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Meet the textile artist Weaving anew world

Billie Zangewa's tapestries are a tribute to the power of love, family life and the strength of a woman
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hen Billie Zangewa and I start talking, I feel that instant sense of

sisterhood and kinship that often takes hold when Black women

gather during times of despair. It’s the same emotion I experience
when I look at her work as an internationally renowned textile artist, in which she
creatively represents what it means to be a Black feminist mother raising a young

son in today’s climate.

Using a mix of silk — her signature fabric — and sustainably sourced scrap materials,
Zangewa creates large-scale tapestries that portray scenes from her everyday life,
from reading on the sofa in In My Solitude to walking her son to school in Soldier of
Love. By weaving these visual narratives, which conjure up a mood of joy and
peace, she often equates resistance with self-love and everyday feminism. “In a
way, | feel like I've been quietly, daily, advocating this movement for ever,” she says
of the momentum that has gathered around the Black Lives Matter campaign this
year.
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Born in Malawi and now based in Johannesburg, South Africa, Zangewa is acutely
aware of the differences between the forms of racism faced by Black men and
women across the Diaspora and on the continent. “I am fortunate enough not to
have experienced police brutality, but I have experienced the other kinds of
limitations that come with having dark skin,” she tells me. To process this — “the
anger, wanting justice, all of it” — she has found consolation in the power of love,
which for her is a source of “fundamental strength: strength of a person, strength

of a family, strength of a community”.
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The New York show — Zangewa’s debut in the city — is also a way of paying tribute
to her dear friend Henri Vergon, an art dealer who founded the Johannesburg-
based gallery Afronova, who died in May at around the same time as she was
offered representation by Lehmann Maupin. Having shared much of her twenties
and thirties with him (he was, she explains, “the first person I went into the art
world with”), she immortalises him in Free Spirit, and sees the exhibition as a way
to celebrate life, let go of recent sadnesses and trigger a kind of rebirth. “It’s about
looking at things in the past differently from the way I would have looked at them
if I weren’t in isolation; about letting go of things we’re in a habit of carrying that

no longer serve us,” she explains.
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While Zangewa sometimes feels frustrated at being defined by her race in a way
white or European artists rarely are, and looks forward to a time when narrow
titles such as ‘Black artist’ or ‘African artist’ are no longer needed, she
acknowledges the visibility her Blackness gives her. “Maybe this is an opportunity
to get to that place you want to be, where you are just simply an artist,” she
reflects. Her advice to aspiring artists across the continent or from the Diaspora is
clear. “If you want it, commit to it. When the landscape doesn’t look good, believe
in it,” she says. “And if it's not what you really want to do, then I say, get out now,
because it requires steel. You have to be strong and you have to have conviction in

yourself, what you want and your potential.”

Zangewa’s tapestries offer an intimate insight into life as a Black woman and
feminist mother raising a Black son. Despite our collective experience of Blackness,
from the traumas and difficulties we are subjected to, we all cope differently,
weaving intricate variations from these narratives and thriving against the odds. It
is never easy, but Zangewa’s work reminds us that ours is a beautiful life to be
cherished.



