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Peju Alatise is an interdisciplinary artist, architect, and
author of two novels. A leading voice of contemporary art
in Africa, Alatise produces artworks through the lens of
spirituality and Yoruba cosmology, leaning into ancient
storytelling traditions and crafting alternative social
imagery.

Her work is pointedly political, often provoking reflections
about social issues both at home and abroad. Alatise
has explored issues of exploitative labour practices in
Nigeria, children’s rights with a focus on young girls, and
state-sanctioned violence against citizens.

Her artistic practice is relentlessly experimental and
labour-intensive, working across a variety of mediums,
techniques, and materials including painting, film,
installation, and sculpture.

Peju Alatise in her studio in Glasgow, Scotland.



Sim and the Glass Birds (2022) is the latest installment of the artist’s career-long
preoccupation with exploring the world of marginalised young girls through ambitious
sculptural representation and Yoruba mythology and folklore.

Sim & The Glass Birds is the visual response to a story Alatise herself wrote about a
young girl who constantly escapes to a dream world where she is safe and finds rest,
away from the troubles of an earthly world that cages her ambitions, relegates her to
inferior citizenship, and declares she has no rights.

Today, in Nigeria, a young girl under the age of twelve can be legally married. She can
be “hired” and treated as an adult worker in domestic labour. She may not be allowed
to seek an education. So little girls like Sim must find escape and release. Yoruba
mythology is laden with stories of gods and creatures with powers commanding
thunder, water, retribution, and abundance whose purpose for being is to protect and
provide. It is in this dreamscape told through folklore and stories that Sim finds solace,
and which Alatise employs as a point of departure for her sculptures.
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Peju Alatise, Sim and the Glass Birds, 2022, granite cast, stainless steel, mild steel, resin, and glass,
four-sculpture installation, 160 cm x 160 cm x 70 cm per frame (excluding base).









In this four-panel installation, incorporating
granite cast, stainless steel, and glass, the
character Sim is suspended in this dreamscape,
crossing a portal between Earthly life and the
other world. She is in the company of foreboding
and mythological creatures — glass birds in flight —
which are caught over the panels and which will
eventually break. Its delicate nature is a metaphor
for the fleeting nature of escape in itself and its
inevitable, unfortunate end.
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Peju Alatise (b. 1975, Nigeria) exhibited at the
Venice Architectural Biennale in 2021 and was
selected to represent Nigeria’s debut pavilion at the
Venice Art Biennale in 2017. She was the recipient
of the FNB Art Prize at the Joburg Art Fair in 2018.
Alatise is a fellow at the National Museum of African
Art, part of the Smithsonian Institution, and work
has been collected by the Smithsonian Institute.
She is the founder of Alter Native Artists Initiative,
an incubatory artist collective that offers training
programs and residencies to young, emerging
artists. Her debut novel, Orita Meta, chronicling the
interwoven path of three women, was nominated
for the ANA/Flora Nwapa Prize for Women’s Writing
in 2006.

Alatise is based in Lagos, Nigeria and Glasgow, UK.
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Mang of Sim‘s dreams start with an oPench door.

Emiogo was alwags onthe othersidetoletherin.

Thenone night, Emiogo stoppcd oPeningthc door
to Sim.

E_ver9 night after that nigl’wt, Sim sat eager]g before
the door, hoPing Emiogo would in some way open
the door to let herin. Everg night became too many
nigl'lts. Sim lost her Paticncc. ]t was useless knocking
on the door. Thc door was too der\sc, it absorbed
every sound. Sim yelled at the door, threw herself at
the door, Beggecl and cried at the door. T he door
on]y seemed to heave rlﬁgtl’wmica”g, as thougl’l it could
breathe. |t heaved more clecplg at Sim's touch. T he

doorwas alivel

Sim sang to the door; remcmbering when Emiogo
once told her“if voices can be seen, yourvoice would
look like an agba]umo tree. When you sing, the fruits
on the tree will riPcn and fall” Sim ]aug!’vecl to herself
at the t!—wought. Sim talked to the door; satso c[osc]y
to it that she was comforted b\zj every sigl—z it made.
With every word spokcn, bﬂ Sim, the door would
grow a leaf or two. Sim talked about herlife outside
ofherdreams and anight came, she hadalotto say.

Shc talked so much the doorgrcw awhole branchfull
of leaves. Soon enoug]—n, the He”ow birds aPPcared
on the branch. Thcg were different from the birds
she hadknown.

