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Summary

The Camo Coat Collection was launched on palindrome portal date 02.02.2020 as a starting point to
illuminate new traditions of pattern protection through garment as activatable magic for marginalized
individuals in the urban landscape. Originating with the Osanyin Commemorative Portrait Series
highlighting NEH Scholars within Emory University’s campus, the series was inspired by depictions of the
Yoruba orisa Osanyin, god of healing, leaves and forest wisdom, as half tree, half human. Rooted in art
historical frameworks and liberatory pedagogies that center the archetypal untamed feminine animated
by Yoruba asé, catalytic life force, the collection investigates the phenomena of the visible/invisible,
shapeshifting, and code-switching as survival mechanisms within African Diasporic aesthetic traditions.
Textiles with fraught military histories are reclaimed as empowered signifiers in connection with
camouflage and biomimicry in the natural world provides infinite examples of how camouflage supports
survival. African traditions of protective script, symbol, and material in garment as well as architecture
are considered as historical methodologies that give foundation for contemporary liberatory design
approaches to engender approaches anchored in Ancestral veneration and respect for mystical
dimensions as core knowledge bases. | offer this investigation and elucidation as a portal and ritual of
hope and poetic conjure.

*Note:

Article prepared at invitation of Dr. Sally-Anne Huxtable for a Journal of Design History Special Issue.
Although I ultimately withdrew the piece prior to publication due to timing, the research opened onto a
larger set of questions to be addressed in PhD focus, Reading the Cloth: Mapping Cross-Cultural Textile
Geographies as Sankofic Reclamation.



Opening the Portal

We begin with the kola nut used to symbolically open our sacred time together. The numerological
framing of the Camo Coat Collection is rooted in Yoruba aesthetics based upon the lobes of the kola nut
which split into two, four, and eight. Yoruba Ifa divination utilizes the sacred number 16 as foundation
for aesthetic systems traveling from Africa through the Diaspora. The collection is organized
numerologically based on the number 8 for mystical luck, connecting also to this number’s veneration in
Eastern traditions, and as infinite potential corresponding with the February 2, 2020 launch date. The
monograph AFRIFUTURI 02022020 auspiciously ended up at 202 pages, and the runway show began at
2:20 p.m.

The Osanyin Commemorative Portrait Series and The Camo Coat Collection comprise a two-part project.
The first stage was manifest at the 2014 NEH Institute for Black Aesthetics and Sacred Systems with
portraits of NEH Fellows on Emory University campus in Atlanta, Georgia, commemorating the historic
institute and documenting collaborative representation and site as archive. | photographed fellows on
the Emory University campus in locations we chose together, depicting them within the southern
vegetation, partially visible, inspired by images of the orisa of forest wisdom and healing, Osanyin who is
shown as as half human, half tree. Along with this, | developed a series of leaf drawings later
transformed into printed textiles included in the capsule collection conceived as a timely, site-specific,
textile- and garment-based engagement with environmental, political, and social concerns, rooted in the
work of Chicago’s AFRICOBRA (African Commune of Bad Relevant Artists) co-founder Jae Jarrell and her
iconic Revolutionary Suit, a tweed ensemble consisting of an A-line mini skirt and jacket with bandolier
trim—one of her design contributions to the collective—ready for boardroom and revolution.

This multifaceted project explores uses of camouflage in everyday life and within formalized ritual
practice from an Afro-Futurist perspective, highlighting methodologies of conceptual, spiritual, and
physical protection in pattern and textile. The Camo Coat Collection considers what it means to survive
and thrive in the urban landscape, i addressing self-presentation; garment-based strategies to confront
the consumption by the (white) gaze; visibility, invisibility, and hyper-visibility; and pattern as signifier.
The body is one vessel of liberationii which can be mobilized to effect shape-shifting transformation with
garment as device in an alchemic dance of body and landscape.

Pattern Protection and the Superhero

Moved by the story and visual representations of Osanyin, | enacted a design reclamation of camouflage
away from its negative associations to understanding its protective qualities especially with new
patterns activated by the wearer, guided by representations of nature-based systems and ritual such as
with Bwa masquerade from Burkina Faso for the religious society and spirit Do which embodies the
lessons and “life-giving powers of nature, especially the untamed bush,” celebrates Ancestral traditions,
and supports forces of the natural world for initiation and village purification. The “skin” of the worn
vessel consists of leaves, white feathers, woven basketry, and bundled grasses, illuminating connections
to nature and rootedness in sacred systems.'! Ancestrally oriented cosmological systems among the
Dagara of Burkina Faso include the term yielbongura “the thing that knowledge can’t eat”V which
reconceptualizes the understanding of knowledge itself and ways of knowing within Africanist and
Indigenous contexts, as both illumination and resistance to Western imposed systems.

Pattern protection has a rich and diverse multi-cultural history. One example is the hatumere the Fulani
“magic square” comprised of a square with concave sides and a cross in the center ringed by a circle



which is embroidered into voluminous West African baban riga gowns traditionally for men but in
contemporary fashion being expanded into styles for all, exemplified most beautifully in the design of
Adama Paris based in Dakar, Senegal. The hatumere is utilized spatially as the architectural layout for a
sculptural round thatched mosque in Fouta Djallon, Guinea, its low entry leading into darkened sacred
space where one’s movement through the space itself becomes activation of the symbol.

The protective eye is often woven into the back of semi-circular akhnif capes in North Africa amongst
the Amazigh." In West Africa, batakari tunics feature pendant amulets and “other attachments such as
horns and claws, which have been prepared by spiritual adepts and are believed capable of protecting
and empowering their wearers...each charm includes an inscription from the Qur’an...thus invoking the
powers of Allah to serve people who are not in fact Muslims. ¥ The famed Asante leader and
Queenmother Yaa Asantewaa donned a similar garment as she led the Asante in the War of the Golden
Stool against the British beginning in 1900. Adinkra historically printed with vegetable dyes comprise an
aspect of the Akan world “visual-verbal nexus”"! with each connected to proverbs that together form a
larger message about the king and his rule, serving as both commemorative garment and historical
document. The symbols are codes, community affirmations, and Ancestral transmissions.

Theorist Lisa Yaszek discusses Black futures in context of the global futures industry, introducing the
concept of the “proto-hacker” in relationship to Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man as an Afro-Futurist
strategy.

Once the invisible man is outside—or underneath—American society he finds that he can begin
to exert some control over it. Indeed, he becomes a kind of proto-hacker, stealing electricity
from Broadway to light his hiding place and power his Louis Armstrong records. He also
becomes a proto-Afrofuturist author, rethinking the relations of his past and present and
mapping the networks of power that would propel him into various futures not of his own
making. Thus the basement becomes a kind of time and space vessel that carries Ellison’s
protagonist toward a new identity, a new aesthetic practice, and perhaps, finally, a truly new
future.™

The Black superhero has also been linked to Yoruba orisas, gods who are direct embodiments of the
elemental forces of nature that when harnessed and properly honored, allow the individual access to
Ancestrally guided superhuman ability. The garments and accoutrements of the superhero spring from
each character’s narrative and shape their presentations of identity, providing avenues and strategies to
reconstruct and assert selfhood. The garment functions as a second skin, activated by the wearer.

