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RAHEL AIMA
Perhaps we can begin with A Refusal (2015-2016).

AMERICAN ARTIST
It  took place online, as an intervention in my prominent so-

cial media platforms. For about a year, I would post images that 
I redacted with solid blue. They would all just look like this iden-
tical blue color that can only really be present on a screen, the blue 
that you see where there ’s no signal. This color has the potential 
to represent images as a sign for what could potentially be present 
on-screen. Each of the original images were printed and put into a 
photo album, and didn’t circulate online. It was an interesting expe-
rience, because I also wasn’t interacting in the usual way through 
this process. I wouldn’t like or comment on anything, but I would 
view things. And it changed the way I felt it was necessary to pro-
duce an image of myself in this context. I wanted to challenge the 
notion of the need to perform a certain identity in digital space. 

RA
Another thread is the relationship between blackness and blue-

ness. There ’s that Curtis Mayfield song, about the people who are 
darker than blue. And also Indian graphic novels’ convention of us-
ing blue to depict dark-skinned-ness and divinity.

AA
I think they both have a poetic, musical legacy. They often are 

related to understandings of trauma in relation to the body or some-
how producing authentic emotion. When you think of blues, you 
think of this music that somehow represents the spirit in a more 
righteous way. Both colors often are used to represent a void, even 
though they’re also spaces that contain so much energy and repre-
sentative power. I think that’s where black and blue become inter-
esting for black or POC artists. The space that’s popularly under-
stood as the space of nothingness is actually a habitable location in 
which someone may exist or identify.

RA
There is an inherent violence, too: negation, a bruise, a site of 

death. You talk about how the blackscreen became the whitescreen, 
and perhaps blackness similarly becomes transmuted to blueness in 
a digital space, like with the BSOD [blue screen of death].

AA
That’s interesting, because when I was using this shade of blue 

more prominently in my work, I was thinking of it in relation to the 
antiquated blue of the American flag—this dark, dingy blue that can 
be represented physically through inks and dyes that are usually har-
vested by people of color. So I was thinking of this blue as not able 
to be represented materially, as a symbol for a new democratic for-
mation, almost like something to replace the flag. I’ve since moved 
out of this more national frame, but I still think of these colors as 
being able to represent people who are otherwise unable to enter 
this conversation of colors that are considered valuable. And yes,  
I also think about blue being native to the screen, and also blackness 
having a stake in early imagery that was formulated on-screen.

RA
Have you read William Gibson’s Zero History (2010)? There ’s 

a character Hubertus Bigend, who very memorably wears a suit of 
IKB [International Klein Blue], chosen because the intensity of it 
unsettles people. And also because the color is impossible to repro-
duce on computer screens. It’s a color that resists documentation— 
a pigment that technology has yet to catch up on.

AA
I like this line of inquiry. For me it’s very relevant, thinking 

about the ephemerality of this digital-only blue as something rep-
resentative of the way marginalized bodies skirt systems of power 
through innovative solutions to avoid capture or documentation. 
And I thought it was also important not to totally exit the platform. 
I still wanted to be present, operating in this subversive manner, 
asserting nonperformance when performance is expected. Refusal is 
powerful because you’re still present in the space, and so you have 
to constantly make a decision not to do the thing that’s expected 
of you. It wasn’t really about me and my exit, but about creating a 
formal image of what that process looks like or something that also 
works to symbolize that this is possible. Or even to just make some-
one aware that another method of behavior exists or is possible.

RA
And what about your concept of the “dignity image,” from your 

2016 video Prosthetic Knowledge of the Dignity Image? 

AA
The dignity image came out of the performance of A Refusal in 

that when I ceased to publish these images online, I found myself 

Tenderizing meat in Coca-Cola is 
pretty common, but what about an 
iPhone? When I got to American 
Artist’s studio, they were planning 
on doing just that. We speak here 
about black GUIs, signal-screen 
blue, slipperiness and refusal as a 
counter to surveillance, police 
brutality, cultural appropriation as 
white skeuomorphism, and disk 
fragmentation.

Above - David Hammons, Higher Goals, 1983. Courtesy: Grupa O.K.
Opposite - Untitled (Too Thick), 2017. Courtesy: HOUSING, Brooklyn
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looking at my camera roll as some sort of alternative feed in a way 
I otherwise wouldn’t have. There were images that I wouldn’t con-
sider appropriate to publish in a social media context for one reason 
or another. For me it was this photo of me and my sister just hang-
ing out: I found myself returning to it in my phone, looking at it.  
I started to think about images that have value on a personal lev-
el that doesn’t translate to the commercial context of social media.  
I also figured that that was something other people experience, but 
they probably don’t have a conversation around it. So I did this 
short film where I interviewed people who have different relation-
ships to social media, and asked them to show me examples of their 
dignity images, which in the film appear blued out with the same 
shade. We often understand these unpublishable images as worth-
less or embarrassing or not good photos. Photos in which we look 
ugly or whatever. As alternatives to the way capitalism has oriented 
us to understand images, they have intrinsic value and dignity in 
asserting our positions as image makers. So “dignity” was a very 
appropriate word for that.

