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August 6, 2025, Cambridge, MA - The MIT List Visual Arts Center is pleased to
announce American Artist: To Acorn, the artist’s first solo exhibition in New England.
The exhibition presents a selection of Artist’s multi-year project, Shaper of God,
which considers the life of writer Octavia Butler (1947-2006). American Artist: To
Acorn will be on view at the List Center from October 24, 2025 to March 15, 2026.

Artist’s multidisciplinary work mines the history of technology, race, and knowledge
production. Since 2013, when they legally changed their name, American Artist has
examined the boundaries and fissures of subject production under racial capitalism.
Some bodies of work figure antiblackness as the unspoken subtext of the history of
computing: Black Gooey Universe (2021), for instance, features smartphones and
computers engulfed by asphalt. Other works have engaged themes of surveillance
and opacity: 2075 (2019) overlays an urban street with a simulation of predictive
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policing software, while Security Theater (2023) turned the rotunda of the Solomon R.
Guggenheim Museum into a sinister panopticon.

Artist’s recent work takes inspiration from Octavia Butler’s speculative fiction,
particularly her Earthseed series: Parable of the Sower (1993) and Parable of the
Talents (1998). Set in a climate-ravaged, authoritarian America of the 2020s and
2030s, these novels are told from the perspective of Lauren Oya Olamina, who
begins her narration while a teenager. The protagonist of both stories, Olamina is a
visionary figure whose drive to found the belief system and community of Earthseed
sometimes verges on the quixotic, yet embodies an Afrofuturist vision of survival,
transformation, and collective life amid social, political, and planetary catastrophe.

Artist and Butler both attended the same high school in Pasadena, and Artist draws
on biographical and geographic parallels, as well as the enduring relevance of
Butler’'s work. The devastating Eaton Fire in January 2025 renewed attention to
histories of Black migration, creativity, and community in Pasadena, and nearby
Altadena, which likewise surfaced in Artist’s research for this project.

“American Artist’s engagement with technology has long balanced rigorous inquiry
and critique to confront dystopian realities,” says Natalie Bell, Chief Curator. “Moving
between past traces and imagined possibilities, their Shaper of God project mirrors
the method that Butler herself advanced.”

Artist’s sustained engagement with the Octavia E. Butler Papers—researched over
four years at the Huntington Library—forms the basis of Shaper of God. The
exhibition includes several of Artist’s graphite drawings of Butler’s notes, maps,
letters, and ephemera, meticulously traced on the pink archival stationary required by
the library. These materially specific and documentary gestures are balanced with
more conjectural engagements with the writer’s life and work. One in a suite of
works, To Acorn (1985) [2022] reconstructs a bus stop sign Butler might have known,
situating it amid the sun-baked flora that populates the Southern California
landscape of her lifetime and her fiction. For The Monophobic Response (film) (2024),
Artist restaged a 1936 rocket engine test in the Arroyo Seco Canyon with a group of
Butler enthusiasts, artists, and engineers. Central to their performance is a functional
replica of this early test (The Monophobic Response (sculpture) [2024]), built from
sketches found in the Jet Propulsion Laboratory archives. Their performance,
however, role-plays a fictional rocket test performed by Earthseed members in their
effort to leave the planet in search of a better existence. Across these works, Artist
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engages Butler not only as a literary figure but as a theorist of survival and
relationality. Navigating between the indexical and speculative, science and fiction,
Artist’s works bring a critical and contemplative lens to our present that affirms
Butler’s close study of history and call to vigilance about our country’s possible
futures.
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American Artist: To Acorn is organized by Natalie Bell, Chief Curator, with Ramona
Ngin, Curatorial Assistant.
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IMAGE CAPTIONS

American Artist, The Monophobic Response (film), 2024 (still). Two-channel video
installation. Courtesy the artist

American Artist, To Acorn (1985), 2023. Steel, acrylic, and hardware, 107 x 33 x 33 in.
Courtesy the artist
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ABOUT AMERICAN ARTIST

American Artist (b. 1989, Altadena, CA) is a New York-based artist who works across
sculpture, software, video, and installation. They received an MFA from The New
School (2015) and a BFA from California Polytechnic University, Pomona (2011).
Recent solo exhibitions have been held at Pioneer Works, Brooklyn; REDCAT, Los
Angeles; and the Queens Museum, New York. Their work is in the collections of the
Museum of Modern Art, New York; the Whitney Museum of American Art, New York;
the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York; and KADIST Art Foundation, Paris,
among others. They are a former resident of Smack Mellon, Brooklyn; Red Bull Arts,
Detroit; Abrons Art Center, New York; Recess, Brooklyn; EYEBEAM; Pioneer Works;
and the Whitney Museum Independent Study Program, New York. Artist is also a
former codirector of the School for Poetic Computation and faculty at Yale University.
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SPONSORS

Exhibitions at the List Center are made possible with the support of Audrey & James
Foster and Cynthia & John Reed.

General operating support is provided by the Massachusetts Institute of Technology;
the Council for the Arts at MIT; Philip S. Khoury, Vice Provost at MIT; the MIT School
of Architecture + Planning; the Mass Cultural Council; and many generous individual
donors. The Advisory Board Members of the List Visual Arts Center are gratefully
acknowledged.

ABOUT MIT LIST VISUAL ARTS CENTER

The List Visual Arts Center, MIT’s contemporary art museum, collects, commissions,
and presents rigorous, provocative, and artist-centric projects that engage MIT and
the global art community. As the contemporary art museum at MIT, the List Center
has three gallery spaces where curators present a dynamic program of six to nine
contemporary exhibitions annually. Typically, the List Center offers an artist their first
museum solo presentation. Exhibitions are accompanied by a broad range of
educational programs for the public and the MIT community, special events, and
scholarly publications. The galleries and all programs are free and open to the public.
Beyond exhibitions and programs, the List Center also maintains MIT’s permanent art
collection which includes the Institute’s Public Art Collection, the Student Lending
Collection, and the Campus Lending Collection.
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