Prophetic Parables

The Camo Coat Collection arose from this need for protection in the urban landscape, as a conceptual
design offering of a garment-based portal and methodology of healing, understanding the body as
vessel and the garment as an activator of that vessel. Amidst U.S. political and social implosion, Octavia
Butler’s prophetic dystopian Parable of the Sower has become even more prescient, following in diaristic
form teenaged protagonist Lauren Oya Olamina on an epic journey beginning in 2024, escaping
devastation toward an envisioned future, with her middle name is an ode to the elemental Yoruba
goddess of storms and the whirlwind. She prepares a survival go-pack and leads a multicultural group of
travelers northward through a burning California to the dream of freedom on their own terms. Butler’s
Parable series emphasizes what it means to trust in one’s own inner direction and intuition to address
societal chaos and ecological disaster, like the legendary Califia with her griffins and army of Black



women in the epic 16" century tale by Garci Rodriguez de Montalvo tracing fictional origins of present-
day California.* Historical paintings depict Califia in flowing gowns leading her warriors over unfolding
vistas. These archetypal figures evoke the dualities of Nordic goddess Freya, she of love, pleasure, and
the festival and of war, just as Yoruba goddesses have their balance of beauty and ferocity, seduction
and the machete. Freya’s cloak of falcon feathers offers a protective shroud like the Osanyin Camo Cape
with its feathery waterproof leaves.” To wear the Camo Coat is a reclamation of self, of sacred divinity
and the power of Oya, the energy of those warrior spirits who move fluidly through crowds, spaces, and
time, buoyed and carried by a deep and ethereal power as the body becomes an affirmation of those
Ancestral energies. Lilith, the divine untamed feminine, is liberated in her primal, effervescent fullness,
warning with venom in her stinger under a Scorpio full moon, fangs sharpened and ready. Beware the
snakes that emerge from my ‘fro like the razorblades of the legendary Pam Grier in Coffy*".

The Camo Coat clothed being is the High Priestess wielding the power of intuition and the sword,
clearing that which does not serve, that which is in direct conflict to the sanctity of her mission and
universal health. Through its wearing, the coat transforms the individual, or rather, brings forth that
which has been held latent and waiting within, opening the throat chakra to release the righteous voice
awakened. Its codes can be read by those who recognize them but are hidden from those who would do
harm. These spiritually infused mnemonics guide the way.

The Parable series is based on global realities Butler observed in the 80s but is even more present to us
now especially as we near the first novel’s start date. The question always comes back to: who controls
the future? How will we use our individual and collective tools and our agency to build new inclusive
futures reflective of who we are in all our multiplicity? Butler begins Chapter Nine with a journal entry
for what Olamina titles Earthseed: The Books of the Living:

All struggles

Are essentially
power struggles.
Who will rule,

Who will lead,
Who will define,
refine,

confine,

design,

Who will dominate

Butler’s narratives take us through visions of utopia to dystopia, through fear, loss, and abandonment to
the creation of communities, webs, and patterns. From hyper-empathy to time travel, human nature
and hierarchy, migration and enslavement, fundamentalism and apocalypse: her books and journals
serve as tools of resistance, survival, and strength. Olamina founds the new Earthseed group on her
theory of change, writing, "All that you touch / you Change. All that you Change / Changes you...God is
Change.”"

In a moving tribute, “Octavia Butler—Praise Song to a Prophetic Artist,” playwright Andrea Hairston
asserts that Butler is "always writing her way to characters who make something out of less than
nothing, she re-envisions past devastation and invents parables of the not-too-distant future, insisting
there is no deus ex machina coming to the rescue, no magic bullet cure for what ails us. We are the
change we've been waiting for."™ Butler is “an impossibility specialist, a conjurer whose wizard words
call forth our humanity in the midst of holocaust, of apocalypse wrought by our biology and culture. She



never lets us forget that we are all agents of change.”* Hairston’s essay functions as illumination,
excavation, and praise poetry, akin to the Yoruba citation poetry oriki, recalling the citation poetry for
heralded Nigerian sculptor Olowe of Ise whose royal veranda post carvings highlight the primacy of
women and the Queenmothers who support the king’s rule, emphasizing the power of motherhood in
all its forms and of elder post-menopausal women without whom the oba cannot rule. Butler’s writings
invite us into this legacy of Our Mothers and ultimately, back to our own internal wisdom X"

Outfitting the New Nation

As a diasporic African living cross-culturally and reared in rural Nigeria rather than the big city,
methodologies of survival and thriving—or “thrival” to quote Amanda Williams*ii—were and remain
paramount. Nigeria in the 70s and 80s was a post-colonial high life era of possibility and exchange. New
initiatives with slogans were launched including Operation Feed the Nation and Benue State, the
Breadbasket of the Nation. All ages were conscripted to serve in the National Youth Service Corps, and
during his mandated tenure, when my father’s uniform buttons popped off his yam-swollen belly and it
was my job to sew them back on. Confined to our compounds every fourth Saturday morning for
cleaning upon pain of arrest, it was all about nationhood, proving your alliance and being part of the
new future. Over time as the newly oil-rich and well-connected built extravagant homes and jetted to
London for shopping trips, the trickle-down never materialized, and white elephants of construction sat
unfinished as military regimes took over one after the other, instilling a deep instability and sense of
impending despair that continues to this day with uprisings such as the recent End SARS against police
brutality in Lagos and other locations around Nigeria primarily led by queer folk. In primary school, we
had notebooks emblazoned with words like “discipline” and obedience” and we marched dutifully in line
singing the national anthem in the schoolyard with the ever-growing threat of military violence at
checkpoints, often enacted by underpaid individuals for whom you felt some pity given they had not
been paid in months and had their own families to feed, or from those police who formed theft rings in
league with armed robbers. Reporters who spoke up disappeared, and with each coup, public violence
was inflicted on the last leaders who did not manage to escape often through the forest to neighboring
countries with only the clothes on their backs.

To combat the effects of what a particular militarized camouflage may have on certain viewers and
populations, | seek to take a pattern and make it new, in effect an attempt to heal the pattern itself in a
form stripped from its military framework and separated from its use in enforcing fear and cooperation
with nation-state ideals, addressing conceptually and spiritually the role of protection in garment and
adornment. The Camo Coat enacts a reclamation, consuming that which has attempted to consume you,
wearing the skin of the predator, eating the tail of the snake, and employing pattern protection as a
shapeshifting methodology in resistance to growing surveillance mechanisms in our present societies.

Heroes, Damsels, and Queers

Enacting cross-gender representation in its design, form, and wearing, the Original Camo Coat reflects a
soft butch-meets-high femme industrial gender-fluid Victorian construction and styling that embodies
both damsel and savior. Its industrial materiality contrasts with a maxi-length heavy skirted form that
almost requires attendants to wear, defying gender constructions of how we should dress and move
through the world. New Afro-Futurist trajectories and community expressions like Afropunk have
allowed for a level of agency that is self-generated and self-determining based upon one’s own
definitions of beauty in concert with progressive community ideals outside of mainstream, corporate



media structures. U.S. designer John Bartlett notes that military and camouflage clothing is not only
functional but “also about power and authority...very psycho-sexual.”™ The Camo Coat Collection blurs
boundaries, queering the edges of gender and identity with design details like the semi-train that
requires one to lift the skirts rather daintily to ascend a staircase, in contrast with the militaristic pattern
of a textile one might associate with a more rugged style.

There is a marked difference in how | am treated as a Black woman when I’'m rocking the full Camo Coat
with its wrapped, flowing style. Doors are opened, people step aside, and micro-aggressions cease. The
garment and its activation through the wearing of it, my presence within it, has a power beyond just a
coat. This can be likened to what sociologist Alondra Nelson discusses as “soft power” in relation to
artist Fatimah Tuggar’s work,™ allowing for a redefining of self and movement within public space. It's
about playing in the contradictions, in the strength and sweetness, resisting toxic projections and
harmful tropes of desire and repulsion directed at the Black feminine while standing in one’s power in
the world. It connects us to the constellation of “black light” as discussed by historian Margo Crawford
in reference to the literary and site-specific work of artists in the Black Arts Movement. In 1968,
AFRICOBRA (African Commune of Bad Relevant Artists) formed in Chicago, and their manifesto—
dedicated to Black expression, joy, and reflection—declared "shine" as a foundational and central goal
As Blackness was redefined as a positive attribute and unifier, negative tropes were remixed to present
Blackness as reflector and projector of light.

As | don the coat, | am aware that it does not actually provide camouflage against the cityscape, but
wearing it makes me feel protected, nonetheless. | feel fear lifting as | plug into the energy of Ogun,
orisa of iron, builder and destroyer of civilizations, metal and skyscrapers, who clears the way. He of the
constructive-destructive principle, the tragic actor who traverses the chthonic realm to unite heaven
with humanity.® The heart of the city is always alive, echoes filter through concrete fortresses, sirens
blasting, motorcycles racing, bridges creaking metallically under trucks rumbling, police surveilling under
a moon rising steadily to full super blue glory, her water pull becoming patterns that mirror our most
primal planetary selves. Through these codes, we tap into that which allows us to move in connection
with ancient ways.

