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vomene:  CONSTRUCTING
FUTURE FORMS:
BODY, GARMENT,
AND ADORNMENT
IN AFRO-FUTURISM

Afro-Futurism is a creative practice
and methodology of Black liberation,
anchored in the past and energized by
the present. It moves through digital
and analog time and space, honoring
ancestral foundations and shaping the
future. It is rich, black soil, rooted in
Earth’s ecologies, dreaming of stars, as
we know we are made of stars.

BECOMING VESSEL

The garment/costume serves as activator
in the creative and transformative
process in West African ancestral and
spirit-based  masquerade traditions,
selfhood subsumed as masker becomes
vessel and indigenous belief systems are
confirmed via community celebration
and veneration, speaking of hidden
sacred mysteries and making social and
political statements.

THE HAND: DE-CONSTRUCTING
THE CONSTRUCT

Most sublime is the evidence of the
artist’s hand in the texture and material of
a work of art. We understand the hand as
metaphor, gestural mnemonics contained
in form. We are builders, sculptors,
creators. As Ogun, Yoruba orisa of metals,
carves pathways for civilization, Afro-
Futurism provides space for a destruction
and re-construction, unmaking constructs
of “Africa,” nationhood, perception, and
economic and political power, and re-
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claiming cultural identities from the
clutches of the colonial project to re-
present ourselves with agency.

While fabric shopping in a Benue,
Nigeria, marketplace and “talking price”
with vendors, two yards were referred
to as “one hand” in a remix of the term
“hand,” referring to fabric quality." The
concept of twoness-in-unity can be seen
conceptually in the proliferation of twin
references across West Africa, extending
even to the vendor and buyer as having
a “twin”relationship, which shifts the
entire energy of capitalist exchange, if
one understands the engagement as
occurring with one’s own “twin.”2 Malian
photographer Seydou Keita's portraits
feature cosmopolitan sitters against
studio backdrops, mesmerizing in direct
contrast with garment textiles. J.D.
‘Okhai Ojeikere’s photo documentation
immortalized Nigerian women’s
hairstyles and shifted notions around
the value and placement of hair plaiting
within fine art contexts.

From the elaborate, delicate multi-
stranded sculptural hairstyles of the
Fouta Dijallon region with beaded
embellishments to the Himba of East
Africa’s red ochre-saturated strands
ending in afro-puff tips and to the
psychedelic wonder of Detroit's leg-
endary hair events: creative invention
abounds in a “visual-verbal nexus”® of
assemblage, immersion in symbolic
layers and dazzling visual overload,
seen most clearly in the weighted

L THE CAMO COAT, PORTRAIT IN LURIE GARDENS,
MILLENNIUM PARK, CHICAGO, IN GARMENT
PART OF OSANYIN COMMEMORATIVE
PORTRAIT AND CAMO PROJECT, FEATURED
INTHE CHICAGO TRIBUNE FOR COURSE
EXHIBITION ON OCTAVIA BUTLER TAKE ROOT
AMONG THE STARS, DECEMBER 2018

opulence of an Asantehene’s golden royal
adornments* and a Yoruba oba's termite-
hill-esque sacred triangular composition
of crown and garment, draped with orisa
Olokun’s red coral beading, the beaded
veil protecting both king and subjects
and adorned with faces of ancestral kings
and birds representing the power of Our
Mothers. The sculptural primacy of the
larger head reflects ori inu, the inner head
of ancestral balance and equilibrium.

The head as seat of aesthetic coolness
takes center stage with jazz visionary Sun
Ra who stated, “I had a special space hat
with a light on top and people said to me,
‘Why you got to have a blue light on the
top of your head?’ if I'm playin’ space
music, why can’'t | wear my celestial
hats... A costume is music."®

