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Born in 1961 in São Paulo (Brasil). Lives and works 
between Naples (Italy) and Berlin (Germany).

Maria Thereza Alves’ artistic trajectory is inseparable 
from her political activism, be it in favour of ecology, 
the rights of indigenous minorities or territorial and 
decolonising struggles. 

Maria Thereza Alves does not favour any particular 
medium, although her work often takes the form of 
prolific installations mixing natural and manufactured 
objects, videos, texts, drawings and photographs. These 
installations, like real investigations, reconstruct the 
artist’s explorations and actions on a given territory. In 
the same way, its field of research and commitment is 
free of geographical boundaries, whether it invests in the 
urban environment (New York, Manchester) or natural 
spaces. In 1992, on the occasion of the commemorations 
of Christopher Columbus’ arrival in America, she 
presented, with Jimmie Durham and Alan Michaelson, the 
performance Veracruz / Virginia, in Monterrey, London 
and Madrid. The three artists wear metal helmets that 
prevent them from speaking, symbolizing the muzzled 
speech of the colonized peoples. The Seeds of Change 
project, begun in 1999, this time articulates the issues 
of colonization, slavery and ecology. Seeds brought back 
to Europe by merchant ships are exhumed and then 
replanted in the heart of large western cities on floating 
platforms. The circulation of beings, be they human or 
vegetable, allows Alves to draw up a paradoxical history 
of globalization, between uprooting, abandonment and 
resistance, in the manner of those garments washed 
up on the shores of Senegal in Time, Trade and Surplus 
Value (2004), which take human form again.

In 2017, she has been awarded by the Vera List Prize. 

Selected exhibitions include solo shows at IAC - Institut 
d’Art Contemporain (Villeurbanne), Parsons - The New 
School of Design (New York), CAAC - Centre Andaluz 
de Arte Contemporáneo (Seville), Musée d’Histoire de 
Nantes - Château des Ducs de Bretagne, and group 
shows at Manifesta 7 (Trento), Serpentine Gallery 
(London), (d)OCUMENTA 13 (Kassel), Bétonsalon 
(Paris), Crac Alsace, Jewish Museum (Berlin), 3rd 

Guangzhou Triennial, 29th Sao Paulo Biennial.

Her  work is part of prestigious collections as Centre 
National des Arts Plastiques (Paris), National Gallery 
of Canada (Ottawa), Heather & Anthony Podesta 
(Washington D.C., Collection vidéo Seine-Saint-Denis, 
Collection de la Province de Hainaut (Charleroy).

Née en 1961 à São Paulo (Brésil). Vit et travaille entre 
Naples (Italie) et Berlin (Allemagne).

La trajectoire artistique de Maria Thereza Alves est 
indissociable de son activisme politique, que ce soit en 
faveur de l’écologie, des droits des minorités indigènes ou 
des luttes territoriales et décolonisatrices. 

Maria Thereza Alves ne privilégie aucun médium en particulier, 
bien que son travail se présente souvent sous la forme 
d’installations foisonnantes mêlant objets naturels et 
fabriqués, vidéos, textes, dessins et photographies. Ces 
installations, telles de véritables enquêtes, restituent les 
explorations et actions de l’artiste sur un territoire donné. De la 
même manière, son champ de recherches et d’engagements 
est affranchi des frontières géographiques, qu’elle investisse 
le milieu urbain (New York, Manchester) ou des espaces 
naturels. En 1992 à l’occasion des commémorations de 
l’arrivée de Christophe Colomb en Amérique, elle présente, 
avec Jimmie Durham et Alan Michaelson, la performance 
Veracruz / Virginia, à Monterrey, à Londres et à Madrid. Les trois 
artistes portent des casques métalliques qui les empêchent 
de parler, symbolisant ainsi la parole muselée des peuples 
colonisés. Le projet Seeds of Change, débuté en 1999, articule 
cette fois les problématiques de la colonisation, de l’esclavage 
et de l’écologie. Des graines rapportées en Europe par les 
navires marchands sont exhumées puis replantées au cœur de 
grandes villes occidentales sur des plates-formes flottantes. 
La circulation des êtres, qu’ils soient humains ou végétaux, 
permet à Alves de dresser une histoire paradoxale de la 
mondialisation, entre arrachement, abandon et résistance, à la 
manière de ces vêtement échoués sur les rivages du Sénégal 
dans Time, Trade and Surplus Value (2004), qui reprennent 
forme humaine.

En 2017, elle fut récompensée par le prix Vera List. 

Le travail de Maria Thereza Alves a notamment été exposé 
au IAC - Institut d’Art Contemporain (Villeurbanne), 
Parsons - The New School of Design (New York), CAAC - 
Centre Andaluz de Arte Contemporáneo (Seville), Musée 
d’Histoire de Nantes - Château des Ducs de Bretagne, an 
group shows at Manifesta 7 (Trento), Serpentine Gallery 
(London), (d)OCUMENTA 13 (Kassel), Bétonsalon (Paris), 
Crac Alsace, Jewish Museum (Berlin), 3rd Guangzhou 
Triennial, 29th Sao Paulo Biennial.

