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ARTS - MOVIES

Silver Lion Winner Karimah
Ashadu On Art, Resilience and
Making Her U.S. Debut

“At this particular point in my career, a
show at Canal Projects makes a lot of
sense. It's a great opener.”

By Gameli Hamelo - 07/14/25 3:28pm
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Machine Boys ¢ pt es the complexities of urban masculinity in Lagos through the lens of young men navigating life as outlawed
motorcycle taxirider: F i 3
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What did you learn being a painter that you apply in your film work?

| stopped painting about 20 years ago, shortly after leaving art school. | know it’s difficult
to imagine I'm 40 (laughs). | stopped for a couple of reasons, including being very
interested in performance and the physical aspect of the body at the time.

| started by attaching cameras to myself and imagining the camera as an entity with its
own ideas and character. And that’s where my filmmaking came from. Looking at Plateau
(2021-2022), the camera moves almost like a paintbrush and color plays an important
role. Or you look at Makoko Sawmill (2015), with the blue sticks moving idiosyncratically.
Or you look at a work like King of Boys (2015), which is washed in red. You can see how
these painterly qualities are coming through.

But what's really funny is that I've returned to painting. | had this... almost an itch. | think |
was just curious as to what was trying to come through. So | picked up a paintbrush. And
it was funny because the works are inspired by a film | am researching. I'm not painting on
canvas; I’'m painting on found material. | just had sessions in my studio, and once | was
done, | was like, “‘Where did that come from?’ | can still paint and better than | ever could.

That pause has been very, very instrumental for me as a painter. It’s really funny to see
how the paintings are now inspired by the filmic medium. It's coming full circle and also
showing me how expansive film is. Whether I'm thinking of translating sculpture in film or
about film as embodying sculptural or painterly qualities, they're all in dialogue with each
other. What's very interesting for me is trying to unearth all of those in a way that still
puts film at the center of my practice.

What difference does having your own production company make when it comes to
the stories you tell and how those stories are told?
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It makes all the difference that my films are always produced or co-produced by my
production company. It speaks of authorship and ownership, and also as a container, as
an archive, that holds my work.

I’'m also thinking of what I'm leaving behind. I'm thinking of a legacy. | grew up in an art
school, looking at art books and being inspired by the artists | saw there. And | would love
for my work to live on in that way. Beyond that, | want to be able to help or contribute to
young filmmakers in a way that perhaps | didn’t have when | first started out. It was
incredibly difficult for me to find the funding to make work. | had to be incredibly
resourceful.

| created Golddust by Ashadu as a foundation. | actually founded it in Germany, but |
realized that it wouldn’t be as beneficial to be here, and it would be more useful to be
based in Nigeria. And so I'm in the process of closing it down here. And it’s opened in
Nigeria, in Lagos, as a foundation. The idea is that | can, at some point, hopefully soon, be
able to offer up funding for young filmmakers for their first productions and be sort of
key in that way in supporting the works of young filmmakers in Nigeria. That’s something
that I'm really, really excited about.

Is there anything else that you want to highlight?

When you speak about West Africa, people always have preconceived notions of what
that means based on what they’'ve picked up in the media. To be able to make the work
that | do, where it just really honors our Africanness, our histories, what's going on today
and how we're sort of dealing with that in a contemporary culture, to be able to show that
not under an umbrella of pity is very important to me. We need to start changing and
shifting the rhetoric of Africa as a poor continent. It’s not like that. People don’t know
that, and it's stunning to me. And so opening a little window and having people see how
things are is very exciting.

No matter who or what I’'m showing, whether it's laborers who have migrated from the
north to make it in the big city like Lagos, they still have pride and can hold their head and
look you in the eye because my work does that. It's always this confrontational gaze. |
think it starts to sort of shift something in people. That's very important to me; | am just
getting away from this kind of pitiful consideration of what Africa is.
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