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ARTSEMERSON, KRANNERT CENTER, AND BARYSHNIKOV ARTS CENTER CO-
PRESENT EXCLUSIVE LIVESTREAM 

in the absence of things 
A SHORT FILM WRITTEN AND PERFORMED BY SOMI 

DIRECTED BY MARIONA LLORETA 
 

***** 
TUESDAY, DECEMBER 01, 2020 @ 8:00PM ET 

 

***** 
PRESENTED IN PARTNERSHIP WITH  

NATIONAL BLACK THEATRE AND SALON AFRICANA 

 
[Boston, MA – Tuesday, November 17, 2020] – ArtsEmerson, Boston’s leading presenter of contemporary 
world theatre and the professional presenting and producing organization at Emerson College, is excited to 
partner with Krannert Center for the Performing Arts and Baryshnikov Arts Center to commission vocalist-
composer and writer Somi Kakoma’s in the absence of things and present a free, virtual, exclusive 
livestream at the short film on Tuesday, December 01 at 8:00PM ET, in partnership with National Black 
Theatre and Salon Africana. 
 
Vocalist-composer and writer Somi Kakoma forges new ground with an experimental short film about the 
spiritual consequence of the global pandemic on creative practice. COVID-19 hit while Somi was on the road, 
so instead of returning to her residence in New York City, she decided to head to Illinois to shelter in place with 
her mother in the Midwestern town where she grew up. That town is also home to the University of Illinois at 
Urbana-Champaign and its Krannert Center for the Performing Arts. Like most people, Somi’s professional life 
and plans were dramatically interrupted by the pandemic and she found herself reflecting on the deep sense of 
personal vacancy she was feeling in the absence of live performance.  
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In exploring this theme, commissioners from Krannert Center, Baryshnikov Arts Center (New York, NY), and 
ArtsEmerson (Boston, MA), have joined forces to support the creation of in the absence of things. Partially 
narrated by Somi’s mother, this meditative film registers what Somi calls “the emotional vibration and 
undemocratic fragility of cultural space and the living stage.” The piece also aims to frame the disruption of 
otherwise quieted cultural spaces as a larger metaphor for the work most American arts institutions still need to 
do in service of Black storytelling.  
 
Over the course of an intensive three-day workshop in Krannert Center for the Performing Arts’ renowned 
Foellinger Great Hall in the fall of 2020, Somi and her collaborators, carefully adhering to all established Covid 
health and safety protocols, wrote and filmed an experimental piece that blends spoken word, art song, and 
movement with deconstructed concert recordings from Somi’s new live album, Holy Room – Live at Alte Oper 
with Frankfurt Radio Big Band. 
 
David Dower, ArtsEmerson’s Artistic Director, shares, “We've been looking forward to introducing Somi to 
ArtsEmerson audiences for years now, and this short film gives a real peek into why. There's a beautiful ache 
at the center of her performance that perfectly captures the moment for all of us, and a vulnerability that gives 
us direct access to her private sense of loss as well as her determination to hope. in the absence of things 
should whet the appetite for the day we can welcome her to an ArtsEmerson stage.”  
 
Following the exclusive December 01 screening, Somi and the director of the film, Mariona Lloreta, will be 
joined by Obie Award-winning Artistic Director of New York City’s National Black Theatre (NBT), Jonathan 
McCrory, for a live conversation about the meaning of the film, the collaborators’ creative process, and the role 
of Black artists during and beyond COVID-19. This event is also presented in partnership with NBT and Salon 
Africana. 
 
The screening and conversation are FREE, and tickets to the event can be reserved here. 
 
This performance and conversation will last approximately one hour. Following the livestream, the piece will be 
available on demand December 01 @ 9:30PM ET – December 08 @ 6:00PM ET. 
 

For available media kit assets, click here. 
 

CREATIVE TEAM 
 

Somi Kakoma  
Somi Kakoma was born in Illinois to immigrants from Uganda and Rwanda and has built a career of 
transatlantic storytelling. Known simply as ‘Somi’ in the jazz world, her last studio album, Petite Afrique, is a 
song cycle about African immigrants in the midst of a gentrified Harlem in New York City, won an NAACP 
Image Award for Outstanding Jazz Album. It was also the highly anticipated follow-up to Somi’s widely 
acclaimed major label debut The Lagos Music Salon, which was inspired by an 18-month creative sabbatical in 
Lagos, Nigeria. Both albums earned her ECHO Jazz Award nominations for Best International Jazz Vocalist.  
Most recently, Somi released Holy Room - Live at Alte Oper with Frankfurt Radio Big Band. She is a Sundance 
Theatre Fellow, a Soros Equality Fellow, USA Doris Duke Fellow, and TED Senior Fellow. In her heart of 
hearts, she is an East African Midwestern girl who loves family, poetry, and freedom. For more information on 
Somi, please visit www.somimusic.com. 
 
Mariona Lloreta is a Spanish-American interdisciplinary artist working internationally in film, painting and 
dance. Mariona’s work celebrates the universal thread that binds our human experience as it examines the fine 
line between presence and absence, wholesomeness and brokenness, past, present and future. Her work 
dives into themes of identity, spirituality and collective memory, while reflecting upon the beauty and 
vulnerability of human existence. 
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PARTNERING ORGANIZATIONS 
 
ArtsEmerson  
ArtsEmerson’s mission is to bring people together to experience powerful performances that delight, provoke, 
and inspire, celebrating both our differences and common humanity. Founded in 2010 by Robert J. Orchard — 
the year the U.S. Census confirmed there was no single cultural majority in Boston — we committed to building 
a cultural institution that reflects the diversity of our city. Our imaginative season of globe-spanning 
performances, film, and dialogue invites each of us to be part of a Boston that is more creative, equitable, and 
connected. ArtsEmerson is led by Artistic Director, David Dower and Executive Director, David Howse. For 
more information visit ArtsEmerson.org.  
 
Emerson College  
ArtsEmerson and HowlRound Theatre Commons both operate from within the Emerson College Office of the 
Arts. Based in Boston, Massachusetts, opposite the historic Boston Common and in the heart of the city’s 
Theatre District, Emerson College educates individuals who will solve problems and change the world through 
engaged leadership in communication and the arts, a mission informed by liberal learning. The College has 
3,780 undergraduates and 670 graduate students from across the United States and 50 countries. Supported 
by state-of-the-art facilities and a renowned faculty, students participate in more than 90 student organizations 
and performance groups. Emerson is known for its experiential learning programs in Los Angeles, Washington, 
DC, the Netherlands, London, China, and the Czech Republic as well as its new Global Portals, with the first 
program launching this fall in Paris. The College has an active network of 39,000 alumni who hold leadership 
positions in communication and the arts. For more information, visit Emerson.edu. For media inquiries specific 
to Emerson College, please contact Michelle Gaseau (E: Michelle_Gaseau@emerson.edu, O: 617-824-3547, 
C: 617-429-2624). 
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