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An Alterable Terrain Installation view 23 May 2023 - 1 January 2024 Tate Britain, London Courtesy the artist and Soft Opening, London Photography: Theo Christelis

From May of last year to January of this year, a constellation of corporal fragments — eyes, mouth, soul, reproductive organs, hands, feet
and lungs — came together at Tate Britain in the evocation of a Black woman’s body. The first solo institutional exhibition of polymath
artist Rhea Dillon, An Alterable Terrain, parsed the infrastructural fundamentality of Black female intellectual, physical and reproductive
labour within the British Empire’s construction and legacy. Amidst a biennial in which exhibitions of loud feminism have become the
de facto institutional modus operandi, Dillon’s presentation constituted a poultice — sociopolitically engaged, yes, but quieter and slower

paced — a generous invitation to reflect, breathe, and re-energise oneself for the good intersectional fight.

Consisting of new and existing sculptures, the exhibition was metonymic of Dillon’s profound penchant for storytelling via abstraction:
the deployment of subtly referential materials and formations in allowance of the viewer’s own coming-to-relation with the work. The
complexity of the themes enfolded in the minimalist sculptures has been levied as both the power and the downfall of the work insofar
as additional reading is required to unearth the underlying histories that drive the sculptural outcomes. Appropriate then, that Dillon
has produced a publication of the same name, in accompaniment to and expansion upon the exhibition: an elucidation of the thoughts

and thinkers, concepts and creative discoveries upon which the body of work draws. On the heels of the publication of a special edition
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An Alterable Terrain Installation view 23 May 2023 — 1 January 2024 Tate Britain, London Courtesy the artist and Soft Opening, London Photography: Theo Christelis

One could be led to view Dillon’s penchant for symbolic representation as a clear side-taking in the historic storm of contention that
has swarmed around Black abstraction; the 1960s and 70s prioritisation of figuration as a route to capturing the black experience that

led to the levying of pandering to western modes at artists such as Sam Gilliam and David Hammons. For Dillon, however, the
Blackness — a remit that includes the masterful reclaiming of the tenets of canonic Western materiality and sculptural form, a form of

subversion via updating. The entry point into recapitulation is always the written word — “I think about society through linguistics, and
its own grammar, for instance, the difference between blackness and Blackness.” Encountering canonic writing is a first diction; to be

able to enter into conversation with someone’s writing, or with them as people, and build upon it is deemed a gift by the artist.
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Sole Responsibility: Aged 12, but above VI, 2024. Courtesy the artist and Soft Opening, London

The writing within the publication An Alterable Terrain is an ode to the centrality of this notion to Dillon’s practice — bringing together
the words of Pat Noxolo, Barbara Ferland, Zoé Samudzi, Vanessa Onwuemezi, Francoise Verges, Katherine McKittrick and Martine

Syms. Verges essay, in particular, frames a feedback loop of mutuality — a response to Dillon’s response to a lecture delivered by Verges

Institute for Art and Olfaction, Dillon is enamoured by “air, aura, smell...” with olfaction serving as both direct and indirect inspiration.
“One’s sense of smell is colloquially considered as the last or a forgotten sense, yet it informs so much. It’s the sense most closely and
directly linked to memory, with the power to instigate and even control memory.” The body of work is an exercise in the challenge of
societal interpretation of the black, queer body and experience within the UK. With the recognition that the digital age has normalised
concentration via two screens — one’s device, alongside one’s physical vision of the world — air as a non-tangible medium becomes fertile
ground: “We can't control it, and it can't control us, we can only respond.” The exploration of aura comes to hold greater weight within
lofty institutional buildings endowed with a deep-rooted physical and perceptual atmosphere. Within An Alterable Terrain Dillon
deployed sculpture as a challenge to the Tate Britain — for instance, the inclusion of molasses plates C/leaning Figures (2023) to frame
the relationship between the gallery’s founding family and the sugar/transatlantic slave trade.