RA
It seems like the most prominent refusal in your practice is that 

of identification. Through surveillance, slipperiness, and also per-
haps your legal name change.

AA
My name is hyper-specific and identifiable on a personal level. 

When people meet me and hear my name, they don’t know how 
to respond to it, but in searching for me online, you see the name 
doesn’t function as a name at all. It doesn’t signify anything recog-
nizable as a name. I’m interested in that duality, and I like the idea 
of having this pseudonym in virtual space, where we use avatars 
that may or may not represent our likeness. This name functions 
in that way. It allows me some anonymity, and it’s almost ironic 
because not being findable online seems antithetical to having an art 
practice. But when your name doesn’t look like anything, I think it 
allows for certain forms of subversion in the digital context.

RA
I’m curious why “American” specifically. There ’s an implied, 

refigured patriotism.

AA
It wasn’t necessarily a claiming of a pro-America position but 

rather a critique, in that I’m asserting myself as what an American 
artist can look like, contra the canonized identity of an American 
artist as someone like Jackson Pollock, a white male Ab-Ex painter. 
Being black and working abstractly in new media, I don’t fit that 
model, but then having this title suddenly places me there.

RA
You don’t use articles like “an” or “the,” just American Artist. 

Do people call you “American”?

AA
Yes. When I first moved here, I was going by Artist a lot. 

“American” felt very weird, but then I got used to it. Most people 
address me by my full name in email because they don’t know what 
to say, but it’s fun in any sort of list where it comes up. People assume 
it’s the title of the list and not a person within the group of people.

RA
That’s interesting, because it’s both a single identification but 

also a taxonomy—an individual and an umbrella at the same time. 
So here I want to ask about Sandy Speaks (2017).

AA
For me, the case of Sandra Bland is the quintessential failure of 

surveillance on behalf of people who are subject to state violence, 
when this omnipresent surveillance is supposed to be some saving 
grace. In her case, she wasn’t even able to get the bare minimum of 
surveillance necessary to keep her alive. There ’s no footage of her 
or even the hallway of her cell for, I think, the hour and a half in 
which she died. I was interested in that, in contrast to the amount 
of surveillance around her arrest, where you have dash-cam footage 
available on YouTube, and footage from someone’s cell phone who 
filmed it. You have this overwhelming amount of visual data leading 
up to the moment which she is put in jail, and then suddenly it’s 
absolutely impossible to know what happened. 

What was also really important for me was that prior to her ar-
rest she had a social media presence. She made videos of herself and 

Above, from top - A Refusal, 2015-2016. Courtesy: the artist; A Refusal, 
2015-2016. Courtesy: the artist and SLEEPCENTER, Brooklyn; Prosthetic 
Knowledge of the Dignity Image (still), 2016. Courtesy: the artist
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had a Twitter where she would speak out against police brutality 
and how black people can survive in America given how the police 
behave. I was interested in this heightened visibility of her earlier 
presence and then the complete lack of visibility surrounding her 
death. I wanted to make something that felt like a social media pres-
ence. And I didn’t want to use visual images of her, because they 
had circulated so heavily, and I am very conscious of how images of 
black trauma are circulated, whether for entertainment or profit or 
whatever. I didn’t want to repeat that or contribute to that.

So for me it made sense to do something text-based. By creating 
a chat bot, it almost feels like it could be tweets, but it’s also inter-
active. Your experience with it is going to be different every time, 
and in a way it continues what she was trying to say on social media 
by allowing her voice to function perpetually. I wanted it to be very 
accessible and able to help and offer information. And the tone of it 
is meant to reflect her tone when she spoke, which was very warm 
and caring but also unapologetically black, like she ’s very adamant 
about her position, where she lived, and everything she was doing. 
I wanted to capture these qualities, which are so antithetical to a 
corporate chat bot.

RA
It’s interesting to consider responses to police brutality in re-

lation to your work, because often the response is #sayhername, 
#sayhisname. An insistence on being identified. And the American 
project feels almost like a generative algorithm, spawning instances 
of police brutality based on parameters that were programmed three 
hundred years ago. Maybe there ’s a parallel between GUIs [graph-
ical user interfaces] and immigrants being assimilated into white-
ness. Is skeuomorphism, using simplified remnants of an older tech-
nology (or culture!) to create that easy-to-use-graphic interface, a 
kind of white abstraction or cultural appropriation?

AA
The idea of making skeuomorphs of office space is, like, the 

whitest thing ever! A white person has braids, but they’re not actu-
al braids but skeuomorphic braids. I think of this moment when the 
whitescreen was instituted as erasure. That jumps off from the last 
PC with the all-black interface, the command line, and this transi-
tion to the Apple Lisa, which was the first PC that used windows, 
folders and these skeuomorphs of an office space. And that’s also 
when whiteness begins to fill the negative space of the screen, so 
any sort of document or image or search begins with whiteness, 
which then goes on to serve as the general canvas for virtual cre-
ative potential.

These technologies that we use on a daily basis are so inhos-
pitable to black people and people of color. Even simply in their 
inability to capture darker skin tones or recognize certain people. 

