a dominance of the gaze – both in art history and in museological 
settings where there is usually a barrier and it is forbidden to, for instance, touch 
items on display. In Ngoma zya Budima the notion of sound plays a crucial role 
(figs. 8, 9). Could you expand on the role of the multisensory with regard to your 
artistic practice?
BC: Multisensory expression is very important in nuancing the ways stories can 
be told. I am thinking particularly about sound right now. A set of seven funerary 
drums, sacred drums, are brought out at different significant moments within 
baTonga life, spirituality, and cosmology. One of those moments is during funerals. 
During my grandmother’s funeral, I encountered the drums sonically first, before 
I saw them. I could hear them arriving along the driveway, approaching the house, 
which had a very somber atmosphere. Of course it was a funeral, and of course it 
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was sad. But I feel that the forms of mourning shaped by Christianity tend to function 
in a much more subdued way than buTonga mourning might have looked before it 
was disrupted and replaced.

The arrival of the drums awakened not only a curiosity in me, but also a sense 
of joy – a kind of pointer toward the understanding that even within moments of 
sadness there is a need to celebrate the life of the person who has passed. In this 
case, to celebrate my grandmother, to celebrate what she left behind, what she 
imparted so generously, and the love she gave. The drums function in similar ways 
within their original context – by which I mean in pre-Christian mourning practices, 
largely in precolonial times. Ngoma zya Budima really is a project about drums, so 
there is a strong sonic dimension that is engaged alongside the visual one created 
through the collages. What the visual and the sonic do together is open up further 
avenues for the other senses to awaken – including senses that go beyond the five 
that are usually named. And for me it became a very formative project, because it 
opened many of the ways of working that continue to shape my practice today. The 
issue of sound also honors the oral histories that exist across much of the continent. 
But I should note that oral history is not the only form of historicization – many 
others exist, such as symbolism woven into textiles by women.

There is also a certain resistance to the use of sound in exhibitions, whether in 
museums or galleries, because sound cannot be contained in the same way as many 
other forms of display. In museological contexts, many things are placed behind 
reinforced glass, trapped or caged in a way that forbids certain senses – especially 
touch. And for me, touch is very important. I am a kinesthetic learner, and I think 
many people are. Kinesthetic learning was also how the drums were made, and many 
objects that now sit behind museum glass were originally made through touch. So 
there is a real disconnect when they are exhibited in ways that deprive them of that 
tactile dimension. Touch is, in many ways, the soul of objects or belongings – both in 
how they were made by hand and in how they functioned. Through the hand they 
were carried to shrines, through the hand they were buried, and so on.

This multisensoriality exists as a very concrete reality in my practice, sometimes 
also as a form of resistance. At the same time, I try not to frame everything purely 
as resistance, because that can be limiting. Much of my existence and practice could 
easily become defined by countering what Europe has said, what the white man has 
said, what anthropology has said. While that critique is important, it is equally im-
portant to write our own stories from our own position, rather than only from a place 
of response. In some ways, that is what this multisensorial practice allows.

In the second iteration of Ngoma zya Budima at the Lusaka Contemporary Art 
Centre in 2021, which was their inaugural exhibition, I actually had a set of seven 
drums made. In contrast, in the Florence exhibition there was only one Budima 
speaker, which was itself an interesting way of reimagining the drum in a contem-
porary context. It was both a drum that could be played and a Bluetooth speaker 
from which the sound installation was played. But in Lusaka I wanted to expand 
the sensory dimension in a way that also honored what I mentioned about touch 
and the hand. The drums were made by a group of artisans in Muzoka, and they 
were not simply on display – they were playable. That was very important to me.

The framing here was also important. I would not have presented those seven 
drums in that way in Florence, because I wanted to avoid repeating certain mu-
seological modes of display. In Zambia, however – closer to where the drums come 

7  Banji Chona, Signs 
of Rebirth, installa-
tion view from The 
Recovery Plan, 2021, 
image credits: Banji 
Chona

8  Banji Chona, Budima Ba Mama 2, digital collage, 2021, 
image credits: Banji Chona

9  Banji Chona, Budima Ba Mama, digital collage, 2021, 
image credits: Banji Chona
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was sad. But I feel that the forms of mourning shaped by Christianity tend to function 
in a much more subdued way than buTonga mourning might have looked before it 
was disrupted and replaced.

