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 As we re-invest 
in the present 

with what we have, 
how do we form 
alternative ways 

to call in freedom?



dirty nails (les ongles noirs) is a sticky experimental thing happening between 
Dakar, Senegal and Birmingham, UK. In 2022 Eastside Projects and FABRIC 
invited Birmingham based artist–being–atmosphere maker melissandre varin 
to expand an idea they had to play, grieve, hum, throw soil against white walls, 
dance, touch, and be moved by the unknown. Now, together we open out the 
same invitation to you.

melissandre has invited a constellation of collaborators to create a space of 
transmutation, where the complex crumbling fabric of communing is activated 
through sonic, embodied, and imagined gestures.

In the gallery a slow sedimenting together of companion-materials, sensorial 
experiences, and ancestral wisdom, attuning with spiritual possibilities and 
gestures through existing and newly forming artworks – invoking deeper 
attention to liberatory practices and environmental justice – tending to the  
ever-so-present sources of collective grief.

The way we navigate the world changes when we accept our lack of 
permanence and acknowledge that even in the present it cannot all be about 
us. For melissandre and many of their collaborators, the unfolding experiment 
carries spiritual possibilities and a way to simultaneously re-imagine, re-form 
and transgress cosmologies. Across May, June and July in Dakar Senegal, 
and within this dirty landscape in Eastside Projects dirty nails (les ongles noirs) 
will agitate the fixed, linear nature of western concepts of time and emerge 
as a series of “attempts-at-being” through performances, rehearsals, sonic 
landscapes, food ceremonies, collaborative-making, non-verbal incantations, 
gatherings and collective rituals. 

From 11 July we invite you to be led by Bousebik, Eole, and children from 
Chandos Primary School and re-member, feel, be present, heal your inherent 
wholeness and let your feelings and emotions move through, transmute and take 
a different form as you throw mud against the white walls. 

Welcome to the terrain vague.
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4

melissandre has been inspired by a self-funded research at Dak’art Bienniale 
2022; Combien de Solitudes by Véronique Kanor; the work of Thich Nhat Hanh; 
movements at stillbirthed YunNan’s sage-invaded graveyard; The Alchemist 
by Paulo Coelho; Grada Kilomba; Returning in dreams on Upper Katanga soil 
in Democratic Republic of the Congo; the 20th death and burial anniversary 
of their mother/Dani; their local public parks and their inhabitants; magick; 
Nina Simone; le terrain vague in Sannois, near Paris which was Nature to them 
growing up, now demolished; relating and working with different beings and 
loving them; this strange-warm-intoxicating inner guidance; Maya Angelou’s 
coming as One but standing as Ten Thousand; witnessing the wind; Rébecca 
Chaillon’s Carte Noire Nommée Désir; constant and evolving collective-
individual grief; the act of wild swimming; intentional presence and artistry  
of all artists and artworkers involved; noticed and retained breaths; the first  
time Eole wrote F R E E D O M; heartbreak and faith in faith. Gratitude to the 
ashes carrying me/us to the non-human, more than human, and human  
beings co-choreographing this mess of an experiment.
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1 Soil
Inside Eastside Projects in a sculptural landscape,  
or terrain vague, made of over thirty tonnes of soil, you 
are invited to be a steward of the land (alongside clay, 
little ones, microscopic insects, artists, ancestors …) 
and to be part of composing a space of transmutation, 
where spirit is summoned through sonic, embodied, 
and imagined yearnings. 

We encourage you to enter and explore how it 
feels to bring your body into direct contact with the 
soil. melissandre believes that playgrounds are for 
adults (too); that we all need to play more, that playing 
is a deeply spiritual act …

3 How to throw soil against white walls 
2024 Digital Video, duration 16 min 27 sec
Bousebik (aged 6) and Eole (aged 5) 
have made a film to share their embodied 
knowledge with all of us. Film by Ayesha 
Jones, concept by melissandra varin.