Above, from top - Image from dash-cam recording of the arrest of Sandra 
Bland, July 10, 2015; Sandy Speaks, 2017, Memory is a Tough Place 
installation view at  Anna-Maria and Stephen Kellen Gallery, New York, 
2017. Courtesy: the artist. Photo: Marc Brems Tatti
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Above - What is the Being of a Problem?, 2018. Courtesy: HOUSING, Brooklyn
Right - Towards the Wild Beyond, 2017. Courtesy: Koenig & Clinton,  
New York. Photo: Jeffrey Sturges
Opposite, from top - The Black Critique (Towards the Wild Beyond), Whitney 
ISP 2016-17 Studio Exhibition installation view at Elizabeth Foundation  
for the Arts, New York, 2017. Courtesy: the artist. Photo: Martha Fleming-
Ives; The Black Critique (Towards the Wild Beyond) (details), 2017. Courtesy: 
the artist. Photo: Martha Fleming-Ives
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So I was trying to imagine a technology made for this user who has 
yet to be accounted for in the canon of technology. And to think 
through that, I considered what is antithetical to these commercial, 
capitalist, white technologies that are always very smooth and shiny 
and fast and constantly progressing. When you interact with them, 
it has to be so easy, you feel like you’re not doing anything. I wanted 
to make something that is or does the opposite of that. Something 
that is broken or slow or sticky or gooey, for example.

RA
I love the bituminous, almost petrophilic materiality of what you 

call black GUI, this play on “graphical user interface.” Maybe it’s 
not texture but viscosity, and slowness, which is a very postcolo-
nial kind of thing. There is the idea of the lazy natives or the way 
Western expansion is predicated on technologies of speed versus 
slowness.

AA
Yes! I read this text that described Bill Gates as the master of the 

gooey universe and I thought, what does a black GUI look like?  
It became this formal iteration of gooiness: black and sticky and un-
usable. One piece was titled Too Thick (2018), this essentially sculp-
tural object of many phones extruded out from one another to form 
one phone that’s extruded so much it’s kind of ridiculous. What if 
a phone was so thick that you couldn’t hold it or do anything with 
it? In extruding this device that’s so normal to an impossible point,  
I was alluding to the David Hammons sculpture Higher Goals 
(1986), which is a basketball hoop hundreds of feet high. It is liter-
ally unreachable. And face of the phone is this bulging black mass, 
made of polyurethane foam and asphalt. 

RA
What about disk fragmentation? Which I think you’re doing a 

little bit in terms of distributing things across platforms—this kind 
of breakdown of self that can be reconstituted. And can we return 
to the blueness, the musicality of it? Much of your work seems to 
suggest dynamic markings.

AA
I think my work is traversing many lines of inquiry, but then able 

to be situated under some umbrella of “American artist” that could 
potentially represent many people—like anyone could take up that 
moniker, theoretically. Bytes of data being stored in an unkempt 
way, then brought together and organized,  feels representative of 
the wastefulness of capitalism and colonization, which has absolute-
ly no consideration of its effects or how materials are resituated or 
how contaminants are spread or dispersed in insane amounts.

“Blue” I have a lot of conflicting thoughts about, which is why  
I haven’t used it recently. I was trying to use it from the perspective 
of leftist discourse, but I am taken aback by the way police are tak-
ing up blue. Not only is it overdetermined, but it’s a very contingent 
space. It can be extremely right wing or leftist. It doesn’t immedi-
ately lend itself to either. Not that black does, either, but I feel like 
black doesn’t try to mark itself as representative of something. 

Something really powerful for me was a Derek Jarman film  
I watched when I was doing A Refusal. What would normally be a 
visual void is somehow so full because you have this complex narra-
tive and aural simulation. You can watch it for so long and feel many 
different things and feel drawn into that. But yes, I do think about 
quietness or silence, using words in lieu of imagery, because they 
can facilitate both. Like with the Sandy Speaks piece, it’s visually 
austere, but then reading an account of what happened to her makes 
it really loud.

Above, from top - Mother of All Demos (detail), 2018. Courtesy: HOUSING, Brooklyn; 
Derek Jarman, Blue (stills), 1993. Courtesy: Zeitgeist Films, New York
Opposite - Mother of All Demos, 2018. Courtesy: HOUSING, Brooklyn
Next spread - Mother of All Demos (detail), 2018. Courtesy: HOUSING, Brooklyn
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American Artist is an interdisciplinary artist whose work extends dialectics formalized in Black radicalism and organized labor into a context 
of networked virtual life. Their practice makes use of video, installation, new media, and writing to reveal historical dynamics embedded 
within contemporary culture and technology. American Artist’s legal name change serves as the basis of an ambivalent practice, one of 
declaration by insisting on the visibility of blackness as descriptive of an American artist, and of erasure—anonymity in virtual spaces 
where “American Artist” is an anonymous name, unable to be googled or validated by a computer as a person’s name. American Artist is a  
cofounder of the art and politics publication unbag.
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Rahel Aima is a writer based in Brooklyn, and special projects editor at New Inquiry.