The arrival of the drums awakened not only a curiosity in me, but also a sense 
of joy – a kind of pointer toward the understanding that even within moments of 
sadness there is a need to celebrate the life of the person who has passed. In this 
case, to celebrate my grandmother, to celebrate what she left behind, what she 
imparted so generously, and the love she gave. The drums function in similar ways 
within their original context – by which I mean in pre-Christian mourning practices, 
largely in precolonial times. Ngoma zya Budima really is a project about drums, so 
there is a strong sonic dimension that is engaged alongside the visual one created 
through the collages. What the visual and the sonic do together is open up further 
avenues for the other senses to awaken – including senses that go beyond the five 
that are usually named. And for me it became a very formative project, because it 
opened many of the ways of working that continue to shape my practice today. The 
issue of sound also honors the oral histories that exist across much of the continent. 
But I should note that oral history is not the only form of historicization – many 
others exist, such as symbolism woven into textiles by women.

There is also a certain resistance to the use of sound in exhibitions, whether in 
museums or galleries, because sound cannot be contained in the same way as many 
other forms of display. In museological contexts, many things are placed behind 
reinforced glass, trapped or caged in a way that forbids certain senses – especially 
touch. And for me, touch is very important. I am a kinesthetic learner, and I think 
many people are. Kinesthetic learning was also how the drums were made, and many 
objects that now sit behind museum glass were originally made through touch. So 
there is a real disconnect when they are exhibited in ways that deprive them of that 
tactile dimension. Touch is, in many ways, the soul of objects or belongings – both in 
how they were made by hand and in how they functioned. Through the hand they 
were carried to shrines, through the hand they were buried, and so on.

This multisensoriality exists as a very concrete reality in my practice, sometimes 
also as a form of resistance. At the same time, I try not to frame everything purely 
as resistance, because that can be limiting. Much of my existence and practice could 
easily become defined by countering what Europe has said, what the white man has 
said, what anthropology has said. While that critique is important, it is equally im-
portant to write our own stories from our own position, rather than only from a place 
of response. In some ways, that is what this multisensorial practice allows.

In the second iteration of Ngoma zya Budima at the Lusaka Contemporary Art 
Centre in 2021, which was their inaugural exhibition, I actually had a set of seven 
drums made. In contrast, in the Florence exhibition there was only one Budima 
speaker, which was itself an interesting way of reimagining the drum in a contem-
porary context. It was both a drum that could be played and a Bluetooth speaker 
from which the sound installation was played. But in Lusaka I wanted to expand 
the sensory dimension in a way that also honored what I mentioned about touch 
and the hand. The drums were made by a group of artisans in Muzoka, and they 
were not simply on display – they were playable. That was very important to me.

The framing here was also important. I would not have presented those seven 
drums in that way in Florence, because I wanted to avoid repeating certain mu-
seological modes of display. In Zambia, however – closer to where the drums come 

7  Banji Chona, Signs 
of Rebirth, installa-
tion view from The 
Recovery Plan, 2021, 
image credits: Banji 
Chona

8  Banji Chona, Budima Ba Mama 2, digital collage, 2021, 
image credits: Banji Chona

9  Banji Chona, Budima Ba Mama, digital collage, 2021, 
image credits: Banji Chona
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from and where they are played – it became a way of bridging gaps of knowledge, 
tactility, and connection with the histories carried by these objects.

One of my favorite memories from that exhibition was a video someone shared 
with me – I think they tagged me on Instagram – of a very young child, almost the 
same height as the largest drum, which is quite big, playing them. He brought so much 
joy. The exhibition itself was quite quiet; there was no sound installation apart from 
the low sound played through the Budima speaker. Beyond that, sound only emerged 
when people entered the room. They were the ones who brought life to the work. 
And the moment of that child playing the drums really awakened the whole space.