Forcing the viewer to enact an embedded gesture of prayer — to genuflect and engage from below — to pay witness to her show
exemplifies Dillon’s “process of transforming, moving and playing.” Disrupting and guiding the viewer’s movement within the gallery
space can be extrapolated to Dillon’s wider interest in the relationship between notions of exile, innate discourse around nations, empire
and territory, and the (de)colonial project. Dillon’s relationship to exile is not one that pertains to a sense of physical banishment per se
but in relation to the degree to which laws enable or complicate belonging, with specific reference to citizenship as a frontier of
inclusion, the crystal footprints. The two cut crystal feet — modelled on the treads of her grandmother and uncle, installed always facing
one another — Sole Responsibility: Aged 12, but above (2022) illuminate the “Sole Responsibility Law”: a symptom of the 1971

Immigration Act, which legitimised the notion of black people as second class citizens.
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1 in the Broken; Broken Birthed, Broken, Deficient, Whole—At the Black Womb’s Altar, At the Black Woman’s Tale, 2023. Courtesy the artist and Soft Opening, London Photography: Theo (

The term poethic is key, preferred by the artist to the externally nominally ascribed verb “storytelling”. Dillon first encountered the term
when working on her 2021 publication Catgut — The Opera. Introduced to Joan Retallack's The Poethical Wager in conversation with
author and poet Simone White (“I think the best way to think about language and its definition is through conversation”), Dillon
qualifies the term as a thickening of language as innately imbued with a Caribbean notion of poetics and narrative. The publication An
Alterable Terrain interrogates the possibility of a continuation of poetics in writing, as it approaches a point of dissemblance — the point

at which writing becomes less descriptive and less sticky, becomes indirect, and able to speak through movement, light and the spirit.

To reverse the glutinous involves recessing into and reframing archives; when Dillon reads or meets writers, she goes through their
reading lists and bibliographies, “filling in the gaps” she readily and humbly admits she is possessed of. So rooted in feminist and queer
thought, the legacies of influential texts reverberate throughout her practice; those that informed An Alterable Terrain, much like how
the title of the exhibition is cited from Katherine McKittirick’s ‘Demonic Grounds: Black Women and the Cartographies of Struggle’,
oscillate within a collection of so-called “Bible books”: “I was drawn to the idea of the Bible as representative of a generic book of
“godly” guidance. I was thinking about a collection of books that you might take on a desert island that represent a time machine
version of yourself at a specific moment.” Dillon’s “bible books” are all exemplary of her impetus to queer the canon: she names Malorie
Blackman’s Noughts and Crosses; Stuart Hall's Familiar Stranger; the poetry of June Jordan and Derek Walcott; and Stella Dadzie,
Suzanne Scafe and Beverley Bryan's The Heart of the Race — “an emblem of things that exist, that are often absent from declarative or

academic texts”, that Dillon has widely gifted to her family members.

An Alterable Terrain Installation view 23 May 2023 — 1 January 2024 Tate Britain, London Courtesy the artist and Soft Opening, London Photography: Theo Christelis
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The careful contemplation that defined Dillon’s sculptural installations is evident in the publication’s construction; working closely with
studio OK-RM, Dillon praises co-founder Rory McGrath: “It was the first time a design team was prepared to run with me, and treat
the book as an art object itself.” So too is the reader challenged to run alongside Dillon — to participate in the relocation and
reconstruction of literary geography. The mores of exhibition monographs are subverted in the placement of the catalogue of works at
the booK’s rear, borne upon the satin paper typically used by 20th-century artists. We return to the loci of “Bible books” in the choice to

render the remaining pages in papyrus, the varying of the paper’s thickness dominating the sectioning.

Both Morrison and Dillon’s work operate upon a Demonic Ground, as elucidated by Sylvia Wynter (1990). Back at the Tate: the
placement of four calabashes directly above the entrance into the gallery — Swollen, Whole, Broken, Birthed in the Broken; Broken Birthed,
Broken, Deficient, Whole — At the Black Womb's Altar, At the Black Woman’s Tale (2023). The title is framed as a two-line poem that ends at
the black woman’s altar, at the black woman’s ta(i)l(e), subverting the typical irreverence with which the black female body is treated.
The visitor was forced to enter the poem in crossing the threshold — Dillon specifically “wanted the show to end with this work, to
constitute an encircling, or embrace by, and engagement with the body.” To be at the woman’s tail is to ask oneself about the nature of
the history of black women and what we can dictate. Moving between the past archival and theoretical, to the present, fictionalised and
everyday, exhibition and publication — both versions and with all the references enfolded — are in service to the making visible of

previously invisible female geographies: “creating one’s reality together.”

Written by Katrina Nzegwu
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Exactly. And we have our lineage. at least somewhat.

o

We hiave (he contemporary generations versus only being able tosay
“T'm a descendant of..."”

an
Yes. [ talked 1o Marcus Jahmal abaut this actually, because of
the heritage inherent in his name: Marcus. Jahmal.

o
[laughing] Marcus. Talmal. Exactly!
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Frieze, 2023

The Caribbean is a fractured place in constant flux.

