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Leilah Babirye’s Masks Begin in the
Scrapyard

The artist transforms salvaged materials into busts and bodies, exploring queer self-
fashioning as resistance

a BY ZOE HOPKINS IN OPINION | 03 JUN 26

This piece appears in the columns section of frieze 260, Portraiture’

The history of a struggle for beauty — to live with and as beauty - is told
and retold on the surfaces of Leilah Babirye’s sculptures. Her works
embody a queer African lineage that has fought — with raw ardour and
anguish — for that sacred gleam. They come into the world having
inherited the battle scars bearing witness to this struggle. Indeed, the

scars are themselves part of the beauty.
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Leilah Babirye, Senga Muzanganda (Auntie
Muzanganda), 2020. Courtesy: © Leilah
Babirye, Gordon Robichaux, New York, and
Galerie Max Hetzler; photograph:

Greg Carideo

For Babirye, who has lived in New York since escaping anti-queer
persecution in her native Uganda, sculpture is a language with which to
speak about queer self-fashioning — and about the frictions between its
external and internal forms, between the unrepentant expression of
queer identity and its shielding from a hostile world. Her sculptures,
most of which are abstract-figurative bodies or busts representing and
honouring people in her life, play a dissonant music of brusque angles
and rough-hewn edges. She leaves her surfaces — and their sentiments —
worked up, worn out, marked by anxious textures created by

a harshness of carving, burnishing and burning. For some sculptures,
Babirye takes a blowtorch to her materials, leaving them seemingly
scorched by the heat of both queer desire and queer rage. Tm pulling
the anger into beauty, Babirye tells me of her techniques of wounding
and healing. Tm looking for the grains, I'm looking for the skin, the

nature of the wood, for the beauty of texture.
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Babirye begins by configuring the body of a sculpture from wood or
clay, then populates its surface with detritus and refuse found in
junkyards. Abject matter is reborn as adornment: in Gunsinze aliwa
Bitono (2023), coiled-up bicycle chains and tyres blossom from the
figure’s head instead of hair; in Queen in Love (2016), a mouth is
brutally and beautifully embellished with a padlock and nails. What was
once massed under the label of junk’ gives the sculptures the expressive
contours of singularity, a unique language of style. For Babirye, the
choice to use discarded matter is political: ‘It all begins with being called
rubbish,’ she says, adding that the slang for queer in the Luganda
language translates to ‘trash’. Her sculptures devour these significations
and spit them back out in gorgeously distorted and baroque forms that
speak to a queer refusal to be reduced to refuse. ‘When I bring rubbish to
my studio, I make something that gives it a life or a meaning,’

Babirye says.

Leilah Babirye, Atwooki from the Kuchu Tooro
Kingdom, 2025, glazed ceramic, burnt wood,
bicycle tyre inner tubes and chains, 130 x 33
x 36 cm. Courtesy: © Leilah Babirye and
Galerie Max Hetzler Berlin, Paris, London and
Marfa; photograph: def image
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Beneath the ornamentation are faces composed of a shared, simple
grammar: the soft contour of a mouth, the extrusion of something like a
nose, the easy slope of eyebrows. Babirye’s most striking gestures
happen in her sculptures’ eyes: in almost all her works, the gaze is
represented as a pair of deep slits cut into two raised mounds.
Ambiguous in expression, these eyes appear neither entirely open nor
fully closed; they are not looking outwards at us, but neither are they
unseeing. As the sculptures recede into the brooding mysticism of
inward sight, exteriority yields to an inaccessible inside. For all Babirye’s
rigorous attention to surface, the sculptures seem to yearn for the

magnitude of their own depths.

This affective immurement holds the sculptures in tension, as if
stretched into the hard artifice of masks. Indeed, the history of West
African masks has been decidedly influential on her work. The mask has
become not only a springboard for aesthetic inspiration — opening onto
the angular precision that runs throughout Babirye’s compositions — but
also a metaphorical device signalling queer acts of encryption and
dissimulation. Art and life blurred when she noticed friends in Uganda

wearing masks in queer spaces in order to protect their identity.

Leilah Babirye, Nansamba II from the Kuchu
Ngabi (Antelope) Clan, 2021, glazed ceramic,
bicycle tyre inner tubes and found objects,
122 x 74 x 79 cm. Courtesy: © Leilah Babirye,
Gordon Robichaux and Galerie Max Hetzler;
photograph: Mark Blower
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Babirye makes the histories of tribal mask-making legible by embedding
the names of peoples and kingdoms — often ones that she invents — into
her titles. One work, for example, is called Atwooki from the Kuchu
Tooro Kingdom (2025); another Nansamba II from the Kuchu Ngabi
(Antelope) Clan (2021) (kuchu is a Swahili slang term for queer, while
the artist herself is from the Ngabi clan). Babirye’s use of masking
traditions raises questions that pierce the heart of her sculpture’s
metaphysics — and of the metaphysics of representation more broadly:
are we to read these objects as faces or disguises? Do they belong to
portraiture, or are they closer to symbolism? We are caught in a dialectic
between the concealment and revelation of identity; between a veiled

representation of being and the being beneath the veil.

Leilah Babirye’s work will be on view at the Institute of Contemporary

Art, Boston, from 27 August 2026 to 18 January 2027

This article first appeared in frieze issue 260 with the headline

‘Dissonant Music’

Main image: Leilah Babirye, Nansamba II from the Kuchu Ngabi (Antelope) Clan (detail), 2021,
glazed ceramic, bicycle tyre inner tubes and found objects, 122 x 74 x 79 cm. Courtesy: ©

Leilah Babirye, Gordon Robichaux and Galerie Max Hetzler; photograph: Mark Blower

ZOE HOPKINS

Zoé Hopkins is a writer and critic. She has written for publications including The
New Yorker, ArtReview and The Brooklyn Rail.
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