VSS: In many of your projects you engage with topics related to the ethnographic 
and the environment and to a multispecies world. Be it the butterfly in Ngoma 
zya Budima (fig. 7) or your manifold work on plants in different projects. At 
the same time, you pay a lot of attention to water, to the Zambezi and to its 
direction towards the Indian Ocean. In Pluvial Time / Wet Form, Sarah Nuttall 
has commented how «in design, cultural, and literary theory, we can see how 
often our critical ambit has been confined to dry form».2 She aims at challenging 
this from a perspective of literary studies, while you do so with artistic means. 
Could you talk more about these entanglements and the aquatic and hydrological 
horizon of your work as well as the ways how this intersects with questions of 
knowledge making?
BC: I engage with topics related to the ethnographic, the environmental, and a mul-
tispecies world in many of my projects. You have alluded to the blue moon butterfly 
or the work that I do with and alongside plants, and you call them entanglements. 
I think that is a beautiful term, but the term I perhaps prefer to use is tributaries. 
I work with a methodology I call radical Zambezian reimaginings, and Zambezian is 
derived from the Zambezi River, which is very important within understandings of 
being among baTonga. The Gwembe Tonga are known as baSilwizi, which translates 
as ‹the river people›. Many rivers run through the Southern Province of Zambia, 
but also through parts of Zimbabwe where baTonga live as well.

Within radical Zambezian reimaginings as a methodology and as a way of bring-
ing projects to life, there is this river thinking, which is another term I use. For me, 
river thinking is about relationality. It exists beyond some of the taxonomies of 
species, because, like rivers and tributaries, in this kind of river thinking within 
radical Zambezian reimaginings everything coalesces and becomes part of one 
system. I understand that segmentation can be important for understanding, but 
I think collectivity is important as well. That is why I choose to work with many 
different aspects of things within my projects.

Another grounding I can give is something I can trace through lineage. I come 
from a line of Simalende, which translates as ‹keeper of the shrine›. It is also some-
times translated as ‹earth priests› or ‹earth priestesses›. Simalende were, or are, seen 
as spiritual mediums between the living world and the ancestral spiritual world. 
Within this role of being a medium, nature and the natural world play an important 
part. Different elements for healing that were passed on through the ancestors were 
herbal, so one had to know the plants and have relationships with them. Even the 
smallest creatures, like praying mantises, would have significant meaning or would 
be given meaning. Hot springs or natural springs were also shrines and places of 
memory and remembering.
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To be able to work in the way that I do, I have to acknowledge everything as 

a whole. To understand that we are connected is also to understand the responsibility 
we have to each other, including providing voices where voices cannot always be 
present. So even in the way I work with nonhuman kin, like plants and animals – in 
this multispecies way – I try to work with as much care as I do with ethnographic 
collections. It is a complex myriad of relationships, interdependent relationships, 
and ways of being that are important.

VSS: Museums are often artificially divided into different categories such as 
ethnographic museums and museums of natural history even though their histo-
ries are deeply connected. The ethnographic gaze just as the gaze of (un)natural 
history have often been theorized as disciplinary measures aligned with empire, 
taxonomy, and extraction. Thinking of the flying butterfly in your video in con-
trast, for instance, to the violent history of the butterfly ‹collections› of Frederick 
Courteney Selous he assembled in Southern and East Africa including Zambia, 
I would like to ask: how do you confront contested contexts of the ethnographic 
and (un-)natural history in your work and their violent histories? How do you 
yourself cope with the violent histories you encounter during your artistic re-
search? And how do speculative reimaginings of Zambezia beyond archival 
violence and museum collections become possible in your work?
BC: Part of working in the way that I do – in a holistic way, connecting relationships 
between plants, animals, people, the stars, and so on – is a way of addressing the 
violent histories of separations or segmentations, the splitting of things into species 
within natural history, and taxonomies. Dealing with them personally looks very 
different from dealing with them artistically, but those two things are also inter-
changeable. There are times, for example, with Cipriani’s work – whether the facial 
casts or molds he made of people, or the writing he produced – when I feel angry. 
I feel upset, I feel sad. But within this amalgamation of emotions there is also a re-
sponsibility. You will hear me repeat that word often because I truly feel it is part 
of my artistic practice and part of how art has functioned for a long time, and will 
continue to function: as a responsibility.

