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WEDNESDAY, APRIL 10, 7:30 PM
BEASLEY-CURTIS AUDITORIUM, 
MEMORIAL HALL

THIS PERFORMANCE IS SUPPORTED BY  
ARTS EVERYWHERE

T HROUGH SPOKEN WORD combined 
with still and moving imagery, iconic 
American photographer Carrie Mae 

Weems examines the right to justice and peace 
through the lens of the classic play Antigone.

Past Tense, which originates from Weems’ powerful 
work Grace Notes, takes us on a deep dive into 
the enduring significance of that iconic character, 
Antigone and her profound relevance to our 
contemporary moment. Says Weems, “While working 
on Grace Notes, for months it occurred to me that I 
was telling the story of Antigone, wherein an innocent 
man dies by unjustified means and his sister fights 
for the right to bury him honorably. But the wider 
community refuses her; her right to justice, and to 
peace, is denied.”  

In this spare, captivating lecture-performance, (based 
on another version of Past Tense that incorporates a 
Greek chorus and other elements) Weems explores 
themes of social justice, escalating violence, gender 
relations, politics, and personal identity within the 
context of contemporary history—recurrent subjects 
in her practice. Startling imagery projected on a 
screen behind her conveys the risk of an encounter 
between authority figures and citizens who are 
fervent in their sense of morality. 

Through a multitude of media and her many lectures, 
presentations, and culturally significant convenings 
with individuals across a variety of disciplines, Carrie 
Mae Weems has created a complex body of work 
that centers on her overarching commitment to 
helping us better understand our present moment by 
examining our collective past. Determined as ever to 
enter the picture—both literally and metaphorically—
Weems has sustained an ongoing dialogue within 
contemporary discourse for over thirty-five years. In 
a review of her groundbreaking 2014 Guggenheim 
retrospective, the New York Times art critic, Holland 
Cotter wrote, “Ms. Weems is what she has always 
been, a superb image maker and a moral force, 
focused and irrepressible.”

In her work, Carrie Mae Weems has taken a stand 
against violence and the perpetuation of a failing 
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ARTIST STATEMENT
 “The tears of the world are a constant quantity.”  
— Samuel Beckett

Any work begins with a vague notion, an angry itch, a 
throbbing at the edge of consciousness— something 
troubling that keeps you grasping, yearning, anxious. 
Day after day these feelings drive artists back into their 
studios, determined to hammer out nonsense on their 
keyboards until clarity of thought slowly takes shape. Past 
Tense began in just that way—with a deep desire to get at 
what was troubling me.

So, I began to write. I put to paper the simple words and 
phrases, images and elements, that moved around in my 
mind and yearned for a physical form to emerge and be 
shown to the world.

I am by no means a playwright. As a visual artist, working 
the last thirty-five years predominantly in photography 
and video, I approached this as I would any other project, 
starting with images and then building text around them. 
The outcome—Past Tense—is a performance that explores 
the dynamic role of grace and its meaning in the pursuit of 
democracy.

There are only a handful of stories in the world; the 
difference often lies in the telling. After working on Past 
Tense for months it occurred to me that I was telling 
the story of Antigone, wherein an innocent man dies by 
unjustified means and his sister fights for the right to bury 
him honorably. But the wider community refuses her; her 
right to justice, and to peace, is denied. 

Likewise, Past Tense examines the wider social 
implications of tensions at work in communities across 
America. These tensions are marked and defined by 
recent escalations in violence, the killings of young black 
men, the rise of nationalism and white supremacy, and 
the tragic events of the Emanuel Nine. These events and 
nationwide responses have been contextualized, and the 
piece incorporates spoken word interwoven with text, 
photography, video projection, and other elements to 
explore the dimensions of its theme. 

In our context, grace functions as a sustaining metaphor 
and an overarching conceptual frame for a dynamic 
performance calling for new approaches to old questions.

What began as a gift to our first Black President quickly 
morphed into a series of profound reflections that 
critically engaged the tumultuous and remarkable time in 
which we now find ourselves—both tragic and liberating. 