MEDUSA'’S LOCS AND
OCTAVIA'S PATTERNS

African and diasporic artists are centering
themselves in creation, process, and
history. Adornment is significant for Black
people and for Black women in particular
as affirmation of creativity, pleasure, and
beauty. It is an act of reclamation of self,
community, and agency. New digital
communities — often connected to and
reflective of analog familial networks
— are Medusa-like, tentacled, webbed,
black light constellations, similar to the
telepathic connectionsin the great science
fiction writer Octavia Butler’s Patternist
series.” Hair plaiting is mathematics
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and method, scientific fractal system.®
Enslaved Africans in the Americas wove
directions and messages into hair,
including grains of rice for sustenance on
journeys to freedom. Sonya Clark turns
hair into code and unravels Confederate
flags, symbols of white supremacist
hatred deconstructed. Amanda Williams,
Andres Hernandez, and Shani Crowe’s
Thrival Geographies (In My Mind | See A
Line) for Dimensions of Citizenship at the
Venice Architecture Biennale 2018 turned
endless plaited lengths into an enclosed
structure, strands swooping and reaching
up toward the stars, in homage to the
navigation system for “astronaut”
Harriet Tubman and the interior world
of  runaway/freedom-seeker Harriet
Jacobs who navigated the space of her
own mind within the most constricted
of physical circumstances.® We put our
art in the service of our future visions,
healing pasts and weaving paths to new
tomorrows.

TRAILBLAZERS OUTFITTING
THE NEW NATION

With the 1960s rallying cry, “What time
is it?7 the reply affirmed, ,NATION
TIME!“" Sun Ra stated that, “[lln the
early days in every nation, everyone had
their costume. ‘Cause they identified the
nation... If you're out fighting a battle,
they say, ‘Fly your colors... every night
I'm fighting a different kind of battle,
so | have to change according to that
night.. He dressed his band members
in colors based on chakras, explaining,
“Colors throw out musical sounds. Every
color throws out vibrations of life!"
Parliament Funkadelic’s funktastic warrior
George Clinton appeared in infinite
costumes, including as iconic alter-ego
Dr. Funkenstein and in a cosmic swirl
muumuu, or kaftan, with multi-colored
hair extensions, an homage to his early
days in Detroit as a hairdresser singing in
abarbershop quartet. In the establishment
of new concepts of selfhood and self-
determination, what does the new nation
require in a garment?
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PROTECTION, PREPARATION,
PERFORMANCE

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
positive attribute and unifier, artists riffed
on the concept of “black light,” reversing
negative tropes to present Blackness
as reflector and projector of light.”® Co-
founder Jae Jarrell’'s Revolutionary
Suit spoke to protection and readiness
in a two-piece skirt suit complete with
bandolier. In Lagos, Nigeria, Afrobeat
musician and political rabble-rouser
Fela Kuti's Queens adorned themselves
with glorious kinetic costumes and body
paint, most recognizably the white dot
patterns that shone luminous on skin
sweat-saturated from their vigorous
dancing to accompany his performances.
Musical trio Labelle inspired legions of
fans with its masterful lyrics, spectacular
shows, and silvery costumes that were
at once space uniforms and sexy alien
suits. Pushing past notions of what
Black women musicians could do, they
claimed their rightful place in rock music
history. A May 1976 Ebony magazine
feature describes “a masquerading
groupie, prancing down the center of
the Auditorium Theatre in Chicago like
a pony freshly dipped in silver paint...
about to witness a great American rock
show... The former doowah ladies... are
in the forefront of outrageous unisexual
futurism in rock music show biz""
Musical genius Betty Davis captivated
with her wild, brash, direct style and
costuming for performance that spoke
to sexual reclamation and freedom. This
unabashed celebration and statement
of Black women’s sexual agency is
continued today with artists like Janelle
Monae, whose labia/pussy pants caused
a stir last year even as we sit well into the
21st century.

