
 
Uma Ramiah, Artspace Board Member and her spouse Kevin Russell, 
headed to Jakarta for work last month. Before she left, she was 
interviewed about the works that she is drawn to by Artspace’s Shelli 
Stevens.  
 
What was the first piece of art you ever purchased or were gifted?  
I lived and worked in West Africa (as a journalist) for a number of years 
between college and grad school - based in Dakar. I came across a 
Senegalese artist called Corentin Faye, a young guy with a back alley 
studio on Goree Island, and visited his studio every time I made the trip to 
the island. There's your typical art-produced-for-tourists in West Africa but 
it's so easy to find brilliant, interesting artists - the ones doing something 
different. I eventually bought a very small piece from him - he was working 
with paint and newspaper clippings, commenting on human rights issues 
and conflict in the region. My French got a little better each time I visited 
him, so it became clearer and clearer how he was. I left the piece with a 
friend in Dakar when I left - now regretting that. Will have to track it down.  
   
Do you and your husband have similar artistic taste?  
Yes!  My taste is probably a little weirder and darker than Kev's (and he 
still likes classical art, which totally bores me) - but he loves the 
photographs and prints I choose, and I love the pieces he's picked out for 
us.  There's a painting he brought back for me when he was working in 
Jordan a few years ago - an abstract figure of an elongated head, in reds 

http://www.au-senegal.com/corentin-faye-alias-mr-co-en-quete-de-liberte,1068.html?lang=fr�


and oranges, somehow menacing and beautiful at the same time. It's up in 
our bedroom. I am obsessed with it.  
 
Uma, you're a photographer. Does that influence your taste? Do you 
prefer photography or are you interested in various mediums?  
I didn't pick up photography until 2010, but before that had spent a lot of 
time with photojournalists in West/Central Africa. They influenced my taste, 
as did what I was seeing and writing about. When I started photography 
(out of necessity, freelancers often need to be able to illustrate their own 
stories), that's when I started thinking seriously about photography as art. 
Now I have prints from Indian photographers Dayanita Singh and Raghubir 
Singh, prints from a fashion/photography project called The Ninevites that I 
worked on with two friends in South Africa/Lesotho in 2012, and a couple 
of my own photographs up on the wall.  
 
I do prefer photography, but serving on the board of Artspace has allowed 
me to think a bit more critically about how other mediums can contribute to 
the social conversation (which is the basis by which I tend to value in art). 
We spent our last night in New Haven at the Arresting Patterns opening at 
Artspace - I can't believe how powerful it is - go and see it if you haven't 
yet. The performances and pieces by the young artists cut to the bone, and 
I saw faces at the opening from every neighborhood in New Haven, 
engaged with the art, engaged with the conversation about race, the 
justice system and inequality. That's art at it's best, I think - community, 
activism, connection across boundaries. Best possible way we could have 
spent our last night at home.  
  
We’ll miss New Haven - it's really the perfect place to start out as an artists 
or a collector. There's no pretense, there's no show, and pieces and artists 
are accessible. And they live in and care about your neighborhoods. City-
Wide Open Studios in October is such an easy way to understand the art 
scene here and to see what's out there. I bought an Alison Safford sketch 
at the Artspace Gala this year, I have a black and white print from the 
infamous Chris Randall on our wall, and I have my eye on all of Kwadwo 
Adae's paintings. Now, if only I could afford a Max Toth or Titus Kaphar.   
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