I will paraphrase, but James Baldwin says something along the lines that the 
responsibility of the artist is the same as that of the lover – to make certain things 
seen.3 So to return to the question of how to deal with encounters of violence when 
working with ethnographic collections, or botanical collections, or botany itself: 
there are many things that need to be corrected. Some plant species names have 
contentious backgrounds and histories. Part of dealing with these segmentations 
or fractures is through radical Zambezian reimaginings which is grounded in rela-
tionality and in finding ways to tell stories, to find stories, and sometimes even to 
put some stories away. This becomes a way of countering the violence present in 
archives – not only in museum collections, but in many of the histories around us, 
because buildings are archives too, and they carry many stories as well.

VSS: Many objects in ethnographic collections are vegetal such as wood, fibers, 
bark, seeds, or dyestuffs. Plants are not inert materials, but were once living 
beings. Do you consider plant life as collaborators in your work? And does 
your focus on grief also include nonhuman and more-than-human actors and 
agencies?
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BC: Plants are always shifting and returning to base matter, to the earth itself, and 
were once living beings. The sand and soil are composed of many things that de-
compose into them. And yes, I absolutely consider plant life as collaborators in my 
work. Regarding my natural dye practice, that very much relies on indigenous plants 
of the Miombo Woodlands and their generous offering of pigments to me through 
this collaboration of dyeing. I try not to use the word ‹extraction›, which is usually 
used in plant dyeing, because I find it contentious and not quite the method I want 
to employ when working with or alongside plants. And that is another phrase you 
will hear me use often: working with or alongside plants, rather than working on 
plants. I understand it is not an isolated or one-way relationship, but one of symbiosis 
in which living and being are considered.

Radical Zambezian reimaginings are also about temporality and time. In natural 
dye practices, a lot of the process is about living within time as a way to deepen the 
relationship with plants – understanding how they react to different temperatures, 
how they prefer less sunlight when drying on textiles. There is so much depth there 
that alludes to being alive. Response to stimuli is a defining factor of plants, and 
I think that is also a defining factor of aliveness.

My focus on grief does include nonhuman kin, and that is another phrase I use 
often. There is a particular body of work called Healing the Damned. This looks at the 
Kariba hydroelectric dam project, which not only displaced many baTonga people, 
but also flooded thousands of square kilometers of land inhabited by animals. There 
is a documentary called Operation Noah which charts the flooding of the Gwembe 
Valley during the dam’s construction, a process in which loss of life occurs on an 
immense scale – at the hands of infrastructural development, imperial ambitions, 
and colonial conquest. Within Healing the Damned, there is a particular piece I have 
worked on called No Conquest of Time, Nature, and the Cosmos. It is a sound piece 
as well as a moving-image piece, working with archival material – not from ethno-
graphic or museological contexts, but colonial film. Within this poem, I write about 
histories’ scars scalding the surface and grazing over ancestral root, of ‹leaf and 
flesh› alluding to both the loss of plant life and human life.

There is a point here about the agency of nonhuman kin, which is something 
I am very interested in evaluating and confronting across my practice. As someone 
who works alongside many of these nonhuman kin and, in many ways, stands in as 
a voice for plants or animals, I have to be careful not to project my own human con-
ceptions onto kin with whom I cannot have verbal dialogue. The dialogue between 
myself and plants exists in ways that are beyond spoken or written language; it leads 
back to senses beyond the five traditional ones, felt even beyond touch. There is 
very much grief here, around nonhuman kin and the griefs they have faced – in the 
context of my projects, past and present, but also in a broader sense. We are living 
in a climate crisis that affects humans as much as nonhuman kin, including plants 
and fungi. Much of my grief lies there, and it is urgent and necessary to confront.