4 �Wees Gegroet, Bronwyn Katz, 2016 
Digital video, duration 11 min 25 sec
Bronwyn Katz’s video work Wees Groete 
(“Be Greeted” in Afrikaans) shows the 
artist positioned on a square of red earth 
taken from the town of Kimberly which 
is her place of origin and importantly the 

location at which mining in South Africa began in earnest. 
Katz turns on her axis facing east, west, north and south. 

Her gestures range from clapping to a hand gesture known as 
Izwe (“land” in Zulu). Her meditative rotation on the soil leaves 
an imprint in the terrain on which she stands. This remaining 
mark speaks to her broader practice in which she engages with 
the scarring, overturning and inscription of the earth as a result 
of colonialism.

5 And thiouraye
In this work, the Ban col-
lective explore the concept 
of care through the lens of 
a symbolic ceramic object 
in Senegal known as and 
thiouraye, which translates 
as censor. Traditionally craft-
ed and utilised exclusively 
by women in Senegal, this ceramic object carries 
profound feminine connotations within the country’s 
material culture. And thiouraye serves as a vessel for 
burning incense at home, with its purpose ranging 
from purifying spaces and clothing to serving as an 
intimate tool of seduction.

Throughout the exhibition, incense will sometimes 
fill the air, inviting visitors to experience the welcoming 
atmosphere reminiscent of receiving someone into 
one’s home.

6 Activator Questions
melissandre invited Raju Rage, 
Abhijan Toto, crazinisT artisT, Eve 
Tagny, and Giulia Casalini to raise 
questions to mark and steer dirty nails 
(les ongles noirs). These activators 
responded to that invitation from 
a place of intuition with whatever 
hit their gut, spirit or soma. The 
questions are printed on cards which 
are available on the front desk. Use 
them as your guide as you explore 
the terrain vague. 

2 M.I/L!K?
M.I/L!K? is an (im)possible 
endeavour from an exiled-
being to produce and transmit 
the precious elixir of one’s 
culture(s), punctured by ancestral 
knowledge passed down by 
generations. A fermenting 
sculpture in 62 preserve jars, 
containers for Caribbean rum, 
melissandre’s hair, sugar cane, 
kidney beans, soil, debris from 
Eastside Projects and more.  
The M.I/L!K? have been made 

and fermented seasonally since September 2022 with the materials inside slowly 
energetically charging itself and spaces within Eastside Projects including the 
offices, storerooms and library. After completing this work, melissandre had a 
moment of recognition that their mother/Dani, who died 20 years ago, was born 
in 1962 and would have been 62 this year, which aligns coincidentally with the 
number of M.I/L!K? jars they have made.
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9 Vessels
Children in years 1, 2 and 3 at 
Chandos Primary School in Highgate 
have gifted us their energy, stored 
in terracotta vessels made using 
performance instructions from 
Ban Workshop. 

7 that’s all the blood i had, melissandre varin, 2024
menstrual blood on charity shop painting of the 1889 
Universal Exhibition in Paris.

8 Calabash
Ibrahima Ndobe made this clay calabash during 
the residency in Senegal at Ban Workshop and 
used if for his performance, filling the 
calibrate with Palm oil.

1
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Toilets

Second Gallery
Ramesh Mario 
Nithiyendran

House

Front
Desk

Entrance

Factory
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12 Together in the Mud Events Programme 

Thursday 6 June
closed event
Artist New Moon Meal by 
artist-researcher Carmen 
Wong, served and eaten in 
mindful silence and followed 
by a Ritual by Sym Mendez / 
SymStellium.

Friday 7 June 
11am–1pm
dirty nails (les ongles noirs) 
at the Bullring Open Market, 
with performances by 
Jade Blackstock and 
melissandre varin with 
Geamhradhr/Winter

Friday 7 June
6–8pm
Exhibition Launch with 
live performances by Maria 
Muehombo / M I M I, 
Jade Blackstock, 
Ban Workshop, and 
melissandre varin with 
Geamhradhr/Winter.