Son travail est présent dans de prestigieuses collections 
comme Centre National des Arts Plastiques (Paris), 
National Gallery of Canada (Ottawa), Heather & Anthony 
Podesta (Washington D.C., Collection vidéo Seine-Saint-
Denis, Collection de la Province de Hainaut (Charleroy).
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Michel Rein, Oh les beaux jours (Happy Day), Paris, France, 2020

Fondation Groupe EDF, Courants Verts, Paris, France, 2020Z
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MIMA - Middelsbrough Institute of Modern Art, Fragile Earth : seeds, weeds, plastic crust, Middelsbrough, UK, 2019
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IAC - Institut d’Art Contemporain, The Middle Earth, Villeurbanne, France, 2018
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IAC - Institut d’Art Contemporain, The Middle Earth, Villeurbanne, France, 2018
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IAC - Institut d’Art Contemporain, The Middle Earth, Villeurbanne, France, 2018
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Inanna, 2017
glass, seed-necklace
verre, collier de graines
25 x 24 x 34,5 cm (9.8 x 9.4 x 13.5 in.)
unique artwork
private collection
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Untitled, 2018
glass
verre
34 x 24 x 24 cm (13.4 x 9.4 x 9.4 in.)
unique artwork
ALVE18123
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Olea europaea (1), 2018
painting on paper
peinture sur papier
paper : 66 x 51 cm (26 x 20.1 in.)
frame : 75 x 60 x 3 cm (29.5 x 23.6 x 1.2 in.)
ALVE18120
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Olea europaea (3), 2018
painting on paper
peinture sur papier
paper : 66 x 51 cm (26 x 20.1 in.)
frame : 75 x 60 x 3 cm (29.5 x 23.6 x 1.2 in.)
ALVE18122w
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Michel Rein, Seeds of Change: New York - A Botany of Colonization, Paris, France, 2018
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Michel Rein, Seeds of Change: New York - A Botany of Colonization, Paris, France, 2018
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Vera List Prize Center, Parsons - The New, School of Design, Seeds of Change: New York - A Botany of Colonization, New York, USA, 2017
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Vera List Prize Center, Parsons - The New, School of Design, Seeds of Change: New York - A Botany of Colonization, New York, USA, 2017
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Michel Rein, The Flood, Brussels, Belgium, 2017
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The Flood (My favorite cousin, Piu...), 2017
watercolour and acrylic on paper, wooden frame, plexiglass
aquarelle et acrylique sur papier, cadre bois, plexiglas
watercolor: 56 x 77 x 3,5 cm (22.05 x 30.31 x 1.18 in.)
texte: 50 x 65 cm (19.69 x 27.95 in.)
unique artwork
ALVE17104
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The Flood, 2013
painting watercolour on paper, wooden frame, plexiglass
peinture aquarelle sur papier, cadre bois, plexiglas
frame : 29,8 x 37,8 x 3,5 cm (11.7 x 14.9 x 1.4 in.)
ALVE17093
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The Flood, 2013
painting watercolour on paper, wooden frame, plexiglass
peinture aquarelle sur papier, cadre bois, plexiglas
frame : 25 x 30 x 3,5 cm (9.8 x 11.8 x 1.4 in.) 
ALVE17094
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The Flood, 2013
painting watercolour on paper, wooden frame, plexiglass
peinture aquarelle sur papier, cadre bois, plexiglas
frame : 24 x 32 x 3,5 cm (9.45 x 12.6 x 1.4 in.)
ALVE17096
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 Centre Andaluz de Arte Contemporàneo (CAAC), El largo camino a Xico (1991-2014), Seville, Spain, 2015
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Untitled (Unrejected Wild Flora), 2017
acrylic on paper, wooden frame, glass
acrylique sur papier, cadre en bois, verre
frame : 102,3 x 72,8 x 3 cm (40.3 x 28.7 x 1.2 in.)
ALVE17087
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Untitled (Unrejected Wild Flora), 2017
acrylic on paper, wooden frame, glass
acrylique sur papier, cadre en bois, verre
frame : 102,3 x 72,8 x 3 cm (40.3 x 28.7 x 1.2 in.)
ALVE17088
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Untitled (Unrejected Wild Flora), 2017
acrylic on paper, wooden frame, glass
acrylique sur papier, cadre en bois, verre
frame : 102,3 x 72,8 x 3 cm (40.3 x 28.7 x 1.2 in.)
ALVE17090
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Centre Andaluz de Arte Contemporàneo (CAAC), El largo camino a Xico (1991-2014), Seville, Spain, 2015
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Nowhere, 1991
10 black and white photographs, marker, paint, wood
10 photographies noir et blanc, marqueur, peinture, bois
variable dimensions
unique artwork
ALVE16084
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Centre Andaluz de Arte Contemporàneo (CAAC), El largo camino a Xico (1991-2014), Seville, Spain, 2015
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Coigbâcete recou (Metaplasmos), 2014
bronze
bronze
50 x 28 x 24 cm (19.7 x 11 x 9.4 in.) / 20 kg
ed. of 5 + 2 AP
ALVE15078
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Aimõbucu (Metaplasmos), 2014
bronze
bronze
57 x 39 x 17 cm (22.4 x 15.3 x 6.7 in.) / 16,1 kg
ed. of 5 + 2 AP
ALVE15079
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Aicoabeeng (Metaplasmos), 2014
bronze
bronze
50 x 45 x 16 cm  (19,7 x 17,7 x 6,3 in.) / 20,5 kg
ed. of 5 + 2 AP
ALVE15080
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A Possible Reversal of Missed Opportunities, 2016
3 inkjet on paper
3 impressions sur papier
each : 200 x 147 cm (78.7 x 57.9 in.)
unique artwork
ALVE17086
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Art Dubai projects, A4 Space, Wake: Flight of Birds and People, Dubai, United Arab Emirates, 2015
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Michel Rein, Beyond the Painting / Unrejected Wild Flora, Paris, France, 2014
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Seeds of Change: Floating Ballast Seed Garden, Bristol, UK, 2012
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Seeds of change: Bristol, 2007 - 2012
photos, text, map, 2 frames
photographies, texte, plan, 2 cadres
125 x 240 cm (49.2 x 94.5 in.) / 90 x 140 cm (35.4 x 55.1 in.)
ed. of 1 + 1  AP
ALVE14074
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Seeds of change: Liverpool, 2004
photos, text, map, frame
photographies, texte, plan, cadre
115 x 225 cm (45.3 x 88.6 in.)
ed. of 1 + 1  AP
ALVE14076
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Seeds of change: Reposaari, 2001
photos, text, map, frame
photographies, texte, plan, cadre
110 x 215 cm (43.3 x 84.6 in.)
ed. of 1 + 1  AP
ALVE14077
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 dOCUMENTA (13), El regreso de un lago, Kassel, Germany, 2012
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 dOCUMENTA (13), El regreso de un lago, Kassel, Germany, 2012
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Musée d’Histoire de Nantes - Château des Ducs de Bretagne, Par ces murs nous sommes mal enfermés, Nantes, France, 2012
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Beyond the painting, 2011
video work, color
oeuvre vidéographique, couleur
23’ 43’’ 
ed. of 5 + 2  AP
ALVE12033
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Kunsthalle Basel, Strange Comfort (Afforded by the Profession), Basel, Switzerland, 2010
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29th São Paulo Biennial, There is always a Cup of Sea to sail in, São Paulo, Brazil, 2010



