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Let Us Compare Mythologies: 
Wangechi Mutu “This You Call Civilization?” at the AGO 

 

Afro-futuristic-cyborg-femme-fatales rage, rile, confront and seduce in Wangechi Mutu’s 

arresting collages. The Kenyan born New Yorker and rising art star is known for her socio-

politically charged, highly nuanced, figurative works that tantalize and provoke while 

navigating the thorny complexities of identity.  Her strange and wonderful hybrid 

creatures, culled and spliced from fashion, pornography, motorcycle magazines, and glitter, 

destabilize hegemonic stereotypes of womankind and diaspora.  “This You Call 

Civilization?” currently on display at the Art Gallery of Ontario, is the artist’s first major 

North American solo exhibition.   Straddling the two extremes of dream and nightmare, 

Wangechi Mutu presents a visual odyssey where alienation masquerades as fantasy, myth, 

and machine in combinant humanoid forms.  

  
Gustave Doré, Minotaur, 1861. 

http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/ 
File:DVinfernoMinotaurOnCliff_m.jpg 

Wangechi Mutu, This You Call Civilization? 2008. 
Art Gallery of Ontario, Toronto. 

 

 The title piece of the show This You Call Civilization? (2008) is a direct 

confrontation of the alienating effects of civilization on the social body.  At human scale 

stature, flora, fauna, and female forms contort and intertwine to visually cohere in a sci-fi 
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glitterati re-imagining of the fabled Minotaur.  Rendered with ink and collage on mylar, 

Mutu deftly illustrates a hybrid beast that, in Greek mythology, consumes human sacrifices.  

Mutu’s Minotaur balances on one high-heeled leg as it leans on a plant-like tail whose 

trunk branches at the ground plane in root-like tendrils that terminate in motorcycle 

wheels.  The technologically aided rootlessness, and melding of distinct individuals into a 

singular whole echoes Georg Simmel’s cautionary text on “The Metropolis and Mental 

Life”: 

The deepest problems of modern life derive from the claim 
of the individual to preserve the autonomy and individuality 
of his existence in the face of overwhelming social forces, of 
historical heritage, of external culture, and of the technique 
of life.1 

The metropolis – or civilization – devours the individual.  She becomes a cog in a larger 

system that strips her of her individual subjectivity, spirituality, and value.  Modern life 

objectifies – in Mutu’s work, this violence is especially enacted on the female psyche.  

However, Mutu acknowledges a complicity in her work. The Minotaur of This You Call 

Civilization? is a glamourized composite of the very forms it objectifies – females with 

mottled skin colours of black, brown, and pink that suggest a spectrum of race.  She 

admits, “As much as you're aware of your subjugation, you could be in a full-on 

relationship and romance with it. We all are.” 2 

 

 Born in Kenya and educated at Yale and the Cooper Union, Wangechi Mutu is a 

postcolonial diasporic feminist.  Her politics, as evidenced in her artwork, inhabit that 

rather unique subject position of her own double displacement: 

Part of my baggage with feminism is that it still hasn't taken 
into consideration the work done by women outside 
America and Europe. We're coming from very different 

                                                

 1 Georg Simmel, “The Metropolis and Mental Life” Art in Theory 1900-2000: An Anthology of 
Changing Ideas. Charles Harrison and Paul Woods, eds. (Oxford: Blackwell 2003)  132. 
 2 Wangechi Mutu, Robert Enright, “Resonant Surgeries: The Collaged World of Wangechi Mutu 
[interview]” Border Crossings v. 27 no. 1 (February 2008) 46. 
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behavioural patterns as far as how the patriarchy expressed 
itself on us.3 

Having trained in anthropology as well as fine art, Mutu’s awareness of these issues is 

especially acute.4  She speaks from the point of view of the native informant and her voice 

holds weight in intellectual discourse.  Her Ark Collection, (2006) exemplifies the 

transgressions enacted on the gendered exotic body from both a cultural and 

anthropological perspective.  A series of 32 paired postcard-sized collages are preserved and 

displayed in 4 vitrines.  The collages are spliced together images of African women taken 

from travel photography and pornography.  Two conflicting ideals of objectification – the 

pure native, and the highly sexualized – are juxtaposed in monstrously seductive patterns of 

colour, light, shade, and line.  They cohere in these beautifully deformed sexual beasts 

whose explicit sexuality are each omitted.  Amputated and reconstructed, they have been 

“immunized and improved by their victimization.”5  Her skillful distillation extracts a 

violence and prevalence of objectification in images, and gives new form to these demons 

as an empowered hybrid future race. 