Saturday 8 June
11am–1.30pm
Grief Circle held by Karen 
Dhlamini. Followed by 
Nourishments by 
Carmen Wong

Sunday 16 June
2–3.30pm
Nourishing Sunday: M.I/L!K? 
digestive in Nottingham 

Saturday 22 June
2–4pm
Darling your Milk Suit is 
Leaking ritual workshop by 
Sym Mendez / Sym Stellium

Thursday, 27 June 
6.30–9pm
itch. x dirty nails with 
ELLE FIERCE, Liz Ord, Pablo 
Pakula, Samiir Saunders

Saturday 29 June 
10am–12pm
International Mud Day Family 
Workshop

Friday 5 July
9.30–10.30pm
Sound Bath with Manoj Yoga

Tuesday 9 July
Destruction Workshop with 
Chandos Primary School 
(closed session)

Saturday 20 July
11am–1pm
Full Moon Food offering 
prepared by Carmen Wong

Saturday 27 July
1–3.30pm
Together in the Mud 
Walk led by Forij and 
melissandre varin

Saturday 27 July
4–6pm
You are invited to bring 
shovels and bags and 
take away as much soil 
as you need (from 
spadefuls to tonnes) from 
the terrain vague. 

10 Soundscape
MIMI / Maria Muemhombo fills the space with a 
soundscape built from field recordings and found 
audio collected over the last two years by “passing 
through spaces and picking up sounds as I go”. 
These sonic elements are processed, slowed down, 
and deconstructed to make a new language which 
shares MIMI’s own sensitivities, creating comfort and 
discomfort at the same time. Repetition in the piece 
reflects MIMI’s buddhist practice and as sounds reach 
a state of vibrational impact on the body and brain 
she hopes they will trigger both physical and mental responses. For her, sadness is always a 
background sound – she describes some of this sadness as her own, and some as belonging to 
her ancestors. This work navigates this phenomenon in an attempt to understand it. 

11 Website
At dirtynails.eastsideprojects.org  
you will find an online container for 
the live experiment that is dirty nails 
(les ongles noirs). This archive will 
grow and accumulate as the project 
unfolds and house documentation, 
information, thinking and process that 
you can access beyond the gallery, in 
your own time.

Find full details and booking links at eastsideprojects.org/events
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melissandre varin (b. 1992, Gonnesse, France. Lives and works in Birmingham)
melissandre varin is an undisciplined atmosphere-maker (artist, collaborator, 
curator, consultant). Intimacy, embodiment, and healing emerge from their  
work via experimental partnerships contributing to freedom and liberation.  
They collaborate with artworkers, companion-materials, and cultural spaces –  
unearthing transformative ways to play (process through which we feel and 
propel change) on molecular and infrastructural levels. Fundamentally their work 
is to re-invest in transformative embodiment (re-member, feel, be present to,  
and heal our inherent wholeness) with unusual artistic experiments. 

MIMI/Maria Muehombo (b. 1994, Luwsaka, Zambia, grew up in Belgium.  
Lives and works in Brussels)
MIMI is a sonic storyteller who goes beyond the usual musical boundaries.  
She paints vivid soundscapes by blending the ambient experimental noises 
of our surroundings, hyper-pop music, and classical, creating an immersive 
journey. Grounded in her inquiry into the Anthropocene, her performances 
become a nuanced interplay of inspiration and discontent. Infused with the 
brushstrokes of tension and release, these sets reflect the influence of her 
Buddhist practice, adding an element of surrender and acceptance to the  
sonic landscape. Purposefully incorporating the mysterious and uncanny,  
her compositions not only evoke a sense of impending doom but also embrace  
the profound beauty found in yielding to the natural rhythms of existence.