RheaDillon

Left

*An Alterable Terrain’,
2023, installation
view. Courtesy:

the artist and Tate
Britain; photograph:
Reece Straw

Below

As Wata to Wine, Wine
o Blood, Blood to Dirt,
Dirtto Sand, Sand

to Water; Wata (Bit),
2023, iron, plastic and
sand, 10%41% 30cm.
Courtesy: the artist
and Soft Opening,
London; photograph:
Theo Christelis
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RHEA DILLON
words by ZAKIYA MCKENZIE
photographed by ELLIOTT JEROME BROWN JR.
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Viewing Altered Grounds
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42 Oz ke 77 2000, Forn b B, 2022 Detzil. Oil oncames. 30« 80cm. Photog mp by by T beo Chistelis, Coure sy of the artist znd Saft Opening, London.
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20 WIEWING ALT ERED GROUNDE
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FHEA DILLOM BY ZAKMA WMCKENZIE &u@ 4z
Timef Offering

| am drawn to another artwork in her Tate exhibition, As Wata to Wine, Wine to Blood,
Blood to Dirt, Dirt to Sand, Sand to Water: Wata (Bft) (2023}, a sculpture made from
iron, plastic, and sand.

*Sand is imbued with so much because it's formed over deep time” explains Dillon. “It
makes me think of who stood here before, and what happened before that remains in
the sand”

We are again in agreenent in cur artistic conception of ground and its relationship to
time. Like sand, my pamphlet, Testimones on the History of Jamaica Volume 1{Rough
Trade Books), shows deap time compressed into a single point to call forward various
Jamaican voices across four centuries of our past. As Wata to Wine, Wine to Blood,
Blood to Dirt, Dirt to Sand, Sand to Water: Wata (Bft) presents a world in chaos; | think
of it as the state of flux that caused the council to be convened for testimonies at the
heginning of my story.

The mouths of the two water bottles in As Wata to Wine, Wine to Blood, Blood to Dirt,
Dhirt to Sand, Sand to Water; Wata (Bit) are held together by an iron rod, evocative of
aniren bit used to gag enslaved people.

Whe n Dilkon visited Elmina and Cape Coast Castle in Ghana in 2021, she was struck
by the number of water bottles left as offerings to the spirits of the captives brought to
the coast to be shoved onto slave ships.

But, “What is a drink of water to the dry mouth of the dead?” she thought.

There s, however, another lbcation and layer of meaning to this artwork. | am
surprised to hear that this piece was further conceptualized from our chance meeating
at a resort inJamaica in 2022, It hadnt occumed to me until | arrived there, but the
site we were onwas of the infamous “stolen beach™ saga where approximately five
hundred truckloads of sand were remaved from astretch of beach in Coral Springs,
Trelawny, in the summer of 2008. The sand has never been found and no one has
ever been held accountable The sand in Dillons artwork was collected in 2022 during
ourstay. She collected it in the plastic “Wata™ bottles, now part of the final work, as she
proceeded to kearn more about the incident.

This work, responding to unmenticnable cormuption in one place and voicelessness
and the lack of breath in ancther, serves as an iInquiry inta the notion of caging the
tongue and being unable to speak.

WO

With her first institutional solo exhibition in Tate Britain's “Art Now™ series on view
until January 1, 2024, and an upcoming catalogue to accompany the display {edited
by herself and featurin%an introduction by geographé Iprofessc:-r Pat Nexaola), Dillen
presents a captivating body of work commenting on Blackwomen, the human body,
psychoanalysis, the envircnment, the Caribbean, and colonial history.

Artist: Bhea Dillan

Photagrapher: Ellictt Jerarme Brawn Jr.

Editar-in-Chisf: Gea Paliti

Art Direction: Alassia Awventurass

Photagrapher Assistants: Alberto Wargas and Alex MeDaowell
Productian: Flash Art Studios

Production Assistant: Wittaria Martinatti

Lacation: Meuw Yark

Clothes and accessaries: Bottega Veneta

Rhea Dillon (1995, Landan) lives and warks in Landaon. Dillan is an artist, writer, and poet wha works acrass a range of mediums
including sculpture, painting, video and olfaction. Recent solo exhibitions include: Sweetwater, Berlin; Soft Opening, Londaon; VO
Curations, Londan; and Peak Gallery, Londaon, The artist's waork has been exhibited in group exhibitions at Gladstone Gallery, New
fark; Park Mights, Serpentine Pavilion, London; and Almine Reoh, Londaon. Dillon's sclo exhibition "Fhea Dillan: An Alterable Terrain®
is currently on view at Tate Britain, Londan, thraugh January 1, 2024,