VSS: Zambia’s history of copper mining offers a powerful metaphor for extraction, 
of minerals, labor, and value. What kind of relations do you see between forms 
of ethnographic collecting and other extractive endeavors? 
BC: Part of why I avoid using the word extraction is that I live within a social econ-
omy that relies heavily on the extraction of raw materials. Copper is Zambia’s main 
export. Much of Zambia’s economy is hinged upon copper, and many aspects of life 
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and industry are linked to it. The scale and methods of extraction that exist now 
are a postcolonial symptom, deeply connected both to the present and to the past. 
I mentioned the Cape-to-Cairo railway – part of Cecil John Rhodes’ empire-driven 
infrastructural project, framed as connecting the continent through a network of 
railways, but in reality serving as outward passages for important minerals. These 
minerals were used in everyday materials, but at the time they were also used in 
wars, to decimate life.

Life was affected both at the beginning, when land was disturbed and dug up for 
copper, and at the end, when copper was used to produce artillery and guns. The 
Cape-to-Cairo route was also the path many ethnographers and anthropologists took 
into the continent. It was a profoundly asymmetrical and violent way of traveling. 
This is beyond metaphor; it represents a lived expansion of what began – or what 
grew – when copper was discovered and positioned as a critical mineral.

In this context, the social, economic, and environmental impacts of extraction are 
inseparable from histories of colonialism, displacement, and violence. Understand-
ing these layers is central to the way I approach my work, situating artistic practice 
alongside both human, nonhuman and more-than-human histories.

VSS: A lot of your works have titles that refuse to limit our experience of the world 
to the English language. Many ethnographic labels flatten linguistic richness 
into colonial languages and often reduce complexity to a few lines of text such 
as ‹Unknown artist› or ‹Zambia, 19th century›. Could you tell me which forms of 
knowledge you center in your projects and about the ways you integrate names 
and Indigenous languages into your work?
BC: A lot of the titles of my work are often in both ciTonga, the language of the 
area I am working with, and English. I do this to prioritize not only the language 
itself, but also what exists within it – certain knowledge that is only expressible 
in ciTonga, knowledge that cannot be translated into English. Many ethnographic 
labels flatten this linguistic complexity. I treat language as a container, while inter-
colonial languages often reduce that complexity because certain concepts, or even 
words, cannot be translated without some meaning being lost, letters scrambled, 
or pronunciations altered.

Part of my practice of naming my projects, my work, the plants I work with, 
and the animals I work with in my indigenous tongue – my local tongue, my na-
tive tongue, my maternal and paternal tongues, iciBemba and ciTonga – is about 
teaching my tongue how to wrap around these words again, how to remember 
them, how to say them. In remembering the words, I also remember the container 
in which knowledge lives, particularly around some of these nonhuman kin. This 
is knowledge I believe is still stored in my body, almost in an epigenetic way, simi-
lar to how memories or trauma can be passed on. I think knowledge about plants 
can be transmitted through genetics. So naming in ciTonga is part of forming and 
remembering the relationship.

Language is a container for so many things. I often talk about living in a language 
rather than merely speaking it. For me, those two experiences are about embodying 
the lessons the language carries – whether in the speed or rhythm of pronunciation, 
or in the meanings ascribed to words. There is a lot to unpack here, but recentering 
ciTonga in my work – or more broadly, indigenous languages – is a way to cultivate 
complexity in spaces such as museums, where complexity is often erased. Museums 
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tend to present one unified history, usually from a perspective that has exercised 
power and committed violence.

To give an example of how language contains knowledge: in ciTonga, the deep 
understanding of plant life is visible in the specificity of its vocabulary. There are 
words for the stamen of a flower, not just the flower itself – different parts of a plant 
are named, reflecting research, attention, and intimate knowledge. Beyond plants, 
there is a word I love in ciTonga: Mulalabungu, which refers to the Milky Way. This 
shows the baTonga people’s relationship to the cosmos, not only naming what is 
in the sky, but using it as a compass, guiding fisher men and women to determine 
west, east, south, and north based on the Milky Way’s position relative to the body. 
The basic concept I aim to convey in titles that refuse to limit experience to English 
is that working in one’s indigenous language is not just a mode of expression, but 
a way to unlock containers of knowledge that live within the language itself.
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