Vessels of Liberation and Freedom Dreams

Vessels of liberation is an understanding of site and the body as site. As Sun Ra states in the 1974 film
Space is the Place: “We are each instruments in this vast arkestry of life”" and in Black Diasporic
Africanist traditions, the body of the community is also vessel along with references to the train, the
chariot, the ark, and the mothership. Black Arts Movement co-founder Amiri Baraka implores us in
“Bopera Theory” not to be content with the limitations this world places on our expansive synesthetic
abilities. “We have five senses, yes, but they are merely the ones the present world is prepared to use.
They are not nearly complete...Add five more senses to the five we know. Then we will be getting
somewhere.”"

We are living in a moment especially within the United States where Black people and non-white
individuals are increasingly under direct and open attack, our lives always at risk at any moment
whether we are walking down the street, at work, shopping for groceries, worshipping in church, or
simply sleeping in our beds. There is no limit to the levels that the myth of white supremacy infiltrates
and seeks to destroy. The trace trauma that lives in the body and the nervous system is not something
that can be addressed with a quick fix. It requires rigorous self-love and focus of a kind that has been
systematically discouraged and even outlawed for women and people of color, ancient holistic ways



banned under racist patriarchal religious frameworks that label us as “bad”, “selfish” women who
should only be focused on service to others as part of the capitalist structure. Indigenous practices are
labelled evil especially those that are pro-feminine. Shamed, forced to comply, dismissed, robbed of
livelihood and sustenance: the woman who would stand up for herself is rejected and outcast, branded
with the scarlet letter, used as a guinea pig for medical experiments, and a never-ending history of
punishments, and late, intentionally erased from official accounts to make us believe that we have
always been weak and without recourse, objects to be owned and possessed without agency or power.

Escape and subterfuge must be employed to continue our lineages of healing and knowledge, allowing
us to shapeshift out of constriction into liberated selves, guided by the pathways marked by symbols the
freed intuition learns to trust more and more strongly with each step. The Camo Coat holds the keys to
protection and the map, shrouding and guiding with secrets in its seams. This coat is an act of resistance.
Its wearing challenges the invisibility of Black women and all those intentionally used as product and
made invisible by individual actions, policies, and methodologies. The Camo Coat says, clothe yourself
with the strength of Ancestors past, take heart and strength from their voices. Tune in to their messages
to illuminate the pathway forward.

Traveling Codes and Reading the Pattern

Within fashion, camouflage has been utilized as disruptive strategy and to align oneself with symbols of
revolutionary struggle and resistance traditions especially in connection with Black performance
traditions. The centrality of reinterpretation, recycling, and the remix in hip hop culture—as well as its
origins in the performance poetry of the Black Arts Movement of the 1960s-70s as the artistic and
cultural arm of the Black Power Movement—is another example of how camouflage was adopted in
association with resistance traditions. The military uniforms worn by Rastafarians identified the struggle
against Babylon, a metaphor for Western imperialism and racism, and in connection with divine ruler
Emperor Haile Selassie.™ Public Enemy later utilized camouflage to convey their militant message with
such explosive statements as the classic Fear of a Black Planet that deeply resonated as a new
generation’s reflection of these revolutionary ideals. This album remains iconic within resistance
cultures to this day, and the aesthetic oeuvre of groups such as the legendary Wu-Tang Clan included
camouflage as a statement of the “street soldier...who rebelled against dominant government and
corporate forces...By wearing camouflage to affirm their authenticity, underground heads could identify
with each other as part of a group of similar-minded individuals. Camouflage clothing also empowered
the person wearing it, as New York MC Rakim rapped in 1992 on the track “Casualties of War,” ‘Put on
my fatigues and my camouflage. Take control, ‘cause I’'m in charge.”” Military-inspired disruptive
patterns projected an aesthetic of rugged militarism to which those who had suffered racist alienation
could relate. i French designer Castelbajac in connection with the French-Algerian war regarded the
use of camouflage as essentially one of social commentary, stating that “Fashion is political in the sense
that it can be a manifesto.”*Vi

In a similar fashion, broadside poems and manifestos—inexpensively printed, easy to distribute visual
poetic statements—were utilized during the Black Arts Movement during the 60s and 70s as part of the
effort to encourage Black people’s self-determination, self-respect, and self-defense and to make art
and poetry widely available. This artistic expression proclaimed through the work of artists like Emory
Douglas, Minister of Culture for the Black Panther Party, “all power to the people”. AFRICOBRA’s
manifesto declared “We want everybody to have some.” Real, hard-hitting words got straight to the
point, also reflecting reference to the broadside of a ship from which weapons are discharged and the
powerful word force of Black poetics heard most clearly in the voice and style of fire prophet Malcolm X



whose assassination galvanized a generation to reclaim Africanist traditions in an effort to remix and re-
present new liberated forms of art by Black people, about Black people, for Black people. Baraka’s poem
“On Black Art” contains the line “tuhtuhtuhtuhtuhtuhtuhtuhtuhtuh” to be performed with rapid-fire
delivery

Black Arts Movement performance poetics—the soil from which hip hop and rap were born—were
birthed, shaped, and continue to be expanded by poets whose lightning lyrics and style were designed
to capture immediate attention and give poetic face to the aims of the Movement. The word becomes a
staccato pattern in voice, sound, music—and in textile. So integral are the layers of a woven cloth in
connection with the numeric and the sonic that my tax accountant, who holds a graduate degree in fiber
and material studies, seamlessly moves between the disciplines, likening her practice weaving strands of
thread to numbers in accounting. | make connections from poetics and broadsides to the black-and-
white stripe of military dazzle camouflage as evasion technique for ships, just as marginalized peoples
employ shapeshifting and code-switching in language and aesthetic forms. In Tivland, we have a
traditional loom woven cloth called a’nger (pronounced “ahn gair”) which is black and white stripe with
tassels. To wear a’nger is to be clothed in the essence of Tiv, held and enveloped by the cultural histories
contained with its warp and weft. Textile serves as signifier and unifier even when one is separated from
the land of one’s birth.

Continuing the theme of textile as signifier, the Camo Cape utilized the Woodland camouflage
waterproof textile lined with Inverness tartan, said to be made around 1822 for the Duke of Sussex, an
abolitionist.” | chose this textile for its color and pattern specific to the overall design vision after
traveling to Scotland and visiting mills to study tartans which have connections to loom-weaving
traditions in Nigeria. In days past, those skilled in this art could read tartans, knowing from which
geographical locations and weather patterns the plant the dyes originated just by studying the colors
and tones, whether lighter from closer to the misty sea or darker greens indicating organic sources
deeper in the forest. This reading and “speaking” of a textile reflects Yoruba aesthetics of ase, “catalytic
life force” as discussed by African art historian Dr. Rowland Abiodun. Quite incidentally, two weeks
before the collection launch, the Duke and Duchess of Sussex made their escape to freedom aka
#Sussexit, turning the colonial royal family on its head. Camo Coat Collection has its pulse on the
Afrofuture. #02022020 indeed.