MARIA THEREZA ALVES
BIOGRAPHY  EXHIBITIONS / ARTWORKS  PUBLICATIONS  PRESS

MICHEL REIN PARIS/BRUSSELS

Mirta Demare Gallery, Seeds of Change, Rotterdam, Netherlands, 2009
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Michel Rein, Constructed Landscapes, Paris, France, 2009
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Through the Fields and into the Woods, 2007
fer, chaînes en métal
iron, metal chains
225 x 70 cm (88.58 x 27.56 in.)
unique artwork
ALVE08027
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Fair Trade Head, 2007
color photographs (diptych) and text (French or English), lambda prints, oak frame, glassbronze
photographie couleur (diptyque) et texte (français ou anglais), tirages lambda, cadre en chêne, verre
each : 100 x 100 cm (39.4 x 39.4 in.)
ed. of 5 + 2 AP
ALVE08024
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Michel Rein, Constructed Landscapes, Paris, France, 2009
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What is the color of a German Rose, 2005
video work transferred to DVD
oeuvre vidéographique transférée sur DVD 
6’14’’ 
ed. of 5 + 2 AP
ALVE08004
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3rd Guangzhou Triennial, Farewell to Post-Colonialism, Guangzhou, China, 2008
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 Contemporary Art Center, Circa Berlin, Copenhagen, Denmark, 2005
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Diothio Dhep, 2004
video work transferred to DVD
oeuvre vidéographique transférée sur DVD 
2’35’’ 
ed. of 5 + 2 AP
ALVE08006
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Iracema (de Questembert), 2009
video work transferred to DVD
oeuvre vidéographique transférée sur DVD 
26’43’’ 
ed. of 5 + 2 AP
ALVE09029
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In Spanish Harlem (2), 1983
digital photograph
photographie numérique 
60 x 40 cm (23.6 x 15.7 in.)
ed. of 5 + 2 AP
ALVE08026
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Recipes for Survival (1983), 2019
Texts by Michael Taussig
Publisher : University of Texas Press
256 pages
English 
ISBN 978-1477317204
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El Largo Camino A Xico / The Long Road To Xico, 1991 - 2015, 2017
Texts by Maria Thereza Alves, T. J. Demos, Pedro de Llano 
Edited by Pedro de Llano
Publisher : Sternberg Press, Berlin / Centro Andaluz de Arte Contemporáneo, Sevilla
290 pages
English / Spanish
ISBN 978-84-9959-238-1
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Maria Thereza Alves, 2013
Texts by Emmanuelle Chérel, Jean Fisher, Catalina Lozano
Edited by Beaux-arts°Nantes
Publisher : Musée du Château des ducs de Bretagne, Nantes. 
112 pages
French / Enlish.
ISBN 979-10-92693-00-3
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Maria Thereza Alves
Mousse Magazine

summer 2019

Maria Thereza Alves
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Maria Thereza Alves
ARTNEWS

July 20th, 2018
by Andy Battaglia 

MARIA THEREZA ALVES
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Maria Thereza  Alves
Asharq Al-Awsat

May 16th, 2018

Maria Thereza Alves
New York High Line Park Displays Works of 9 Artists 

New York visitors can now enjoy some culture in Manhattan at an outdoor art exhibition 
organized along the High Line Park. The High Line, a deserted old railway that was 
transformed into a park in New York, will display the artworks of nine painters until 
next March at a massive exhibition entitled "Agora." The works of the nine painters 
focus on the role of art in the definition, creation and use of public spaces. The name of 
the exhibition is taken from the ancient Greek word that refers to the square, which is 
traditionally the gathering place, according to the organizers. The pieces were placed 
along the two-mile-long park on the west side of Manhattan from Gansevoort Street 
in the Meatpacking district to the 34th street. The participating painters include Timur 
Si-Qin from Germany, Duane Linklater from Canada, Sable Elyse Smith from the US, 
the Irish-German Mariechen Danz and Maria Thereza Alves from Brazil. The park has 
been attracting more visitors annually than the Statue of Liberty, according to officials. 
Inspired by the “La Colle Forte Pak” in Paris, High Line Park was built on a railway line 
that authorities had previously pledged to dismantle. It boasts more than 300 carefully 
selected plants and trees and overlooks Hudson Lake and the streets and buildings of 
Manhattan. Dutch landscape architect Piet Oudolf, who designed the garden, decided to 
retain the wild character of the park, which constantly changes according to the seasons. 
Parts of the former railway have been preserved. The park is open from 7 am till 11 pm 
during the summer, making it a popular destination for New Yorkers to relax and enjoy 
free art and celebrations. 
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Maria Thereza Alves
Beaux Arts Magazine

March 29th, 2018
By Maïlys Celeux-Lanval
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Maria Thereza Alves
Le Monde