       
Wangechi Mutu, Ark Collection, 2006. http://www.artnet.com/awc/wangechi-mutu.html 

 
 Dissonance and sublimation underscore all of Wangechi Mutu’s art and her 

politics are subtly complicated by their beauty.  Adorno once wrote, “to write lyric poetry 

after Auschwitz is barbaric.”6 Here, he argued against committed art, which validates the 

                                                

 3 Mutu, 37. 
 4 Norman Rosenthal, Made in America. (London: Royal Academy of the Arts, 2006) 287. 
 5 Ibid., 287. 
 6 Theodor Adorno, “Commitment,” Art in Theory 1900-2000: An Anthology of Changing Ideas. 
Charles Harrison and Paul Woods, eds. (Oxford: Blackwell 2003) 779. 



Yusuf – 4 

very thing it tries to oppose.  Its appeal to sentimentality devolves into mere propaganda. 

But, Mutu is sensitive to the difference between art and activism.  And, speaking of her 

marginal status as a black woman in art, she states, “I don't feel privileged enough to be 

entirely invisible or too vague. […] But unless you're drawn in, you're not going to sit down 

and dialogue with whatever is there.”7  By turning suffering into images and reveling in 

their sensual pleasure she does not remove the horror, but rather transforms it into an 

entry point or nexus of unstable negotiations.  For her, ‘beauty’ is a sensitive and 

politicized word.  It is owned by western colonizing forces, and, as an artist working from a 

cultural history deemed primitive, she is still fighting for her claim to that aesthetic ideal.8  

Beauty, by virtue of being a form of judgment, is entrenched in relations of power, and 

thus inherently political.    

  

Wangechi Mutu, A Shady Promise, 2006. 
http://www.artnet.com/awc/wangechi-mutu.html 

Paul Klee, Angelus Novus, 1920. 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Angelus_Novus 

 

Mutu’s artwork contains a similar optimism that Adorno ends his treatise on 

committed art with.  He offers a drawing called Angelus Novus by Paul Klee as an example 

of art that transcends both caricature and commitment. Walter Benjamin owned the 

drawing of “the angel of history” and used it as a point of departure for his thesis that 

historical progress was a cruel illusion: 

                                                

 7 Mutu, 38.  
 8 Ibid., 37-38. 
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His face is turned toward the past.  […]  The angel would like 
to stay, awaken the dead, and make whole what has been 
smashed.  But a storm is blowing from Paradise; it has got 
caught in his wings with such violence that the angel can no 
longer close them.  The storm irresistibly propels him into 
the future to which his back is turned, while the pile of 
debris before him grows skyward. This storm is what we call 
progress.9 

A relationship can be drawn between the Klee’s machine angel and Wangechi Mutu’s A 

Shady Promise (2006).  A strong sexualized female reminiscent of those found in Heavy 

Metal comic books, rides a doubled-over tree as if it were a mechanical bull.  Rock’n’roll in 

Ray Bans, Mutu’s cyborg ‘angel’ resonates with the dissonance of disaster and salvation.  

In her “Cyborg Manifesto” Donna Harraway observed, “The boundary between science 

fiction and social reality is an optical illusion.”10  Science fiction epitomizes the experience 

of cultural dislocation, alienation, and estrangement.  Through this lens Mutu lends a 

subversive edge to the seductive imagery of technological empowerment. 

 

Wangechi Mutu’s imagined cosmologies give metaphorical form to humankind’s 

relations with the world and each other.  She presents a space where fantasy speaks to the 

very real psychic ramifications of ‘civilizing’ forces.  By making and perverting myth (and 

stereotype), her hybrid beings look both forward and back, blending mythology with 

science fiction, in a fluid present that is optimistic and empowered. 

 

                                                
9 Walter Benjamin, On the Concept of History.  31 March 2010. 

http://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/benjamin/1940/history.htm 
 10 Donna Haraway, "A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist-Feminism   
in the Late Twentieth Century," in Simians, Cyborgs and Women: The Reinvention of Nature (New York: 
Routledge, 1991), 149.   
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