Abiodun writes that “a thing or work of art that has ase transcends ordinary questions about its makeup
and confinements: it is divine force incarnate.”* |t inhabits the air and space of the orisas, resides
within humans, animals, plants, hills, and rivers, and “efficacious use of ase also depends on verbalized,
visualized, and performed characteristics of those things or beings whose powers are being harnessed,”
originating in je (“to answer”), da (“to create”), and pe (“to call”). Without the voice, neither curse nor
life-force can fulfill its mission.” i There is a calling forth of the work’s essence—in its very creation—a
“spell-ing” that makes manifest. "

From breath to oriki, ritual gesture, and performance, sound is transformative force. Sun Ra’s Solar
Arkestra employs music as method of teleportation, to “travel the spaceways”*" guided by a Black
nationalist ideology and extra-planetary experiences. The experience of the Arkestra’s music, colors, and
costumes truly is music as portal. Paul Miller aka DJ Spooky states: “Beats form certain mnemonics, like
sonic logos that carry whole lifestyle connotations.” In the act of remixing patterns, | serve as design
DJ, echoing Esu-Legba, orisa of the crossroads and trickster whose story has been re-written by the
white colonizers in the Americas as a blood-thirsty devil but in fact is the divine messenger who places
challenges to lead us toward our destinies. Elder Malidoma shares in Ritual and African Wisdom, “In the
village...songs and poems are the same thing. Poems are not said. You've got to sing it. When you’re



going through one form of challenge or another, singing is the “first aid kit’ that you use in order to
affirm life over whatever else is happening...” And of the drum, he writes: “In the Dagara culture the
drum is the transportation device that carries the listener into other worlds...Where the sound ship
goes, everybody goes. To refuse to drum is to refuse to travel. To forget how to drum is to forget how to
feel.”™ii Beat is code is pattern is constellation is navigation is pathway, charting constellations of
histories, presents, and futures. In “Bopera Theory” referencing a new theatrical form combining bebop
and opera, Amiri Baraka writes,

“Life connects us with rhythms. To the extent that we tune in to the rhythm, and to the
extent that the ideas we project are based in the emotional and intellectual rhythm of
their whole meaning, we move the audience.” In oral traditions of West African griots,
professional hereditary historians, “oration is a form of performance” where “words and
images are so closely related in Africa that one hardly exists without the other.” Ideals
are encoded in mediation between human and spirit worlds. The framing of word and
form as vessel is most evident within masquerade and divination where the body is
ritually transformed into a vessel for spirit, Vi

The Seed and The Leaf

Stevie Wonder in his album for the now-classic Journey Through the Secret Life of Plants—a film and
soundtrack illuminating plant sentience whose original album was printed on a record made of pressed
seeds—sings “A Star’s a Seed” live at an outdoor concert in Mali, with lyrics reflecting Dogon
cosmological origins in praise of Po Tolo, also known as Sirius B. The star is the seed that became the
Dogon people, and the seed reference is key throughout the world of Afrofuturity. Entering the sacred
space of Osanyin’s forest, the camouflaged and protected wisdom of leaves and nature where trees
speak as conduits intertwined with mycelium as networked portals. In the realm of Afro-Futurist
ecologies, Tarot’s Empress meets the Queen of Pentacles meets Ix Chel, Mayan Goddess of moon,
water, weaving, and childbirth.

Robert Farris Thompson details the origins and trajectories of the aesthetic of the cool from Africa to
the Americas in Aesthetic of the Cool: Afro-Atlantic Art and Music, locating this philosophy within a
diverse range of West and Central African cultural traditions. Resonant definitions range from
transcendental balance; restoration of serenity; healing, especially with regard to leaves, moss, and the
green of the forest; and coolness as an ancestral quality where “man starts not from a premise of
original sin, but from the divine spark of equilibrium in the soul which enters the flesh of birth from the
world of the gods.”™ |n “Ashé in the Art of Ana Mendieta,” curator Mary Jane Jacob writes “Blood and
earth both give ashé.” Mendieta’s works were “the irrigation veins of this universal fluid” in the
reclamation of her Santeria roots, after being forcibly separated as a child from her homeland Cuba, for
which “nature is a manifestation of the gods,” similar to Dagara cosmological foundations where a
stone, river, and mountain are Ancestors.

The Visible/Invisible

In the introduction to her ground-breaking anthology Dark Matter: A Century of Speculative Fiction from
the African Diaspora, Sheree Reneé Thomas opens with an investigation into the histories surrounding
the construction of Black folk as “dark matter”, writing that “phrases ‘heart of darkness’ and ‘Dark



Continent’ continue to conjure up images of primordial blackness in our minds...Blackness has exerted a
power on the international racial psyche that is fantastical...People have always been frightened by what
they cannot see—and the specter of blackness looms large in the white imagination...the people behind
the “blackness” receded into the background. They became dark matter, invisible to the naked eye, and
their influence—their gravitational pull on the world around them—would become undeniable X!

The Camo Coat Collection responds to these larger questions of visibility and invisibility and the
construction of racial difference as the basis for discrimination and terror. The vessel of liberation can be
mobilized to effect shapeshifting transformation. The garment becomes a device, subject to the wearer
whose gesture, motion, articulation, vision, and breath activate it in an alchemic dance with body and
landscape. Early on in my practice, | affirmed Afro-Futurism as “an exploration and methodology of
liberation, simultaneously both location and journey.”*

The more we become attuned to overlapping patterns and sacred systems, the more we understand the
principle of change in nature, the more we can perceive and cultivate in ourselves the ability to
creatively affect and shape it, and the more firmly we step into our power to live more purposeful,
intentional, and empowered lives to become as Octavia Butler writes “trickster, teacher, chaos, clay” X

Mnemonic Commemorations and Afro-Futurist Ecologies

The view northward from Chicago’s primarily Black south side where | used to live became printed
textiles for the Chicago-Specific Goddess Camo Cloak including sleeves from the Lurie Garden in
Millennium Park with even a wee bee visible in the textile, all speaking to the fleeting nature of site and
memory. The views here may never be the same again with the reshaping of land and cityscape through
industry and climate crisis. Thus, the garment truly is a one-of-a-kind commemoration accessorized with
a satin scarf depicting ice crystals on the windowpane from the big April 2019 storm that appeared right
after a 60+ degree day, in true Chicago weather fashion.

Nature-based camouflage, advances in natural bulletproof fabrics, and biomimicry provide a guide to
design possibilities for protection especially under increasingly surveilled societies where our every
moved is tracked and even our vein patterns are now being used to scan payment for groceries. What
can we learn from protective systems employed by animals, insects, and plants? Photographs of iguana
skin became a padded chest plate originally designed for Tale of the Shipwrecked Sailor project with
Senongo Akpem of Pixel Fable, complete bulletproof apron and ruffled Victorian collar modeled on the
frilled lizard in defense mode. As textile designer and scholar Nnaemeka Ekwelum walked the runway’s
infinity loop outside, a sudden gust of wind on an otherwise calm day flipped the collar up, and | heard
an audience member whisper “The Ancestors!” as if they, too, wanted to be part of that moment in
activating the garment.

According to 19th century zoologist Sir Edward Poulton, there are two primary methods by which
animals achieve protective or aggressive camouflage. The first is “general resemblance,” in which the
organism blends in a kind of transparency within the environment, usually most effective in water.
“Silvering” reflects rather than transmits light. Some animals have evolved to contain these
modifications in their own bodies while others “achieve the same end by constructing whatever is
required to hide themselves out of material salvaged from their environment,” as in the case of the
caddisfly larvae which create shells out of found materials.*" The Sun Snake Goddess Robe textile
featured an abstract bricolage from images of the full moon, El Anatsui’s golden coin pillar sculptures,
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Hubert Duplat’s caddis flies with their golden bead-encrusted shells, and diamonds signifying the green
snake ikarem, known in our lore as the friend of Tiv.

Other species utilize “discontinuous variations” which are “periodic transformations, often involving
radical redesigns of bodily structure, which afford a creature the opportunity to blend in with a different
setting” and “continuous variations” such as with octopi which are “the direct result of variously
coloured light ‘imprinting’ itself reversibly on photosensitive pigments in the skin.”*" A natural version of
dazzle camouflage is employed by zebras as a conspicuous coloration used to confuse predators. Of
camouflage’s survivalist connection, Blechman writes that

“From a biological point of view, camouflage is undoubtedly a beneficial survival
mechanism. Remaining inconspicuous increases the chance of staying alive for both
predator and prey and, as a result, a variety of camouflage systems...have evolved in
the nature world. Humans, with little in the way of natural defenses such as armour or
camouflage markings, have become the Earth’s most dominant predator through
intelligence, and have taken inspiration from the natural world to develop their own
systems of camouflage.”*"

The leaf drawings and textiles bring nature-based healing strategies to bear on everyday life, like Star
Trek’s ship cloaking technology, a spin on the idea of the cloak as both noun and verb.