March 18th, 2018
by Philippe Dagen

Maria Thereza Alves
Le Monde

March 18th, 2018
by Philippe Dagen
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Maria Thereza Alves
Mouvement Magazine

March 9th, 2018
By Orianne Hidalgo-Laurier
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Maria Thereza Alves
Neromagazine

March, 2018

This Spring, the IAC, Villeurbanne/Rhône-Alpes handed the totality of its space over to artists Maria Thereza 
Alves and Jimmie Durham for their project devoted to the Mediterranean, called The Middle Earth. This 
new and original collaboration comes from the artists’ desire to explore together the territory where they 
live, in a poetic and critical fashion. After a period in Marseille, followed by Rome and then Naples where 
they regularly travel, Alves and Durham settled on the coast of the “inland sea” following a continuous and 
committed period of roaming that led them away from the American continent and all the way to Europe. In 
a similar vein to Jimmie Durham’s Eurasien Projet, begun in 1994 just after his departure from America, and 
the project Seeds of Change that Maria Thereza Alves began in the port of Marseille in 1999, the idea of The 
Middle Earth began to form little by little, in search of that vast continent, not at all defined by nations, but 
rather something that is completely imagined and dreamed, and thus, endless. The two artists, who both have 
their own distinct, internationally recognized, artistic practices, reveal common influences that come, on the 
one hand from a political engagement that flows through their respective work, and on the other hand common 
areas of research, that deal with notions of territory and authority. One can effectively observe these questions 
in the work of both artists, and in both cases, their thought processes are engaged in the same criticism of the 
ideological and normative frameworks that shape people’s relationships with the world.Maria Thereza Alves 
brings a particular attention, that is also that of an activist to the experience of a territory and guides the research, 
between poetry and ethnology, that she does on migratory phenomena and peoples that have been uprooted. 
In Europe Durham’s work has focused primarily on the relationship between architecture, monumentality 
and national narratives which deconstructs the stereotypes and official tales of powers. Conceiving history 
as a process, he seeks the reality of objects, their intentionality even, within their evolving context, moving 
backwards and away from any kind of frozen categorization.Starting from the matrix form of relationship 
that exists between their artistic practice and the places that they move through or live in, the two artists will 
work in collaboration with one another, embarking upon new research at the IAC that deals with the mixed 
heritage of the Mediterranean. Divided into specific fields of knowledge, from archeology to biology by way 
of climatology, The Middle Earth explores a multiplicity of sources. Playing with universalist models, Alves 
and Durham’s dialogue hijacks the apparent objectivity of classification in order to deploy an active dialogue 
between recent artworks and archeological and ethnological objects in each category, with writing that places 
itself somewhere between the poetic and the scientific.
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In Spring 2018, the IAC in Villeurbanne will entrust 
the totality of its space to artists Maria Thereza Alves 
and Jimmie Durham for their project The Middle 
Earth, devoted to the Mediterranean region. This new 
and original collaboration comes from the artists’ 
desire to explore together the territory where they 
live, in a poetic and critical fashion. After a period 
in Marseille, followed by Rome and then Naples, 
where they regularly travel, Alves and Durham 
settled on the coast of the “inland sea” following 
a continuous and engaged period of roaming that 
led them away from the American continent and 
all the way to Europe. In a similar vein to Jimmy 
Durham’s Eurasian Project, begun in 1994 just after 
his departure from America, and the project Seeds of 
Change that Maria Thereza Alves began in the port 
of Marseille in 1999, the idea of The Middle Earth 
began little by little to take shape, in search of that 
vast continent, not at all defined by nations, but rather 
something that is completely imagined and dreamed, 
and thus, endless. The two artists, who both have 
their own distinct, internationally recognized, artistic 
practices, reveal common influences that come, on 
the one hand from a political engagement that flows 
through their respective work, and on the other hand 
common areas of research that deal with notions 
of territory and authority. One can indeed observe 
these questions in the work of both artists, and in 
both cases, their thought processes are engaged in 
the same criticism of the ideological and normative 
frameworks that shape people’s relationships 
with the world. Maria Thereza Alves brings a 
particular focus, that is also that of an activist, to the 
experience of a territory and this guides the research, 
between poetry and ethnology, that she does on 
migratory phenomena and uprooted peoples. In 
Europe, Durham’s work has focused mainly on the 
relationship between architecture, monumentality 

and national history, through the deconstruction 
of stereotypes and official narratives. Considering 
history as a process, he seeks the reality of objects, 
their intentionality even, within an evolutive 
context, as opposed to their frozen categorization. 
Starting from the matrix form of relationship 
that exists between their artistic practice and the 
places that they move through or live in, the two 
artists will work in collaboration with one another, 
embarking upon new research at the IAC that deals 
with the mixed heritage of the Mediterranean. The 
exhibition The Middle Earth has been created 
and imagined in the form of an active dialogue 
between recent artworks, original creations and 
a multiplicity of archeological pieces and objects 
originating from the Mediterranean basin, that 
have been borrowed from the collections of 
different museum collections: The Museum of 
Archeology of Marseille, The Museum of Fine 
Arts of Lyon and The Musee des Confluences of 
Lyon. Divided into specific fields of knowledge, 
the exhibition thus plays with universalist 
and scientific models such as the traditional 
museographic codes. Western museums of art, 
ethnography, cultures and society, through the 
objects that they choose to exhibit, do indeed 
transmit a certain vision of the world, reflecting 
a certain vision of what they “represent,” often 
referring to historical stereotypes. It is this vision 
that Jimmie Durham and Maria Thereza Alves 
have decided to challenge, remaining faithful to 
the poetical and critical engagement that forms 
the basis of their artistic approaches, whether 
in the very principle of assembly of Durham’s 
sculptures or the contextual work being done by 
Alves.
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Maria Thereza Alves
Observer 

November 7th, 2017
by Margaret Carrigan

Artist Maria Thereza Alves Is
Charting the History of

Artist Maria Thereza Alves
Charting the History of
Migration in NYC Using Se

Migration in NYC Using Seeds

For almost two decades, Brazilian artist

Maria Thereza Alves has been traveling

to European port cities documenting the

non-native plant species she finds there.

