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Kudzu is Queer
Evie Horton

Kudzu is an infamous invasive species throughout the American South that can
be seen draping over trees on roadsides or blanketing entire hillsides with its ever
winding and complex vine networks. Kudzu originated in China, Japan, Taiwan and
India, and was traditionally used as a food source, to make fibers, in medicines and
much more. Even though in the United States kudzu is commonly seen as a nuisance,
this was not always the case. Its first known introduction to the country was at the
Philadelphia Centennial Exposition in 1876 and later in 1883 at the New Orleans
Exposition, where representatives from Japan showcased the vine. The plant was
thought to be excellent in providing shade coverage and decoration during these
showcases. Many American gardeners and farmers also used kudzu as a cover crop
that could restore nitrogen to the soil, and as a feed alternative for livestock. Kudzu
continued to grow at exponential rates, specifically in the South, and the
encouragement to use the plant in American culture diminished. It was not until 1970
that kudzu was deemed invasive by the United States Department of Agriculture. Once
it was demonized, kudzu became known as the disruptor of the American standard for
plant growth, as kudzu defied all the societal efforts to contain it.

Similar to kudzu, queerness is viewed as invasive and unnatural by political and
religious groups. The term “queer” is not confined to either sexuality or gender, but
rather is inclusive of all identities that do not follow cisgender heteronormativity.
Queerness is not just a term to describe both sexuality and gender, but also to describe
a praxis. It challenges the norms, systems, and constructs that are in place by society,
as scholar Sara Ahmed writes in Orientations: Towards a Queer Phenomenology, “any
nonalignment produces a queer effect.” Leading a queer life means rejecting cisgender
heteronormativity, and questioning social constructs. It also means not conforming to
societal standards for gender, marriage, and the tradition that the nuclear family is the
only support system one can have.

Both kudzu and queerness demand understanding and attention and disrupt our

societal standards. Queer folks have been targeted both historically and presently.
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Recently in North Carolina, House Bill 808, House Bill 574, and Senate Bill 49 were
passed in an attempt to halt the growth of queerness. These laws specifically target
transgender youth and forbid the instruction on sexuality and gender in elementary
schools, as well as forcing teachers to notify parents when a student changes their
name or pronouns. Likewise, as kudzu is sprayed with herbicides and the attempt to
eradicate it from American landscapes continues, the attempt to eradicate queerness
persists. No matter the treatment, kudzu plants and queer folks are both remarkably
resilient, and grow beyond society’s capacity to maintain them.

Inspired by its strength and its non-conforming ways, kudzu became a metaphor
for which | began my exploration of queerness through my work. Furthermore, Ruth
Asawa has directly impacted my perspectives on vessels. | am inspired by Ruth
Asawa’s hanging wire sculptures and her use of material that forms bodies. Asawa
blurred the separation between the inside and outside with these wire sculptures and
formed the perspective of one continuous body. She changed the way | view materials
and what they can be capable of. Consequently, | launched myself into forming queer
vessels made out of kudzu, the most feared plant in the south. By abstracting the
concept of my queer body as a vessel for my identity, | have made two sculptures that
interact with each other forming the performance, My Interwoven Body.

The first, Breakout Body, is made from a found TV that | deconstructed — with the
help of my professor. The welded steel structure and roots coming out of the TV help
support the woven kudzu creature that erupts from it. The TV used in this piece is
similar to the one | grew up with. In my childhood, | was not only surrounded by gender
roles and heteronormativity, | was fed those messages through the media. The
garment, Fishnet Body, is a woven fishnet and chains made out of kudzu fiber that |
processed. Some of the garment appears to be unfinished, while one part of it extends
to the floor. This represents the parts of my childhood and trauma that | have let go and
healed from mentally, while other parts | still hold on to and still feel within my physical
body. The Fishnet Body allows my emotional body to be worn on my physical body,
thus erasing the separation between the two and allowing my body to encompass the
fullness of its queer identity. The Interwoven Body performance acknowledges the

social constructs of my childhood that | felt forced into and the trauma that my body still
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feels. The influence of the media was interwoven into my emotional body, and was then
projected onto my physical body.

As | have gotten older and grown more comfortable with myself, | broke out of
these expectations of who | felt | was supposed to be and am replacing them with who |
want to be. Ruth Asawa transformed space into a continuous body and defied
limitations. With her work as inspiration, | transformed my trauma into woven sculptures
that interact with my body and the space around it, reflecting the growth of kudzu and its
ability to transform landscapes. With each kudzu fiber tied to the fishnet | am reminded
of the fullness of my body: the trauma that lives within me, my ongoing growth, and my

inextinguishable queerness.

Photograph of the artist wearing Fishnet Body, 2022.

Kudzu is Queer | Evie Horton



Journal of Black Mountain College Studies, Volume 14 (2023)

Evie Horton, Fishnet Body, 2022. Hand processed kudzu fibers.
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Evie Horton, Breakout Body, 2022. 42 in x 36 in x 40, welded 1/8in steel rod, sheet steel, lamp hardware,
kudzu vines, deconstructed CRT television.
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Details from Fishnet Body and Breakout Body (2022).
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Stills from the performance My Interwoven Body with Fishnet Body and Breakout Body (2022).
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Stills from the performance My Interwoven Body with
Fishnet Body and Breakout Body (2022).
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