—Carrie Mae Weems

CARRIE MAE WEEMS

system in her community with projects such as Operation: 
Activate, an anti-violence public art campaign; and the 
Institute of Sound and Style, a summer school program 
she established in 2012 in Syracuse that pays students of 
lower incomes a stipend to learn skills for arts and fashion 
careers. Her recent performance, the multi-disciplinary 
work Grace Notes: Reflections for Now, pays tribute to the 
Emanuel 9 and to the many young black men who have 
lost their lives during this current period  of escalating 
violence. More specifically, the performance considers 
the role of grace in the pursuit of democracy. Currently 
Artist in Residence at the Park Avenue Armory, Weems 
has participated in numerous solo and group exhibitions 
at major national and international museums including 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art; The Whitney Museum 
of American Art; Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum; The 
National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC; The Walker Art 
Center in Minneapolis; and others. ▪

For more about this work, see page  44.
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the iconic Antigone and her profound 
relevance to contemporary politics. 
Through a lecture-style performance, 
Weems uses music, text, projection, 
and video to creatively explore 
themes of social justice, escalating 
violence, gender relations, politics, 
and personal identity within the 
context of contemporary American 
life—recurrent subjects in Weems’ 
practice.

Weems, 65, won a MacArthur 
Fellowship in 2013, a year before she 
became the first African-American 
woman to have a retrospective at the 
Guggenheim, and has for some time 
existed in the cultural mythosphere. 
Her many admirers reserve an 
intense, almost obsessive affection 
for her: She is name-checked in a 
lyric on the new album by Black 
Thought and appears as herself in 
Spike Lee’s Netflix series, She’s Gotta 
Have It. Her iconic 1987 photograph, 
“Portrait of a Woman Who Has Fallen 
From Grace and Into the Hands of 
Evil”—an image that depicts Weems 
sprawled on a bed in a white dress, 
cigarette dangling from one hand—
is on the cover of Morgan Parker’s 
poetry collection There Are More 
Beautiful Things Than Beyoncé.

Known primarily for her photographs 
and short films, Weems has broken 
ground in resetting American 
expectations of photography and 
challenging assumptions about her 
largely African-American subjects.

Past Tense is no different. Its 
origins lie in Weems’ powerful 
work, Grace Notes: Reflections for 
Now, a multimedia performance 
that premiered in June 2016 at the 
Spoleto Festival USA. Weems has 
remarked upon her realization that 

Antigone 
throuGh  
the eyes of 
an artist
carrie mae Weems reenvisions one of 
history’s olDest stories in Past Tense
By HannaH Lee

W RITTEN BY Sophocles around 441 BCE, the powerful tragedy of 
Antigone persists through time, thanks to artists who continue 
to find within it striking present-day relevancies.

One such passionate artist, with her decades of experience, has resurrected 
the beloved work and infused it with nobility. Using the power of multimedia, 
acclaimed American artist Carrie Mae Weems resurrects the beloved work, 
dissects its roots, and infuses them with rich contemporary meaning in her 
latest endeavor, Past Tense. 

At its core, Antigone revolves around the innocent death of Polynices and  
the battle that his strong-minded sister, Antigone, fights to ensure his rightful 
burial. More deeply, it’s the story of being refused justice, peace, and most of 
all, humane respect. Through a lens of the American cultural context of violence 
and racism, Weems interprets this narrative as speaking to us profoundly across 
the gulf of history.

Deemed by the New York Times as “one of the more interesting artists working in 
the gap between art and politics,” Weems dives into the enduring significance of 



the story she was telling mirrored  
the story of Antigone, who fought  
to bury her brother with honor and 
find justice. 

The artist first visited Chapel Hill 
in March 2017, when she spent a 
week on campus at the invitation of 
Carolina Performing Arts meeting 
with students and community 
members and exploring pressing 
local and contemporary issues 
through conversation. “Since then, 
we’ve been eager to follow up on 
that transformational experience 
with Carrie,” says CPA director of 
programming Amy Russell. Now, she 
has returned for her first presentation 
at CPA, of which, Russell says, 
“Carrie is one of the most vital and 
revolutionary voices of our time. 
Through her work, whether visual 

or performative, she emerges as 
someone who reveals truths and 
creates necessary connections. Past 
Tense is an opportunity for us to 

CARRIE MAE WEEMS

gather with Carrie and meditate on 
some of the most crucial issues in 
our society.”

Through a modernist aesthetic 
and stark presentation Weems 
uses the lens of race and its 
relationship to state authority to 
reinterpret Antigone. Standing 
behind a lectern, Weems screens 
startling imagery portraying the 
risky encounters among authority 
figures and citizens who are fervent 
in their sense of morality. With her 
work, Weems asks her audiences to 
consider how the deaths of  
black people are measured in  
this country, and how we measure 
the equilibrium between the rights 
of individuals and the authority of 
the state. ▪