Her work is less horticultural than

ethnographic, however. The project

represents original research into the

seeds that have been transported across

seas in ballast, a material (often gravel,

sand or coarse stone) used to balance

maritime trade ships. Ultimately, this

project reveals the impact of human

displacement due to migration and slave

trade over the course of centuries.

After exploring the shores of Marseilles,

Reposaari, Dunkirk, and Bristol, among

others, Alves has now turned her

attention to the “New World” by

bringing this ongoing project to the U.S.

for the first time. She’s been working

with the New School’s Vera List Center

for Art and Politics, Pioneer Works, the

High Line and Weeksville Heritage

Center to excavate seed sites around

New York City. The artist’s findings of

plant species that were originally native

to countries like the West Indies, Brazil,

 

and the U.K. are presented with her

maps and drawings depicting the ships’

journeys in an exhibition of the same

title at the Vera List Center through

November 27.
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Alves told Observer that her research

revealed that so much ballast came into

Manhattan, it was used to fill in the city’s

ravines, marshes, creeks, ponds and

other “undesirable” local topographies

from 1646 until the middle of the 20th

century. For example, she found that

Eighth Avenue from about 155th to 140th

Streets was filled in with an average of

seven to ten feet of ballast with seeds

hailing from the Sweden, Ireland,

Algeria, the West Indies, Norway, Sierra

Leone, Spain, Portugal, Antigua, France,

Cape Verde, Germany, Bermuda, Brazil

and of course, England. “So when we are

walking around, due to the colonization

process of our land, we don’t know if we

are stepping on New York or Bristol,

Kingston, Lisbon, Rio de Janeiro, or

Oslo,” she explained.

Unique to the artist’s New York-based

findings is the discovery that while solid

ballast like sand, earth, and stones gave

way to the use of water ballast from the

early 1920s onwards in European cities,

such was not the case in America.

According to Alves, ships sailing from

New York harbor to Europe during

World War II to deliver armaments

returned heavy in ballast back to New

York as there was nothing else to bring

back.

 

“Many chunks of Europe ended up in

New York and many chunks of New York

ended up in Europe over the last several

hundred years and even more recently,”

said Alves, who explained that she found

the deliberate midcentury “displanting”

of New York quite shocking. This

continued until the end of the Marshall

Plan, which saw ships carrying food and

building materials to devastated Europe

until 1951. “This isn’t a question of

reconstruction of a lost landscape or

purity, but an acknowledge the present

coloniality we all find ourselves in.”

The project is a natural fit for the New

School’s politically engaged Vera List

Center, who awarded Alves the Vera List

Center Prize for Art and Politics last year.

But, for Alves, it was equally important

to loop in additional organizations.

“Seeds of Change has from the beginning

been about involving the local

community with the history of the

ballast flora,” she said, noting that

Pioneer Works, located in Red Hook, is

situated on an area made of ballast

landfill which has grown much of ballast

flora that will be exhibited in the Vera

List Center’s galleries.

For the High Line portion of Seeds of

Change, Alves worked with plants that

are found in the Western Rail Yards, an

area that is still populated only by plants

that were growing here after the railway

was abandoned. “This project touches on

one of the most important

collaborations for us: the relationship
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But, for Alves, it was equally important
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been about involving the local

community with the history of the

ballast flora,” she said, noting that

Pioneer Works, located in Red Hook, is
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flora that will be exhibited in the Vera

List Center’s galleries.

For the High Line portion of Seeds of
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was abandoned. “This project touches on
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between art and horticulture, and the

ways in which both of these things can

tell us stories about the histories of the

city we live in today,” Melanie Kress,

assistant curator of High Line Art, told

Observer. “In this way, Alves is

illuminating part of the history of the

park and the neighborhood within the

larger narratives about trade,

colonialism, and slavery.”

The history of slavery in the West and

the larger African diaspora is a point to

which Seeds of Change routinely returns

in its many iterations over the years, and

for the New York edition of the project,

Alves aptly chose to work with

Brooklyn’s Weeksville Heritage Center.

Named after James Weeks, an African

American stevedore and former slave

who purchased a plot of land in 1838 and

founded one of the first free black

communities, the institution “is a

witness to the complexity of the history

of ballast in New York,” said Alves.

According to Rob Fields, interim

president and executive director of the

Weeksville Heritage Center, Seeds of

Change isn’t just about the migration of

seeds and flora, nor does it stop with

abolition of slavery. “Migration is also a

recurring theme for many African-

Americans,” he told Observer. Indeed,

African Americans fanned out all across

the country after Reconstruction to seek

a life free from the oppression of the Jim

Crow South. “It’s that search for haven,

for community, and for a new start that

brought the founding residents of
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Weeksville together: free African-

Americans and formerly enslaved

African-Americans alike,” he said.

Fields is quick to point out that the

project has a special relevance for New

York City, which is a city of transplants.

“Of course, there are plenty of people

who are born and bred New Yorkers, but

it’s the transplants who came here, had

something to prove—that they could

make it here—that have really found

ways to thrive,” he said. “Like the flora

contained in those seeds, at some point,

we all became natives.”

 

Margaret Carrigan is a freelance writer and

editor. She planned to go to law school but

she did terribly on the LSAT, so she got a

master’s in art history instead. She lives in

Brooklyn with her cat, who is named after

Alyssa Milano’s character from the early

aughts CW smash hit series Charmed.