Afro-Futurist Ecologies, a theoretical and pedagogical framing developed for an applied art history and
studio practice, foregrounds the role of site in the creation of liberatory systems, focusing primarily on
works by global African and Indigenous artists who employ nature-based practices that problematize
contested histories, laying the groundwork for a radical reimagining of site, ecology, and lieux de
mémoire, sites of memory, as defined by Pierre Nora as “any significant entity, whether material or non-
material in nature, which...has become a symbolic element of the memorial heritage of any
community” XV These works thread past-present-future in a Black Quantum Futurist refiguring of space-
time as an expression of Black Radical Imagination elucidated by Robin D.G. Kelley.

Super Blue Moon

As | write, a late August super blue moon glows bright over the city, illuminating its looming
manufactured mountain scape in ghostly glow, edges outlined with silvery highlights that appear to shift
in the cool night air against blocks of shadowy streets punctuated by the dancing glimmer of streetlights
and twinkling patterns of office lights that are the only stars we see in the concrete jungle, save the
occasional shaft of starlight that makes it through the din.

| gaze over the cityscape like Morpheus in the Matrix, enchanted by its glow but aware of its realities.
My body, my skin, my existence, targets. Black and Brown peoples, those of the Global Majority, are
under attack, dismissed, erased, destroyed, and extracted from. Our histories and collective knowledge
are rendered suspect when they do not serve the colonial project. The promulgated myth of white
supremacy is enforced by the state through multi-pronged reach including surveillance carried out by
cameras, robot dogs, and Al, and through media trafficking in death porn. Police patrols originally
formed to capture runway enslaved peoples enforce rogue versions of so-called justice. Widespread
state-sanctioned censorship goes toe-to-toe with resistance movements. Now more than ever,
protection is necessary, one that is holistic and taps into ancestral knowledge and methodologies, into
that information we carry and cultivate as witches and healers, builders and designers.
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Pattern protection through employment of new natural bulletproof materials and textile designs that
scramble these systems, allows us to engage both with our creative magic as individuals and collectives
and enacts survival strategies enabling us to shapeshift through these spaces. Harnessing the glitch,
these codes and technologies support personal agency, harking to methodologies of liberation—the
realm of fugitive aesthetics--created and utilized by enslaved peoples in the Americas and beyond to
share information and remain undetected under the most extreme, traumatic, and violent
circumstances. That those who survived found ways to do so not only for themselves but for the future
visions of their children is a testament to their tenacity and development of syncretic traditions to
enable our freedom dreams.

Conclusion

Afrofuturityxlviii is a fluid space of fullest expression that honors the multiplicity and breadth of who we
are and can be as human beings. The Afrofuture is a state of simultaneity, a Sankofic*™ rootedness in the
past as the way to the future, like the term mutatis mutandis “those things which must be changed,
having already been changed”.' It honors past and living Ancestors through an art historically founded
approach rooted in ritual material practice and community engagement, creating space for possibility
and the exercising of imagination muscles so often left to atrophy. Afrofuturity resists limits: it is spiral,
past-present-future tense," the next. It is within and without, the core capacitor, and we are navigators,
manifesting and traveling new realities through starry constellations and coded pathways. From this
comes the world of AFRIFUTURI 02022020, my monograph’s title suggestive of a planet, a cosmic entity,
and a portal into that gathering of a harmonic group of models, creatives, and audience members at
Blanc gallery in historic Bronzeville, Chicago. The Camo Coat garments are an act of defiance, a raised
fist in solidarity, a process not a destination.

The design and use of camouflage textile connects to a range of traditions that speak not only to
protection for the very real situations we encounter in daily life but to the need for energetic and
spiritual protection. In Amos Tutuola’s 1954 novel My Life in the Bush of Ghosts, a child gets lost in the
mythical Bush of Ghosts during wartime and experiences revelations and fantastical occurrences that
shape one of the first modern-day folkloric narratives in English by a Nigerian author. During Nigeria’s
Biafran War, my father, an innocent bystander, became lost in a forest bordering a contested area and
stayed hidden in the bush for days, unsure on which side of the conflict he was. | design grounded these
histories as a creator committed to nurturing legacy, self-healing, and regeneration. This collection
traverses the edges and the veil between fantasy and reality, physical and spiritual, the visible and the
invisible.
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"This is inspired, in part, by architect and visionary Amanda Williams’ term “thrival,” a combination of survival and
thriving, which speaks directly to the Black experience and Black Radical Imagination traditions presented through
sculptural form in Thrival Geographies (In My Mind | See A Line) with Andrés Hernandez and Shani Crowe for the
2018 Venice Architecture Biennale.

it Vessels of liberation is a concept | introduced in “Afro-Futurism: Pathways to Black Liberation” course and further
developed in “Afro-Futurist Ecologies”. This theory, rooted in Black Arts Movements tenets, re-orients “the center”
outside of marginalization to decolonize the canon and privilege African aesthetic systems rooted in the explication
of internally derived frameworks as called for by African art historian Dr. Rowland Abiodun in A History of Art in
Africa.

i Monica Blackmun Visona, “The Central Sudan,” in A History of Art in Africa, 2nd ed., Monica Blackmun

Visona, Robin Poynor, and Herbert M. Cole (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Prentice Hall, 2008), 156-57.

v Malidoma Patrice Somé, Of Water and the Spirit: Ritual, Magic, and Initiation in the Life of an African Shaman
(New York: Penguin Books, 1994), 97.

¥ Monica Blackmun Visona, “The Central Sudan,” in A History of Art in Africa, 2nd ed., Monica Blackmun

Visona, Robin Poynor, and Herbert M. Cole (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Prentice Hall, 2008), 96.

Vi |bid., 10.

Vit |bid., 209.

Vil Ibid., 197. The concept of “visual-verbal nexus” is described as a key aspect of Akan tradition, “the

dynamic interaction of visual motifs and verbal expression”.

* Lisa Yaszek, “Afrofuturism, Science Fiction, and the History of the Future,” Socialism and Democracy, 20,

no.3, (2006): 41-60.

* Califia is introduced in Las Sergas de Esplandian, The Adventures of Esplandian, a novel from 1510 by Garci
Rodriguez de Montalvo.

X' Thomas Apel. “Norse Goddess: Freya”. https://mythopedia.com/topics/freya

Xi In the 1970s classic film Coffy played by Pam Grier, she hides razor blades in her afro for protection.

Xil Octavia Butler, Parable of the Sower (New York: Warner Books, 1993), 94.

XV |bid., 79

* Andrea Hairston, “Octavia Butler—Praise Song for a Prophetic Artist,” in Daughters of Earth: Feminist

Science Fiction in the Twentieth Century (Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 2006), 288.

i |bid., 288.

il Robin Poynor, “The Yoruba and the Fon”, in A History of Art in Africa, 2nd ed., Monica Blackmun

Visona, Robin Poynor, and Herbert M. Cole (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Prentice Hall, 2008), 239. On

the Yoruba oba’s crown, birds are featured that “in some regions of Yorubaland...are references to “Our
Mothers”, a collective term for all female ancestors, female deities, and elderly living women believed to

have special powers and transform themselves into birds of the night without whom the king cannot rule.

il Thrival Geographies (In My Mind | See A Line) by Amanda Williams, Andés Hernandes, and Shani Crowe for the
2018 Venice Architecture Biennale Dimensions of Citizenship platform introduced the term “thrival”.

XX Josh Sims, “DPM 431 Culture Fashion, Designer Camouflage,” Disruptive Pattern Material: An

Encyclopedia of Camouflage, ed. Hardy Blechman (New York: Firefly Books, 2004).