ZakiyaMcKenzie is a writer anc PhD candidate in English based in Bristal. In 2019, she was writer-in-residen cefor Forestry England.
In 2021, she was artist-in-residence at Studic Valtaire, Londaon, ending her tirme with an audio/visual exhibition based on herwriting.
MoKenzie's essays have appearedin anumber of anthalogies including Haunting Ashton Court: A Creative Handb ook for Collective
History-Maling (2023), Radical Landscapes Art, [dentity and Activisrm (Tate, 2022), Reading the Forest: A Forest of Dean Anthology
(Dauglas MeLean Publishing, 2022), Wamen on Nature: An Anthology of Wornen's Writing about the Natural Worldin the East Atlantic
Archipelago (Unbound, 2021), Gifts of Grawty and Light: A Nature Alrmanac for the 2ist Century (Hodder & Stoughton, 2024, and The
Wild Isles: AnAnthology of the Best of British & Insh Nature Writing Head of Zeus, 2021). Her 2021 Rough Trade Books histarical
fiction pamphlet Testimonies on the History of Jamaica Vol 1 exploresthenatural and social history of Jamaica in 1685 — the year
Britain taak the colany from Spain,
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Tate Etc, 2023

ART NOW AT TATE BERITAIN

Rhea Diflon talks 1o fellow artist Anthea Hamilton
ahbout the resonances and meanings of matenals,
colonial histories, and her desire 1o be at play with
an audience

An Alterable
Terrain

RHEA DILLON IN CONVERSATION
WITH ANTHEA HAMILTCGN

ART NOW AT TATE BRITAIN

ANTHEA HAMILTON I short, what would you like to do
with thisexhibition?

RHEA piLlon  The exhibition is my most direct
engagement with black women’s geographies and
my viewpoint within the Black British diaspora.
There is this play within the title, An Alterable Terrain,
where Tam trying to give location’s reins to a black
woman, from her body, and with her own hold on her
visibility/invisibility.

AR We're in your studio, on the 18th of April, sur-
rounded by some of the works that will be induded in the
show. How will these constituent elements come together?

ko Twanted tothink about the framework of the/a
black woman's body. I asked a friend, a lover, my
mather and a ‘brother’ two questions: “What would
you say the key parts of a black woman’s body are?’
and, secondly, “What would you say the key parts of a
woman's body are?’ These questions had to be asked
in that order. Confronting the subconscious is an
important part of my research.

So Tm thinking about perception, and how
curation could be described as ‘architecture meets
artworks’. These plates, for example, will be sus-
pended from the wall, allowing light to shine through
them, to convey the textural quality of the works.
They almost look bodily in a way. They're made
from molasses mixed with resin, in differing quan-
tities, The second part of this work is a series of cut-
crystal plates made from soap, which is scented from
an ongoing sweat project I'm working on. These
are positioned in four stacks on a low plinth. Four,
because each of the soap stacks represents a number
from the year of Jamaica’s independence: 1, 9, 6, 2.

The plates on the wall will be in conversation
with the plate stacks below them. I see the neat meet-
ing of the low plinth that the plates will sit on with
the wall as a representation of Deleuze’s fold theory.
During the act of folding, Deleuze articulated that
the marginalised individual has the ability to encoun-
ter an alternate self that is ‘different ... from the iden-
tity imposed by external, marginalising forces’. The
fold could be like looking into a black hole. What
is the future and what could it look like? Could the
fold be a petceptive analysis of the question: when
is a point of folding - or even leaning - able to be self-
governed by the blackwoman?

aH  There’s an exhausted lean, there’s a posturinglean...
What type of leaning are you thinkingabout?

ko Ifeelthatinall acts of leaning there are points of
test, and that’s my main desire. Thete is a lean that is
also a rest with non-desirous consequences; like the
biblical leaning on the cross, or a leaning on stocks as
public punishment. The stocks and cross both make a

63
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One's Place Within: -3
Utuoma Essi and Rhea

Ufiiorna Bssi, Fram Whers We Laad (seill), 2021. Conrtesy: the artist 170 Monsse Magazine 80 7



Mousse, 2022



Mousse, 2022




Mousse, 2022



Mousse, 2022



Mousse, 2022

Soft Opening,

Rhea Dillon,
Janus
1 April—16 May, 2021

Rhes Dillon, Jis installation view ar Soft Opening, Piccadilly Citcus Undergtound Station, London, 2021 Conressy: the artist and Soft Opening, London. Photo: Theo Christelis 178 Mousse Magazine 20 79
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(Top) Rbea Dillor, e st and Soft Opening. \views ar Soft Opening, London, 2022,
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ot betore you actually think ot the subject as being an actual
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