SEE ALSO: 5 Most Anticipated Art
Projects and Performances at Performa
2017
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Margaret Carrigan is a freelance writer and

editor. She planned to go to law school but

she did terribly on the LSAT, so she got a

master’s in art history instead. She lives in

Brooklyn with her cat, who is named after

Alyssa Milano’s character from the early

aughts CW smash hit series Charmed.
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A Seed Artist 
Germinates History
An exhibition using plants brought 
to New York in ships’ ballast illuminates 
the city’s hidden past using stinging 
nettle, milk thistle and amaranth.
Written by ANNIE CORREAL; Photographs by KARSTEN
MORAN OCT. 31, 2017

About 140 years ago, a botanist named Addison Brown noticed an unfamiliar red-
tendriled plant growing around Red Hook, Brooklyn. Trade had lately picked up,
he told readers of the Bulletin of the Torrey Botanical Club in 1879, and as ships
arrived, they dumped thousands of tons of ballast — earth and stones used to
stabilize ships — that carried seeds from far-off lands. The red plant, among
several new species growing along Gowanus Creek, was Amaranthus crispus,
native to South America.

“Amaranth,” said Marisa Prefer, a gardener leading a group through the
same neighborhood last week, picking up a stalk of the crumbly plant, which was
spilling out from a crack in the sidewalk like a Medusa head. “These wild urban
plants can survive in the craziest circumstances.”

This year, a few dozen New Yorkers have been learning about and growing
plant species that were inadvertently brought to the city in ship ballast as part of
“Seeds of Change,” an ongoing exploration of the phenomenon by the artist Maria
Thereza Alves. Ms. Alves, whose exhibition on local ballast plants opens on Friday
at the galleries of the Sheila C. Johnson Design Center at the New School, is the
most recent winner of the Vera List Center Prize for Art and Politics. She has
spent nearly two decades uncovering long-buried colonial histories using ballast
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seeds, which can lie dormant in the soil for hundreds of years, only to sprout in
the right conditions.

This year, a few dozen New Yorkers have been learning about and growing
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“Seeds of Change,” an ongoing exploration of the phenomenon by the artist Maria
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at the galleries of the Sheila C. Johnson Design Center at the New School, is the
most recent winner of the Vera List Center Prize for Art and Politics. She has
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seeds, which can lie dormant in the soil for hundreds of years, only to sprout in
the right conditions.

Born in Brazil, Ms. Alves has explored several European and British port
cities, creating a floating garden using seeds native to Africa and North America
found in the soil of Bristol, England; documenting exotic plants from Asia and
elsewhere that turned up in people’s yards in Reposaari, Finland. “I liked the idea
that these plants were witnesses to things we would never understand, to paths of
trade that we no longer have information about,” Ms. Alves said in a telephone
interview. “They are living there in our midst and saying ‘hi.’”

This is Ms. Alves’s first look at ballast seeds brought to the Americas. The
exhibition, “Maria Thereza Alves, Seeds of Change: New York — A Botany of
Colonization,” will include examples of local ballast flora, watercolor maps, and
drawings and texts by the artist exploring two centuries of maritime trade,
including the slave trade.

The director of the Vera List Center and one of the judges for the prize, Carin
Kuoni, said the project had struck the judges as an original way to track history —
and as a powerful comment on contemporary political reality. “What struck us as
pertinent when looking at Maria Thereza’s project was its focus on migration and
forced migration,” she said.

Sitting in a coffee shop near the New School in Greenwich Village, Ms. Kuoni held
a large satchel on her lap. As she spoke, she reached inside and took out a plastic
planting tray and put it on the table next to her latte. Minuscule white insects
fluttered up, and the people at the next table glanced over.

“Mugwort,” she said, smiling down at a few tiny leaves.

She took out another plant. “Stinging nettle.”

After learning about ballast plants, she said, her perspective on her adopted
city — she is Swiss-born — shifted. “You look down at weeds in the street and say:
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a large satchel on her lap. As she spoke, she reached inside and took out a plastic
planting tray and put it on the table next to her latte. Minuscule white insects
fluttered up, and the people at the next table glanced over.

“Mugwort,” she said, smiling down at a few tiny leaves.

She took out another plant. “Stinging nettle.”

After learning about ballast plants, she said, her perspective on her adopted
city — she is Swiss-born — shifted. “You look down at weeds in the street and say:
‘That’s incredibly sweet. I wonder what history is trying to tell me.’”

Ms. Alves, who lives in Berlin, visited New York twice to do research. The
first thing she learned, she said, was how little of New York was actually New
York. “New York was hilly and swampy, and they decided to drain it and make it
more linear,” she said. Low-lying areas and marshland were commonly filled in
with refuse, ashes, sand — and ballast from around the world. Ballast was
brought from ports by boat to Harlem and elsewhere.

Solid ballast was largely replaced by water ballast in the early 20th century,
but ships continued to bring ballast into New York until after World War II. After
delivering goods and arms to bombed-out English cities during the war, ships
sailed back filled with rubble. “There was nothing else,” Ms. Alves said. Bristol
Basin, a patch of land under the Franklin D. Roosevelt Drive in the Kips Bay
neighborhood in Manhattan, is made from “stones, bricks and rubble from the
bombed city of Bristol.”

In other cities, Ms. Alves took soil directly from ballast sites and germinated the
seeds. In New York, many ballast sites had been paved or built over, so she turned
to historical records, including the list of ballast plants identified by Mr. Brown.
With the help of a graduate research fellow at the Vera List Center, Michael
Castrovilla, she came up with a list of more than 400 species found on seven sites.

Marisa Prefer, the resident gardener at Pioneer Works, a cultural center in
Red Hook, worked with the show’s curators, Ms. Kuoni and Amanda Parmer,
winnowing down the list to some 40 species that were still abundant in the city.
New School students, faculty and staff, and children enrolled in a free summer
program at the Miccio Center in Red Hook, were invited to grow them from
seeds.