* Alondra Nelson, “Introduction: Future Texts,” Social Text: Afrofuturism, 71 (2002).

i Jeff Donaldson, “Ten in Search of a Nation,” 81.

i Margo Natalie Crawford, “Black Light on the Wall of Respect: The Chicago Black Arts Movement,” in

New Thoughts on the Black Arts Movement, eds. Margo Natalie Crawford and Lisa Gail Collins (New

Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2006), 23-42.

i \Wole Soyinka, “The Fourth Stage: Through the Mysteries of Ogun to the Origin of Yoruba Tragedy,” in Black
Theatre: Ritual Performance in the African Diaspora, eds. Paul Carter Harrison, Gus Edwards, and Victor Leo Walker
Il (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2002).

XV Quote from Sun Ra in the film Space Is the Place directed by John Coney, released in 1974.

* Amiri Baraka, “Bopera Theory,” in Black Theatre: Ritual Performance in the African Diaspora, eds. Paul Carter
Harrison, Gus Edwards, and Victor Leo Walker Il (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2002), 378.

i Hardy Blechman, “DPM 570 Culture Music, Reggae,” Disruptive Pattern Material: An Encyclopedia of
Camouflage, ed. Hardy Blechman (New York: Firefly Books, 2004).
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it |hid., DPM 578 “Culture Music, Hip-Hop,” Disruptive Pattern Material.

Xxviii |b|C|

XX |n “As Poets, As Activists”: An Interview with Sonica Sanchez” by David Reich in 1999, Sonia Sanchez
speaks about how she, Baraka, and Askia Muhammad Touré “wanted to get [their] poetry to where the
people were.” She recounts how someone pulled the plug on the jukebox of the little bar and “that got
everybody’s attention...and before the people in the bar could moan because the music’s gone, we

started to go “pshom t-t-t-t”, staccato-style, “d-d-d-d”—you know, like machine guns.”

*x_The Reiver Inverness Tartan is utilized for a cape as part of the 2020 capsule Camo Coat Collection.
According to the Lochcarron website text about this tartan, “The Inverness tartan was, or is claimed to

have been, designed and made for ... the Duke of Sussex about 1822. The Duke was also Earl of Inverness
and the tartan was named in honour of his Scottish title...It was the first tartan to appear as a colour
illustration in any book on tartans.” Claire Nowak in a Reader’s Digest article “The Subtle but Powerful
Significance Behind the Titles Duke and Duchess of Sussex” references the Royal Collection Trust records
writing, “[W]hat makes these titles so significant for Prince Harry and Meghan is that the former Duke of
Sussex supported the abolition of the slave trade—a serendipitous fact, considering the Duchess’s African
American heritage. He also supported the removal of restrictions on Jews, Catholics, and dissenters. These
liberal political stances eventually estranged him from his father and the court...”

i Rowland Abiodun describes asé as “catalytic life-force” in his “Preface,” in A History of Art in Africa, 2™
ed., eds. Monica Blackmun Visona, Robin Poynor, and Herbert M. Cole (London: Pearson Prentice Hall,
2008), 10.

i |bid, 10.

xxi Rowland Abiodun, “Understanding Yoruba Art and Aesthetics: The Concept of Ase,” African Arts, 27,

no.3 (1994): 68-103.

xxiv Erykah Badu has spoken of writing and spelling as “spell-ing”, a spell, referencing the way that our

words create and make manifest our internal visions.

»xv References We Travel the Space Ways, Sun Ra and his Myth Science Arkestra, album released in 1967 through
El Saturn Records, Chicago

xvi payl Miller, “The New Griots,” Rhythm Science (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2004), 020. Also referencing “Remixing
the Matrix: An Interview Paul D. Miller, aka DJ Spooky”, Trip Magazine (2003).

xwii Referencing the teachings of Malidoma Patrice Somé in The Healing Wisdom of Africa.

xviit Amiri Baraka, “Bopera Theory,” in Black Theatre: Ritual Performance in the African Diaspora, eds. Paul Carter
Harrison, Gus Edwards, and Victor Leo Walker Ill (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2002), 381.

xxix Robert Farris Thompson, “An Aesthetic of the Cool Il,” in Aesthetic of the Cool: Afro-Atlantic Art and
Music (Pittsburgh: Periscope, 2011), 16-18.

X'Mary Jane Jacobs, “Ashé in the Art of Ana Mendieta,” in Santeria Aesthetics in Contemporary Latin
American Art (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1996), 194.

Xi Sheree Reneé Thomas, “Introduction: Looking for the Invisible,” in Dark Matter: A Century of

Speculative Fiction from the African Diaspora, ed. Sheree Reneé Thomas (New York: Aspect — Warner

Books, 2014), xiii-xiv.

Xii [Author’s name], “Are You Ready to Alter Your Destiny?: Chicago and Afro-Futurism, Part 1 of 2,”

Chicago Art Magazine, July 2, 2011, http://chicagoartmagazine.com/2011/07/are-you-ready-to-alter-
your-destiny-chicago-and-afro-futurism-part-1-of-2/.

Xii Octavia Butler, Parable of the Sower, 22.

XV Jonathan Miller, “Visual Subterfuge in the Natural World: Introduction,” in Camouflage, Tim Newark
(London: Thames & Hudson / Imperial War Museum, 2007), 12.

¥ bid, 18.

M Hardy Blechman, “DPM 685 Summary,” Disruptive Pattern Material: An Encyclopedia of Camouflage, ed. Hardy
Blechman (New York: Firefly Books, 2004).

xNi Referencing lieux de memoire as discussed by Richard Noggle, “Waking the Dead”, New England

Theatre Journal, 19a (2008): 63

xNiil “Afrofuturity” is a term | developed to address a more inclusive, global, Africa-centered approach to Black
futures, coined after then-graduate student Betelhem Makonnen shared the popularization of the term futurity
amongst youth in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia.
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Xix Sankofa is an Akan concept with origins in the Twi language of present-day Ghana. It is an oft-used

term in the African Diaspora to guide art history and cultural reclamation efforts. Its primary meaning is

that one must know one’s past in order to move into the future.

' Mutatis Mutandis (those things which must be changed, having been changed) is the title of my first performance-
installation presented in 2001 at multiple sites in Chicago.

' This description references the titles of Alondra Nelson’s essay “AfroFuturism: Past-Future Visions”,

Colorlines: Race, Culture, Action, 3, no.1 (2000): 34-37, and Wendy S. Walters’ chapter “Blackness in

Present Future Tense: Broadside Press, Motown Records, and Detroit Techno,” in New Thoughts on the

Black Arts Movement, eds. Margo Natalie Crawford and Lisa Gail Collins (New Brunswick: Rutgers

University Press, 2006), 117-134.
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N-Vest-ing wn the
People: The Art of
Jae Jarrell

by D. Denenge Duyst-Akpem

1977 dawned on a Nigeria brimming with

promise, full with the spoils of Niger
Delta oil and national pride 17 years
post-independence. It was a time of
afrobeat musical innovation, of
cross-continental exchange, of
vibrancy and possibility. A contin-
gent of 250 artists and cultural
producers selected by artist Jeff
Donaldson and the U.S. organizing
committee, traveled from New York
to Lagos, Nigeria, on two planes
chartered by the U.S. Department
of Foreign Affairs, to participate in
FESTAC 77, the Second World
Black and African Festival of Arts
and Culture. Among them were Jae
and Wadsworth Jarrell, two of
Donaldson’s fellow co-founders of

AFRICOBRA (African Commune of
Bad Relevant Artists)—the
legendary collective established in
1968 on Chicago’s south side with
the goal to uplift and celebrate
Black community, culture, and
self-determination.! Jae describes
the journey as a “traveling party,” a
veritable who’s who of famous
Black artists, and recalls thinking,
“If the afterlife is like this, then
that’ll be alright!” 2

Imagine the moment. The outline of

West Africa appears on the distant
horizon. Excitement mounts as the
densely inhabited shorelines and
sprawling metropolis of Lagos
(pronounced “ley” “goss”) come



into view, and even in the air condi-
tioned plane, you can feel the trop-
ical rays as the plane inches closer
to landing. Waves of hot equatorial
air envelope your body as the
plane’s doors open, and you step
out into harmattan-dusted sun, the
heat pressing against your pores,
inhabiting your breath, carrying
you forward as if buoyed by a tan-
gible force, rippling the tarmac as
you disembark down slight shaky
metal steps and move toward the
terminal. Scents dance through
your nostrils, whiffs of dust and
pure sweat and cement, fried plan-
tain with pepper, bus exhaust, and
machine oil-hardened earth. The
sounds of an endless clamoring
cityscape, rich with cultural drive,
deliver promise in the awakening of
a new national day.