Jade Blackstock (b. 1993, Birmingham, UK. Lives and works in Sicily)
Jade is a performance artist. Her work explores conversations between inner/
outer, bodily/material worlds, and how historical, cultural and personal memory/
movements inform them. She looks at Black ancestral traditions, myths and 
materialities that articulate and interrogate ongoing colonial systems, and 
manifest and develop within Black diasporic contexts. She seeks to highlight 
how the body, material and space have shared capabilities of transferring and 
embodying collective memory, which bears importance in our understanding of 
selves and each other. Themes of race, feminism, rootlessness/rootedness,  
class and loss are present in her work. 

Sym Stellium aka Sym Mendez (b. 1995, Birmingham UK. Lives and works  
in Birmingham)
Sym Stellium aka Sym Mendez is a movement/performance artist, facilitator 
and ritual maker. The exploration of connection and communication on micro 
and macro levels is situated at the core of its practice. Its work mainly revolves 

Commissioned Artists 
(Birmingham and Senegal)
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around bodily autonomy, ancestral and psycho-somatic roots to physical pain, 
and furthering collectivity and possibilities of liberation from the inside out. 
Using a combination of movement, soundscapes, chanting and meditative 
practices Sym attempts to create embodied expressions of the ethereal and 
break down internalised colonial belief systems.

Carmen Wong (b. 1980, from Malaysia/Singapore. Lives and  
works in Plymouth)
Carmen Wong is an artist-researcher, a curiously hungry migrant, and a 
recovering academic with student debt. Her practice often experiments 
with deep listening, food for convivial collectivism. She is a co-animator of 
JarSquad, a project growing a solidarity economy of communally made jam and 
preserves that cannot be transacted with money. She also ground-keeps the 
currently fallowing Care-as-Commons reading/doing group comprising artists, 
researchers, and carers. Carmen is an ever-beginner in qi-going, and growing  
a practice in healing justice via circle way, and nonviolent communication.

Ayesha Jones (b. 1990, Birmingham. Lives and works in the West Midlands) 
Ayesha is an artist who works predominantly with photography and film and  
is interested in art as a catalyst for growth, healing and social impact. She uses 
her family lineage as a mixed heritage person, to highlight the interconnected 
nature of identity, humanity, nature and all things. Her work has been exhibited 
nationally and internationally and she has won awards, including Magnum 
Photos and the Photography Show’s 30 under 30 international award, Portrait 
of Britain (2022 and 2023) and Decade of Change. She is currently working 
with Multistory and Gaia Foundation on the campaign Feeding The UK,  
an developing work around the relationship between emotion and the body, 
through the lens of living with Scoliosis supported by an Arts Council  
England DYCP award.

Ban Workshop (Live and work in Dakar, Senegal)
Ban means clay in Wolof, the most spoken language in Senegal. Founded in 
2020 by Imann Gaye, Amadou Samb and Aboubacar Barry, who were joined  
a year later by ceramist Sidy Sythe, Ban is a collective of Senegalese ceramists 
who live and work in Dakar. The idea of forming the collective was born from 
the need to preserve the disappearing practice of ceramics in Senegal. Their 
practice consists of reinterpreting traditional modes of transmission, and 
production through the use of different technologies in order to reimagine  
a ceramic economy in Dakar. 

The Ban Workshop is both a production workshop whose creations can 
be found in their boutique, but also an artistic workshop which produces works 
which are regularly the subject of exhibitions in the capital’s galleries and cultural 
centres, and abroad. The Ban Workshop is also a place for learning ceramics.  
In 2023, they initiated a free two-years training program for young individuals 
from working-class backgrounds.
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Wutangu (b. 1987, lives and works in Dakar, Senegal)
Wutangu has been a professional astrologer and tarot reader since 2020, 
though her journey began much earlier under the guidance of two esteemed 
masters. Her approach is firmly rooted in the belief that astrology serves as a 
guiding compass through life’s intricate journey. Through her newsletters, her 
Instagram channel and the consultations she offers, she consistently imparts 
a sense of empowerment, encouraging individuals to harness the universe’s 
energy to manifest their ideal path, because we are all magical beings! Her 
perspective is consistently shaped by her identity as a brown queer woman, 
recognizing the profound effort required to cultivate self-love within the  
confines of capitalism.