Recently, the growers gathered at Pioneer Works and in the courtyard of a
New School building for their final planting parties, where they would transfer
their plants from flimsy containers to the black plastic bags in which they will be
exhibited.
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bombed city of Bristol.”
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seeds. In New York, many ballast sites had been paved or built over, so she turned
to historical records, including the list of ballast plants identified by Mr. Brown.
With the help of a graduate research fellow at the Vera List Center, Michael
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Mr. Castrovilla, the researcher, had sent students regular emails reminding them
to tend to their plants, but not all had flourished. Some of his own had failed to
thrive on the windowsill of his room in a Fifth Avenue dorm. “My blinds are often
closed,” he said. “But the flax is going crazy.”

The students plopped their ballast plants into bags, adjusting the roots,
adding water and soil. Alana Giarrano, an undergraduate, appeared with a box
containing milk thistle, St. John’s wort, stinging nettle and a plant with a fuzzy
pink shock of a flower, like a tiny mohawk, called dwarf coral, or celosia. It was
native to East Africa and grew around Southeast Asia, as well as New York.

She has been interested in the project for a couple of reasons, she said. “First, I
was interested in the idea of plants and migration and involuntary migration.
They’re kind of byproducts that didn’t mean to come over.” Her mother was a
refugee from Laos, she said. “Second, I just wanted plants in my room.”

Back in 1879, Mr. Brown had been realistic about the future prospects of
plants brought in ballast to the city, predicting that most of them would “perish
after a few seasons.” And yet, he predicted, some would survive.

He was correct. On the waterfront in Red Hook, where Mr. Brown had once
watched vessels spreading ballast “without cessation, night and day,” there wasn’t
much vegetation to be seen last week. But construction for a new ferry terminal
had turned up soil along the water, and a strip between a concrete walkway and a
sea wall was overgrown with weeds. “Wow,” Marisa Prefer said, pointing out
mugwort, St. John’s wort, lambsquarter and tufts of downy brome — all on Ms.
Alves’s list. “Holy moly. That’s cool.” Amid them was even a lone, four-inch tall
celosia with its fuzzy pink flower.

Follow Annie Correal on Twitter @anniecorreal

A version of this article appears in print on November 3, 2017, on Page A25 of the New York edition

with the headline: Seeds as City History, Carried Across the Sea.

© 2017 The New York Times Company
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Maria Thereza Alves Wins Vera List Center Prize for Art
and Politics
Manhattan’s the New School has announced that Brazilian artist Maria
Thereza Alves was named the winner of the 2016–2018 Vera List
Center Prize for Art and Politics, which honors artists “who have taken
great risks to advance social justice in a profound and visionary way.”

Alves was recognized for her longterm project “Seeds of Change,” which
she launched in 2002. By following the movement of seeds that have
been distributed by cargo ships carrying people and goods around the
globe, Alves explores notions of colonialism, commerce, ecology, and
migration. She addresses various questions relating to identity and
belonging such as: At what moment do seeds become ‘native’?

In a joint statement, the jury said, “By reimagining the historical geography of the contemporary world, she
practices globalization from below to understand the planet as a holistic ecology.” Chaired by Carolyn
ChristovBakargiev, the jury consisted of Ruth Wilson Gilmore, Charif Kiwan, Carin Kuoni, and Radhika
Subramaniam.

The five finalists for the prize included the Londonbased interdisciplinary research agency Forensic
Architecture; the artists coalition Gulf Labor; House of Natural Fibers, a new media arts laboratory in
Yogyakarta, Indonesia; IsumaTV, a collaborative multimedia platform for indigenous filmmakers and media
organization in Canada; and MadeYouLook, an artist collective based in Johannesburg, South Africa.

Established in 2012 in celebration of the Vera List Center’s twentieth anniversary, the biennial prize awards
projects for their longterm impact, boldness, and artistic excellence. Previous winners of the prize include
Theaster Gates for “Dorchester Projects” (2012–2014) and Abounaddara, an anonymous collective of Syrian
filmmakers, (2014–2016).

LESS
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Heather Phillipson Named 2016 Film London Jarman
Award Winner
The Film London Jarman Award announced today at Whitechapel
Gallery that artist Heather Phillipson has been selected as its 2016
awardee. She will receive a $12,000 prize as well as a commission for
Channel 4’s “Random Acts”—a platform that showcases short films.

Adrian Wootton, chief executive of Film London and the British Film
Commission, said Phillipson’s body of work is “complex, anarchic, and
deftly views global events through a very personal lens.” He added, “She
collages images, sounds, and words with the sense of pacing and
rhythm as you might expect from someone who is also a poet and
musician.”

Born in 1978, the Londonbased artist was named a Next Generation Poet in 2014 and was the Writer in
Residence at the Whitechapel Gallery in 2015. Best known for her immersive landscapes that combine audio,
film, and installations, Phillipson is currently exhibiting works at the thirtysecond Sao Paolo Biennale and the
New Museum in New York.

The jury consisted of Iwona Blazwick OBE, director of Whitechapel Gallery; Andrea Lissoni, senior curator of
International Art (Film) at Tate Modern and Film London Board Member; Pegah Farahmand, editor of
“Random Acts” at Channel 4; artist Adam Chodzko; Emma Morris, executive director of Towner Art Gallery in
Eastbourne; and filmmaker Joanna Hogg. The shortlist featured five other artists: Sophia Al Maria, Cécile B.
Evans, Shona Illingworth, Mikhail Karikis, and Rachel Maclean.

In addition to the Jarman Award, editor Lucy Harris received the $6,000 Jules Wright Prize, which honors
female creative technicians who have made significant contributions to artists’ films. Harris has worked with
Rosalind Nashashibi, Bridget Smith, and Alia Syed.