Into this swirling space, Jae Jarrell and

the U.S. FESTAC °77 contingent
stepped into a new page of history,
helping to shape an epic moment
that lives to this day as FESTAC
Town, a housing estate originally
constructed for the festival which
remains a neighborhood in Lagos,
immortalizing those dynamic two
weeks. In a 2018 panel at the
DuSable Museum of African
American History, AFRICOBRA

co-founder and curator Gerald
Williams reflected on the cultural
and creative impact of partici-
pating in such an exposition,
affirming of the iconic festival that
“FESTAC was everything!” ® This
convening and display of worldwide
Black artistic flourishing was a
moment of pure celebration, an
opportunity for cross-cultural
collaboration, and a site of trans-
formation for those who experi-
enced it. It was “nation time” at its
boldest, its most beautiful, its
Blackest, mirroring in its formation
these excerpts from AFRICOBRA’s
manifesto: “It is Nation Time and
we are searching. In the spirit of
Nation-ness we are examining the
roots and branches of our African
Family Tree for the seeable which is
most expressive of our people/art.
We are trying to make images
inspired by sublimely Superreal
African people...images that all
African people can dig on directly.”*
Williams shared in a recent inter-
view that the artists emphasized
“the spirit of the age...the concept
of Black pride—Black is beautiful—
and a positive outlook on life.”®

As with its predecessor, the First World

Festival of Black Arts, also known
as the First World Festival of Negro

Arts® held in Dakar, Senegal in
1966 hosted by visionary President
Léopold Sédar Senghor, FESTAC
77 highlighted Black World crea-
tive impulse, showcasing the
artistic and cultural wealth of over
50 nations. Estimates are that
between 500-600 African
American artists participated. As
noted by historian Arthur Monroe
in an article for Black Scholar later
that year, it was “the largest group
of African American artists ever to
return to Africa as a single group.””
He notes that, overall, 17,000 Black
artists and 500,000 spectators
participated in the two-month-long
event, which covered every disci-
pline—from painting to sculpture,
performance and music, fashion
and art historical antiquities
including selections from the
magnificent Benin Empire, Nok,
and Ekiti region—birthplace of
renowned early 20th century
sculptor Olowe of Ise—to architec-
ture of the great Mali Empire and
other flourishing ancient African
civilizations. FESTAC '77 was the
place to be—*an affirmation of life”®
and unity amongst African peoples
of the world. The many notable
artists who attended and
performed included the incompa-
rable Stevie Wonder, South African

singer and civil rights activist
Miriam Makeba lovingly known as
“Mama Africa,” the awe-inspiring
dance company of Guinea Les
Ballets Africains, and cosmic
composer, visionary Sun Ra.

Jae Jarrell was commissioned by Jeff

Donaldson to chair the FESTAC '77
Modern Dress Fashion Show.
Jarrell curated eight designers
from the U.S., including one who
worked exclusively with kente
cloth. The show also featured
Jarrell’s suits in her signature
leather and suede. Nigerian women
modeled, along with some of the
designers. The fashion show was
held over two days in front of an
enthusiastic, vocal, packed audi-
ence of hundreds. Each designer’s
collection was presented together
on a “T”-shaped runway choreo-
graphed to showcase two models
at atime, as if one were viewing a
street scene, saturating the audi-
ence with that designer’s work,
with models offering a “tip of the
hat” as they passed each other. It
was a lively affair where the audi-
ence was as much a part of the
experience as the models and
garments. As poet, dramatist, and
educator Kalamu ya Salaam
discusses in The Magic of Juju: An



Appreciation of the Black Arts
Movement, with the flowering of
Black poetics and performance
modes during the late 60s and 70s,
the Black aesthetic of call-and-re-
sponse intentionally rooted artists’
success in Black community
reception and engagement, giving
primacy to African-derived
systems of value.®

Bornin Cleveland, Ohio to a family with a

sister and three older brothers,
Jarrellis the grand-daughter of a
fine tailor and apprenticed in
fashion and business to her haber-
dasher uncle’s shop. She attended
Bowling Green State University
then moved to New York and later,
Boston. The School of the Art
Institute of Chicago’s fashion
program drew her to the city,
though at the end of her second
year, she decided to move on, ready
to embark on her own career. She
moved to her first Chicago apart-
ment in the Chatham neighbor-
hood, a thriving, bustling center of
industry and Black community.
Here, she turned her focus to
designing in her home, developing
furniture ideas, and creating an
exquisite environment from which
she built her business outfitting
Black models for various fashion

shows, with the hope of one day
opening her own shop. She
debuted her first collection titled
Fashion Safari in Spring 1963,
which she describes as “daytime,
afternoon and evening wear, a full
selection showcasing what | could
do, a ‘spicy’ collection designed for
Chicago.”*° One-of-a-kind suits and
coats were her specialty, estab-
lishing the design style she has
followed throughout her career. An
advisor to Mrs. Johnson of Johnson
Publications saw Jarrell’s debut line
and after a meeting with the
legendary founder, commissioned
her to design an eveningwear gown
for the iconic annual Ebony Fashion
Fair, an important moment for the
designer’s burgeoning practice.

Chicago was a site of great artistic

output and was transformative in
Jarrell’s early career. With the
launch of Jae of Hyde Park, she
incorporated her furniture projects
into the storefront, which she
continues in her contemporary
sculpture practice, setting the
sewing machine aside to “sew with
hammer and nails.” In her Chatham
apartment, she built stools and
benches out of oak barrels , and
recalls a moment of being
launched across the room by the

force after snipping the metal band
holding the barrel together! Jarrell
designed and built everything as
clients who were models came
through for fittings. Later, these
furniture constructions were trans-
ferred to the new shop, including a
mushroom style round sofa built
from an oak table, the legs of which
she replaced with shorter ones and
then upholstered with impeccable
tailoring and piping detail. The
center portion of the sofa was
taller than the circular seating area
to allow customers to rest their
backs in comfort with magazines
provided. For Jarrell, the focus has
always been on display and pres-
entation. Work areas were smaller
and tucked away, though she later
secured another space in the same
building at 5139 S. Blackstone,
which she used for cutting and
tailoring. Assistants—three
students from a nearby high school
who did beautiful handwork and
stayed working with her for three
years until graduation—had to
prove themselves before they were
trusted with her scissors.

The thread of her sculpting practice

weaves through her garment
designs, seen in Brothers
Surrounding Sis from 1970, a

conceptual work which allows the
wearer to be surrounded in protec-
tion and support by the painted
brethren, an homage to community
as family and Black Panther unity
during this time of constant attack
by government forces. It was
during the Jarrell family’s brief
move to Boston in 1971 due to
violence in Chicago—before
accepting Wadsworth’s teaching
position at Howard University—that
Jarrell entered what she calls her
“angry period,” fueled by the injus-
tices befalling Panthers and Black
activists throughout the country.
With limited space but ample time
to reflect on news relayed through
the Black Panther Party news-
paper, whose images of and from
the people were conceived by
Emory Douglas, BPP Minister of
Culture and Revolutionary Artist,
she began working on the wall as
their belongings were in storage
and she was without a sewing
machine. She painted onto textiles
such as burlap, the texture of
which enabled braiding at the
seams. Adorn to Reflect is one of
the garments she produced during
this time, with its purple ground
and bold, rust-ochre accented text
floating amidst delicately rendered
portraits of Black women.



