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Chenoa Baker (Rail) Sky, I'm so grateful to be in conversation with you and am excited to
dive into your work. [ wanted to start by acknowledging the complicated time we’re living in,
and how—at least in Philadelphia—there’s been a lot of talk of the 250th anniversary of the
United States Declaration of Independence. We're in this moment of reckoning, especially
with what those words mean in the world that we're occupying today. I am curious to hear
from you about the commission and how you feel about making work around this milestone?

Sky Hopinka: I mean, it’s complicated and it’s heavy and it’s real—it’s also something I
didn’t really think too much about up until the opening, primarily because I didn’t know.
When the Chief Curator, who is also the Director of Collections, Nancy Ireson, reached out
and we had a conversation, it was more of an afterthought. Like, “We want you to do this
installation. So why don’t you do something that you want to do? And, oh yeah, it’s also the
250th anniversary.” So it became something I never felt too beholden to address. On the
other hand, the fact that it exists adjacently or parallel to the making of this is something
that I knew was inevitably going to be part of the conversation—like most things that have
to do with Native people are.

Rail: Definitely. I think there’s a sense of freedom in the decision to not make work directly
about this milestone. It just happens to be at the same time, and it will create its own
contextual reverberations. I'd love to talk about the medium and installation choices.
Dimensions can be variable in video work and photography, but the size is really determined
by the chosen container. How did you arrive at the decision to use these eleven panels and the
size of the work?

Hopinka: That wasn't so much up to me; it is the space that they have. It’s a long entrance
hall that that leads to the main galleries of the Barnes collection. There are eleven panels, all
86 inches tall. And the widths vary from 56 inches to—1I think—205 inches. So, right away I
had these containers to then build the work into, which I think was helpful in some ways. The
work is designed to fill the space. The works are hung about three or four feet off the ground.
So yeah, it was something that was predetermined by the parameters of architecture.

Rail: I like thinking about, and understanding, how the realization of the work is a
collaboration between the site, creating the site-specific work, and you as the artist. [ know
that you brought copper as a material into that conversation, and during your opening, you
spoke eloquently about copper and landscape as a living, changing material. Can you talk
about how you decided to use copper as a surface, or medium, for display?

Hopinka: Copper is something that I have been thinking about for a long time, as a material,
as an object, as a thing that is used in different ceremonies and for decorative purposes—not
only by my tribe, but by tribes across the United States, in Canada, and in the lands beyond. I
liked the possibility of incorporating it in these photos, because I've been thinking about
other ways to affect the surface of the photo. In previous works, what [ have done is print out
photos, edit and manipulate them, and then etch into the surface with a little handheld
rotary tool. I've been doing that for a number of years and have been thinking about ways to
try something different, while still building on this idea of affecting the surface. Copper was
an exciting choice because I've never worked with it before.
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In Ho-Chunk mythology, copper is a living thing. It is descended from these other metals
that are part of life on this earth. I was also thinking a lot about who gets to decide who is
living and who is non-living. This comes from a book that Elizabeth Povinelli wrote, called
Geontologies. She opens up this kind of questioning, and that helped me frame my own
understanding of this material, and to be considerate of the dynamics and hierarchies that
are created around the living and the non-living. Who gets to determine that, and what are
the powers and hierarchies around that distinction? [ think often about how my work
questions these different mythologies, or presents different ways that they can exist in a
contemporary time, or brings them out of the past and into the present. So working through
these ideas was another way to try to attempt to question what that looks like through these
different forms. And since it was the first time for me to be working with copper, I figured,
might as well go big or go home. [Laughter]

Installation view: Sky Hopinka: Red Metal Dust 1e Barnes Foundation, Philadelphia, 2026,

Foundation

Rail: Definitely. I know that you talked about how in previous works you've done etchings,
but it feels like there are moments in the work where text is implied but not explicitly shown.
For example: there’s a billboard that is blank, but it reflects the copper as that language that
you were just talking about. Can you say a little bit more about that decision to include the
copper in that way? What are you choosing to withhold or suggest, rather than display?
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Hopinka: Yeah, I mean, I guess it goes back to the process of making the photographs. The
foundational photographs are from a series that I had taken on a medium format camera and
a 35 millimeter camera over the course of a year prior to this installation. So I wasn’t so much
trying to decide which medium to use. These are the photos that I had. After deciding upon
these foundational photos, I thought about the place where they'd be shown, and the
different possibilities available. For example, the triptych is the result of the limitations of
the photo paper. I think the largest that we could use at the lab where I was working was 62
or 63 inches. So just like that, it became a way of giving the photographs the room they
needed. The triptychs were better than trying to make it just one long piece.

And then after that, I revisited a technique that I've used in the past, where I print photos on
transparency paper, get an overhead projector to project that onto a wall, and then
photograph the projection. So with the photograph transparencies—where I would also cut
them up and arrange them in different configurations—I'd then take a photograph of those,
and then overlay them on top of the original landscape photographs, and then print them
out,

And once they were printed out, then it became a process of looking at each of the images
and asking, “What do I want to highlight? What do I want to obscure?” So it was an intuitive
approach in that part of the process, but I was also just looking at ways to respond to the
outlines of each of the different photographs and landscapes. In some ways, the response was
more direct to what was in the image itself, and in other ways, it was a response to the
overlapping of the transparencies on top of the image.

I'd also been looking at silhouettes, in particular from the 1800s. There are two that I was
looking for, because a lot of silhouettes were done of Native peoples in the 1800s before the
invention of photography. So in the Met’s Drawings and Prints collection, I came across two
silhouettes made around the 1850s by Auguste Edouart of the Ho-Chunk people, Winnebago
people—my tribe. But I couldn’t see them, because they weren't scanned in the collection.
That got me thinking about the idea of something that I can’t see: how should I respond to
the sort of withholding of a photograph? It raised the question of what gets photographed or
scanned in a collection. What is accessible and what isn’t?

So it just became a way to riff on this idea of a silhouette and what is being outlined. And like,
what is the purpose of making them? And how can an outline of someone or something not
only evoke a sense of an identity, but establish that as an identity that has to be looked at?
So, the geometrics and the abstractions—just kind of following the lines of the shade of a
surface and the interaction of the transparencies—began as an intuitive sort of response, but
then it took on a life of its own, in terms of questions like, “What does the copper outline?
And how does that withhold?” But then also, “How does that gesture towards this idea of
withholding or refusal?”

I mean, I've been thinking about these different layers of production, where I would take the
photographs of medium formats, and that’s one life. And then I digitally overlaid these
transparency artifacts, which is another sort of mediation. Then they're printed out. And
then the final one is the overlay of the copper on the surface of the photograph itself, where it
is part of them, but it’s also not.
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