Established in 2008, the Jarman Award, celebrates the diversity and creativity of artists working in film.
Previous winners include Seamus Harahan (2015), Ursula Mayer (2014), and John Smith (2013).
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“Random Acts” at Channel 4; artist Adam Chodzko; Emma Morris, executive director of Towner Art Gallery in
Eastbourne; and filmmaker Joanna Hogg. The shortlist featured five other artists: Sophia Al Maria, Cécile B.
Evans, Shona Illingworth, Mikhail Karikis, and Rachel Maclean.

In addition to the Jarman Award, editor Lucy Harris received the $6,000 Jules Wright Prize, which honors
female creative technicians who have made significant contributions to artists’ films. Harris has worked with
Rosalind Nashashibi, Bridget Smith, and Alia Syed.

Established in 2008, the Jarman Award, celebrates the diversity and creativity of artists working in film.
Previous winners include Seamus Harahan (2015), Ursula Mayer (2014), and John Smith (2013).
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Maria Thereza Alves Wins Vera List Center Prize for Art
and Politics
Manhattan’s the New School has announced that Brazilian artist Maria
Thereza Alves was named the winner of the 2016–2018 Vera List
Center Prize for Art and Politics, which honors artists “who have taken
great risks to advance social justice in a profound and visionary way.”

Alves was recognized for her longterm project “Seeds of Change,” which
she launched in 2002. By following the movement of seeds that have
been distributed by cargo ships carrying people and goods around the
globe, Alves explores notions of colonialism, commerce, ecology, and
migration. She addresses various questions relating to identity and
belonging such as: At what moment do seeds become ‘native’?

In a joint statement, the jury said, “By reimagining the historical geography of the contemporary world, she
practices globalization from below to understand the planet as a holistic ecology.” Chaired by Carolyn
ChristovBakargiev, the jury consisted of Ruth Wilson Gilmore, Charif Kiwan, Carin Kuoni, and Radhika
Subramaniam.

The five finalists for the prize included the Londonbased interdisciplinary research agency Forensic
Architecture; the artists coalition Gulf Labor; House of Natural Fibers, a new media arts laboratory in
Yogyakarta, Indonesia; IsumaTV, a collaborative multimedia platform for indigenous filmmakers and media
organization in Canada; and MadeYouLook, an artist collective based in Johannesburg, South Africa.

Established in 2012 in celebration of the Vera List Center’s twentieth anniversary, the biennial prize awards
projects for their longterm impact, boldness, and artistic excellence. Previous winners of the prize include
Theaster Gates for “Dorchester Projects” (2012–2014) and Abounaddara, an anonymous collective of Syrian
filmmakers, (2014–2016).
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awardee. She will receive a $12,000 prize as well as a commission for
Channel 4’s “Random Acts”—a platform that showcases short films.

Adrian Wootton, chief executive of Film London and the British Film
Commission, said Phillipson’s body of work is “complex, anarchic, and
deftly views global events through a very personal lens.” He added, “She
collages images, sounds, and words with the sense of pacing and
rhythm as you might expect from someone who is also a poet and
musician.”
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UN NOUVEAU PRIX 
POUR L’ARTISTE MARIA 
THEREZA ALVES
> L’artiste brésilienne Maria 
Thereza Alves vient de remporter 
The New School’s 2016-2018 
Vera List Center Prize for Art 
and Politics. Le jury, président 
par Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev, 
était composé de Ruth Wilson 
Gilmore, Charif Kiwan, Carin 
Kuoni et Radhika Subramaniam. 
Maria Thereza Alves a été récompensée pour Seeds of 
Change, projets en cours sur la flore de ballast des cités 
portuaires d’Europe. La remise du prix, accompagnée 
d’une exposition et d’une publication, se déroulera à 
New York en octobre 2017.
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Prize for Migration Project That Weaves
Art and Politics
By RANDY KENNEDY NOV. 23, 2016

Maria Thereza Alves, an artist who helped found Brazil’s Green Party and whose
floating-garden pieces explore human migration through the idea of seeds
distributed inadvertently around the world in the holds of cargo ships, has won the
Vera List Center Prize for Art and Politics. The prize is given every two years to an
artist or group whose work furthers social justice.

The center, based at the New School in Manhattan, said that Ms. Alves’s
ongoing project, known as “Seeds of Change,” “weaves together the fields of art and
politics in the most exemplary ways.”

“The history of human migration has never been more relevant,” David E. Van
Zandt, the New School’s president, said in a statement. “Through creative and
scientific expression, Alves has made our past come to life through visual and oral
art forms and, at the same time, highlights the importance of migration in the
history of society.”

Ms. Alves, who lives and works in Berlin, developed the seed project beginning
in 2002 to explore the social, political and cultural history over centuries of “ballast
seeds” — dormant seeds that ride along in the dense material used to stabilize ships.
As a metaphor for human movement around the globe, the project, versions of
which have been realized in various European port cities, touches on commerce,
colonialism, ecology, migration and belonging.

Finalists for the prize included Gulf Labor, a coalition of artists working to
ensure that migrant workers are protected during the construction of museums on
Saadiyat Island in Abu Dhabi, and MadeYouLook, a South African collective that
produces tongue-in-cheek works intended to disrupt urban routines and encourage
the questioning of political norms.

The prize, first awarded in 2012 to the Chicago artist and activist Theaster
Gates and in 2014 to the Syrian film collective Abounaddara, includes a long-term
commitment by the school to aid the winner’s projects through academic study or
other means. It was established on the 20th anniversary of the List Center, named
in honor of the philanthropist and collector Vera List, who died in 2002. List
devoted her money and time to art and educational institutions, with a focus on
programs that promoted social justice.
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