Ibrahima Ndobe (b.1994, Thies, Senegal. Lives and works in Dakar, Senegal)
Ibrahima Ndome is a Senegalese multi disciplinary artist. His practice revolves 
around textile, movement and design, in addition to recalling sounds, and 
is inspired by the “random” silenced stories as he aims to grasp and echo. 
His work reflects a compassionate vision of the known world while drawing 
inspiration from the unknown. Archiving is also an essential part of his practice 
and he collects ancient senegalese and west african garments which he 
considers witnesses of time and change. In 2018 he co-founded the art 
collective Atelier Ndokette with Safi Niang and Souleymane Bachir Diaw.  
In 2021, they received the first Ellipse Art Projects prize and spent a residency in 
Cite Internationale des Arts de Paris, where they developed new textile works. 
Their work has been shown at the 2021 Paris Akaa Fair (2021), the Off Biennale 
(2022) and Galerie Le Manege (both 2022).
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Ramesh Mario Nithiyendran (b.1988 Colombo Sri-Lanka, Australia from 1989) 
received his BA/BFA from the University of New South Wales in 2011 and 
a MFA from the University of New South Wales in 2013. His work had been 
exhibited widely in solo and group shows internationally, including: Tramway, 
Glasgow (2023–2024), Kiran Nadar Museum of Art, Delhi (2023); Sharjah Art 
Foundation, Sharjah (2022); Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney 
(2022); Melbourne Art Foundation, Melbourne (2020); Casula 

Powerhouse Arts Centre, Casula (2019); Ian Potter Museum of 
Art, Melbourne (2016); The National Gallery of Australia, 

Canberra (2016); and Dhaka Art Summit, 
Dhaka (2016).



For Idols of Mud and Water, Australian based artist Ramesh Mario Nithiyendran 
dramatically populates Eastside Projects’ second gallery with a melange of 
exuberant multi-limbed, fertility, protector, joker and warrior figures. Evoking 
ancient deities or totemic idols, his ritualistic sculptures gesture to shared 
histories, multiplicity and plural cultural identities, inspired by iconography and 
mythological narratives from across South Asia.

Made over a year, the installation rallies a community of 100 terracotta 
sculptures nestled within an improvised, makeshift architectural ‘temple’ 

structure, made from repurposed scaffolding and recycled timber. 
Connected by a narrative of mud and water, the artist has crafted an 

installation as a ruin or a space of dreams and divinations, simultaneously 
apocalyptic and optimistic. 

The terracotta figures’ brightly coloured and metallic surfaces are the product 
of elaborate glazing techniques, whilst the forms channel the artist’s interest 

in the symbolic functions of physically moulding and modelling clay, mud or 
earth. Though they resemble ancient idols, his figures are often adorned in 
contemporary fashions or imbued with a queer sensibility. Lathered in colour and 
adopting playful poses, they are engaged in some form of heightened display.

Narratives expand further the polymorphism of Hindu gods, whose avatars 
manifest in colourful, hybrid, human-animal forms. In Idols of Mud and Water 
Ramesh explores primordial, alchemic relationships to material, tracking 
back to clay as a medium and the true nature of unglazed terracotta, which is 
rudimentary, raw and earthy. Mud as a material responds to global debates on 
the impacts of climate change, yet the project is not apocalyptic or didactic – the 
plasticity of the core material echoes the growing fluidity across genders, races, 
belief systems and even species that underpins Ramesh’s vision. Inclusive, 
democratic, bold, electrifying, secular and ambiguous, the gallery is converted 
into a space for myth and ritual.

Idols of Mud and Water has been commissioned by TRAMWAY and is 
supported by Australia Council for the Arts, The Henry Moore Foundation and 
Creative Scotland.
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