During their time in Washington D.C.,

where her husband Wadsworth
taught at Howard University,
Jarrell pursued completion of her
BFA, and her creative focus
shifted, in part due to space
considerations and, as mother to
young ones, limited time to create
extensive tailored ensembles. She
began making leather vests that
required a minimum of stitching—
two seams at the shoulders and
two at the sides—which she chris-
tened “jewelry jackets,” for the
woven detailing, painting, and
appliqué work that has also
become her signature. The
appliqguéd and painted embellish-
ment took on forms inspired by
shields in the African art collec-
tions of museums she visited regu-
larly. She expanded this practice
when they later moved to Atlanta,
creating what she called the
“N’Vest,” areference to Nigerian
names and a play on investing in
your people. She also developed
her now-iconic woven leather tops
inspired by beaded Maasai collars.

Conceptual artist, philosopher, and yogi

Adrian Piper has written about the
wearing of three hats, and in doing
so, provides a beacon and chal-
lenge.'* Jae Jarrell inhabits

multiple roles as artist, designer,
entrepreneur, co-founder of
AFRICOBRA collective, wife, and
mother. In art historical and
archival frameworks, direct
dialogue with the artist tells us
what really went down. A range of
voices to piece together a history
is essential, and the archive—such
as Marilyn Nance’s exquisite
photographs of FESTAC '77—is a
living entity within which Black
artists’ voices must be centered. In
particular, Black women’s voices
have historically been seen as
invalid—if they were heard at all. |
am interested in the archive: who
frames it, the choices made, the
gatekeepers to information, and
the material history contained
within it. This conversation with
Jarrell is informed by a shared
practice and is not only concerned
with the documenting of history
but is the documentation of joy.
Joy in creative process. Joy as
foundation for the work of and with
the people. Joy as radical and
intentional act. This writing cele-
brates the many points of connec-
tion and Ancestor-led synchronici-
ties of “talking shop,” and | cherish
this dynamic, real exchange.

Jae Jarrell frames her work as sculp-

ture, as building, whether with
needle and thread and hole punch,
with three-dimensional works
including embellishment and text
affirmations, and multi-media
furniture-based pieces of blown-
glass pendants, dancing chain, and
hand-wrapped beads. When we
consider the declaration of “Nation
Time!” in answer to the question
“What time is it?”, we understand
her work as statement, infused
with urgency and revolutionary
fervor.

This is a portrait, akin to Yoruba oriki,

citation poetry celebrating a revo-
lutionary artist and all-around
badass, illuminating how the seeds
of creative process are nurtured
from generation to generation. This
is just the beginning of a conversa-
tion with so much more to come.

What time is it?

Nation time!

What time is it?

Nation time!

What time is it?

NATION TIME!
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AFRICOBRA co-founder Jeff Donaldson
writes in “Ten in Search of a Nation”

that AFRICOBRA was first established

as COBRA (meaning “Coalition of Black
Revolutionary Artists”) in 1968 with a
group of five artists including Donaldson,
Jae Jarrell, Wadsworth Jarrell, Barbara
Hogu, and Gerald Williams, in response to
the assassination of Malcolm X and of Dr.
Martin Luther King, Jr. and uprisings oc-
curring throughout the United States and
beyond, and was expanded to the name
under which they have been known since:
AFRICOBRA, the "African Commune of Bad
Relevant Artists.”

From conversations by the author with Jae
Jarrellin 2016 and 2019.

From discussion with AFRICOBRA'’s Gerald
Williams and TVLand’s 2011 AFRICOBRA:
Art for the People producer Deva Newman
for a panel moderated by the author for
Southside Projections and Art Design
Chicago as part of programming for the
University of Chicago Smart Museum’s
exhibition The Time Is Now! Art Worlds of
Chicago’s South Side, 1960-1980, Sep-
tember 13-December 30, 2018, curated by
Rebecca Zorach.

Excerpts from AFRICOBRA Manifesto,
composed by AFRICOBRA members
including Jeff Donaldson and Barbara
Jones-Hogu, and printed in the back of
the AFRICOBRA Il exhibition catalogue
published for their show which opened at
Howard University in 1973, traveling later
in September of that year to UMass-Amh-
erst. Core tenets of the AFRICOBRA Man-
ifesto are also detailed in Jeff Donaldson’s
“Ten in Search of a Nation,” Nka Journal of
Contemporary African Art,Vol. 30, Spring
2012. Print. © 1970 AfriCOBRA artists.

Philip Barcio in conversation with

Gerald Williams, “For Gerald Williams, a
Co-Founder of AfriCOBRA, Transnational
Black Aesthetics Are as Relevant as Ever,”
Hyperallergic, November 13, 2017. Web.
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The First World Festival of Negro Arts, or
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MAN) was held in Dakar, Senegal in 1966.

Arthur Monroe, “FESTAC 77—The Second
World Black and African Festival of Arts
and Culture: Lagos, Nigeria,” The Black
Scholar, Vol. 9, No. 1, BLACK LABOR (Sep-
tember 1977), pp. 34-37. Print.

Arthur Monroe, “FESTAC 77—The Second
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Scholar, Vol. 9, No. 1, BLACK LABOR (Sep-
tember 1977), pp. 36. Print.

Kalamu ya Salaam, “A Primer of the Black
Arts Movement,” The Magic of Juju: An
Appreciation of the Black Arts Movement,
Chicago: Third World Press, 2016. Print.

From conversations by the author with Jae
Jarrell in 2016 and 2019.

Adrian Piper, “On Wearing Three Hats,”
Adrian Piper Research Archive, 2007,
originally presented at the Third Annual
Tillie K. Lubin Symposium, Who Is She?
Conversations with Multi-Talented Women
(with Mary Catherine Bateson, Perri Klass,
Kristin Linklater, and Sherry Turkle) at
Brandeis University, Rose Art Museum on
March 17, 1996. Print.
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Jae Jarrell in Urban Wall Suit, with Wadsworth Jr. (3 years) and Jennifer (3 months), Urban Wall Suit, c. 1969, Sewn and painted cotton and silk, two-piece suit, 37.5 x
1971, Revere Beach, Massachusetts 27.5 x 10 inches. Collection of the Brooklyn Museum.



Ebony Family, c. 1968, Velvet dress with velvet collage, 38.2 x 38 x 10 inches. Revolutionary Suit, 1970, Black and white wool tweed with yellow suede and wooden
Collection of the Brooklyn Museum. pegs, dimensions variable. Collection of the Brooklyn Museum.



Jae Jarrell in Brothers Surrounding Sis, ¢. 1970 Brothers Surrounding Sis, 1970, Acrylic paint on suede, variable dimensions



Adorn to Reflect, 1971, Hand-painted acrylic on burlap poncho, variable
dimensions. Left: Front. Right: Back.



Free Black Political Prisoners, 1971, Hand-painted acrylic on felt waist-cape and
skirt ensemble with hand-cut decorative edge, variable dimensions




Poster for FESTAC, the Second World Black and African Festival of Arts and Culture,
1977 Jae Jarrell arriving at Lagos, Nigeria, 1977



Jae Jarrell in Nigeria, 1977

g

Modern Dress Fashion Show, Chaired by and featuring Jae Jarrell, FESTAC ’77



Maasai Collar Vest, c. 1980/2015, Leather and suede with cowhide splits,
19 x 22 inches



Jazz Scramble Jacket, 2015, Silkscreened cowhide splits, variable dimensions.
Collection of the Smart Museum of Art, University of Chicago.



Jae Jarrell Collection Show, c. 1986 Jae Jarrell Collection Show, c. 1986



Installation view of Soul of a Nation: Art in the Age of Black Power at the Brooklyn
Museum, 2018-2019



Installation view of We Wanted a Revolution: Black Radical Women, 1965-85 at the
Brooklyn Museum, 2017



Installation view of We Wanted a Revolution: Black Radical Women, 1965-85 at the Installation view of The Time Is Now!: Art Worlds of Chicago’s South Side, 1960-
Brooklyn Museum, 2017 1980, 2018, Smart Museum of Art, University of Chicago
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