T he birds were Fragi[e, theg broke like g]ass when
touched or when thcy moved. Sim tried to put the
Pieces of broken birds back togcthcr but ’cl'lcg
became crooked. The crooked birds flew in a
crooked way and sang crooked songs. But! The
crooked birds were beautiful in ]ight. They could
refract light in ways the wholesome birds could not,
and Sim]oveé themthe more.

Sim's dreams were full of iridescent !ights as she
fixed broken birds. Tl—xeg reminded her of her life

outside of herdreams. Though thatlife was angthing
but Preftect, shehadtolearntolet [ight in.
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This night, Sim dreamed of a different
door. lt was oPencd. The Rcd cloor, the
silent door. ]n it was not}‘ning. Notl‘wingl No
|ight, not a sound, no one, not a sight.
Nothing stretched before her and she
waitccl.Sl'icwaitccla]ongtime.

This night was not the only night she
dreamed of this door. [Tor three nigl’uts she
waited at the threshold of the red door. 5}16
would send in hcrgc”ow crooked birds with
messages to Emiogo tlﬁrough this door but
nothing came back. Not the birds, not her
dearfriend Emiogo‘

Simvisited hertutor, the witch.

“Wl‘nat is it about doors?” Sim asked. 4]
thought doors are for coming and going, for
entry and exits,lcoropeninganc{ closing"’
The witch said, “Doors are Portals of
connections between two oPPosing
existences. | Joors connect ins and outs!
Tl‘ley are for Iocking up and setting free!
[For concealing and exPosfng, for bcginning

and Cnding, Forgiving and taking, forlife and
death,?or ..... ”

“«And notl’n’ng’? What does noti‘n’ng mean?
Three dags now, | have dreamed about
nothing.” Sim ]ntcrruptcd the witch.

“Nothing could mean angthing. Nothing is
goocl‘ You could fill it with whatever you
want. You can make of not}ﬁfng, an\tjthing
you wish, it's all up to you to do something
about not]ﬁing. But there is one rulel”, said
the witch, “ Whatever you put inis what you
getout”
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The grass looked b!ue, the trees looked
PurP]e, as theg ought to look !:)3
moonlight. E_miogo ushered Siminto the

garden oF’Orunmenitoma]a‘A

The garc]en where magic happens.
Tom’ght was sPeciaI. The banana
shaped moon was low hanging,
beckoning on the gir]s to come nearer
andsitonits tail. | heyhave to fly to the
moon to do so and neither of the girls

couldfly,

Sim and Emiogo told themselves they
would learn to ﬂy this nigl‘x‘c. Theg made
wings for themselves and wore them on
their backs. Theg met with a large flock
of Peculiar 9e”ow birds. Extraordinarg
talkative birds that shimmer like glass in
moonlight. The birds Pickec{ them up,
flew them mid-air and said to the girls
“rust \Wind and she’”getgou there!”

Jtwas easg]cor}_:__miogo to trust the wind.

But Sim! Simwas frightened.

“Whatif | fall?” Sim asked.

“There is nothing wrong, with Fa”ing.”
Wind said.

“Whatif | diefrom Fa”ing?”

“Nobody diesherel”

Sim fell. [t was at neck breaking speecl.
Jus’c as she was about to hit the ground,
Simwoke up. Toa s]aP onhercheek.
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Sim a]ways thought the difference
between being awake and clreaming
was that the first had you seeing with
your eyes while the other had you
seeing with your mind. Who was to tell

heronewas real and the otherwas not?

Sim's dreams alwags made more sense
than the ‘other side’ of life. WC”; that
was until Emiogo stopped visiting her
in her dreams. For Sim, real life is
where love is and if her beloved Friend,
Emiogo ceased to live in her dreams,

then Sim hadnoreasonto goto slcep.

Put slccp came anyways. And with
slccP came Magic. ]n Sim's dreams,
words were tangiblc and wcighcd much
more than the words from the ‘other
side’, where words were sPewcd, spat,

56“6& ancl even cursed athcr.

In Sim's dreams, words could sit
pretty, climb trees, laugh, dance and
fly. Yes, fly!l That was it! Sim would
send words to Emiogo. The words
would Hy and when thcg found their
way to Emiogo, the words would say

“come back?.

“Comc back" were 3c“ow, c{aintg birds
that Hoat not Hy When Sim blew at
ti—xcm, they came back.
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ko is an art gallery based in Lagos, Nigeria, that is dedicated to promoting modern and contemporary art.
ko has a dual focus in championing Nigeria’s leading artists from the modern period and celebrating
emerging and established contemporary artists across Africa and the Diaspora.

Images in Regent’s Park by Linda Nylind. Courtesy Frieze and Linda Nylind.
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