ALIENS, HYBRIDS, SHAPE-
SHIFTERS

Excess is the only legitimate
means of subversion... Hybri-
dization is a form of disobe-
dience, a parasitic disobe-
dience on the host species,
an excessive form of libido,
it's joyful sex.... | wish to
produce the fantastic, | stri-
ve to reach ecstasy, | crave
jouissance, my desire for the
radical beautiful induces the
kind of pain which strikes at
the very center of my soul.”™

With this statement and his adinkra-
and  Philly-sound-printed  spacesuits
of astronaut figures floating above
a capsule christened Martin Luther,
Yinka Shonibare CBE (RA) shifts our
perceptions by challenging notions of
authenticity and origin, reframing the
art historical presence. Likewise, Daniel
Obasi’'s blue-skinned aliens traverse
the bustling urban landscape of Lagos,
Nigeria, shape-shifting across notions of
familiarity and place. In the album art
for Flesh Tone, singer and now chef Kelis
appears as a bejeweled half-lion, half-
human.This zoomorphic impulse harks to
the shedding of skin, the transformation
and reconstruction of self and identity
through garment/costume/fashion/digital
manipulation. In 1975, The Wiz Broadway
play — the film version now a cult classic
— introduced audiences to a Black-centric
version of The Wizard of Oz. In Evillene's
(aka the Wicked Witch of the West's)
sweatshop, Dorothy, played by Diana
Ross, and her band of loving misfits
free the enslaved workers, who emerge
during the song “Brand New Day” (also
known as “Everybody Rejoice”) from
grotesque confining suits to reveal their
true, Black selves, Black personhood
renewed through liberatory creative
process from the throes of domination.

In  Rapunzel Revisited: An Afri-sci-fi
Space Sea Siren Tale, the jellyfish-human
figure — living sculpture — peeks through
orange-lensed binoculars to the museum
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floor below, in reference to Italo Calvino’s
tale Invisible Cities with its city of Baucis,
whose residents gaze from stilted perches
at the earth." Shifting the gaze to become
the gazer even as she is observed, the
artist-as-otherworldly-being hovers both
liberated and trapped, the jellyfish as
metaphor for the Black woman, revered
and reviled, situated within tropes of
desire and repulsion.

COSTUME AS PORTAL,
ACTIVATING THE BODY

As Octavia Butler's Black women
protagonists explore new  worlds,
she enacts a shift in notions of Black
femininity and agency, living between
worlds, shaping new worlds. In the
apocalypse, who will save us? Nicole
Mitchell and Black Earth Ensemble
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transformed into otherworldly forms
as they riffed through a composition,
Xenogenesis Suite: A Tribute to Octavia
Butler, based on Butler's famed trilogy,
at the Museum of Contemporary Art,
Chicago, clothed in costumes designed
by Nicole Legette from white plastic bags,
simple materials stunningly draped,
turning the band into ghostly, multi-
hued beings under the shifting lights
of the stage in an ethereal dreamscape
and referencing the evertransforming
alien ooloi. Black Light Primal Nun “A”
Presents The Ramm Riff, inspired by
Rammellzee’'s iconic Garbage Gods,™
and High Priestess of the Intergalactic
Federation, Special Envoy to Mars"
take us on interstellar journeys through
starscapes and time warps as liminal
guides to decolonized space and minds,
illuminating possibilities of agency.

R BLACK LIGHT PRIMAL NUN ‘A’ PRESENTS THE
RAMM RIFF INSPIRED BY RAMMELLZEE'S
ICONIC GARBAGE GODS AS PART OF
RAMMELLZEE: RACING FOR THUNDER, RED
BULL ARTS, NY, AUGUST 2018

Within the gallery and museum context,
immersive ritual through costume and
action open new opportunities to connect
past, present, and future, to intentionally
and ritually manifest both individual and
collective transformation through future
vision.

COMMEMORATION AND
CAMOUFLAGE

Ritually prepared garments can serve
to commemorate histories and activate
lieux de mémoire, sites of memory, in a
similar manner with the contemporary
series by Mary Sibande, whose
installations and garments of winding
purple lengths with their umbilical
growths reference explosive moments in
South Africa’s divided history. In Zanele
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Muholi’s self-portraits, the artist balances
the visible-invisible, disappearing herself
into garments and crowns constructed
of domestic objects in homage to her
mother, while at the same time presenting
her obsidian visage in high contrast as
the LGBTQIA activist faces the viewer
directly, challenging notions of the gaze.

Bwa masquerade for the religious
society and spirit Do, embodying 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 being consists of leaves,
white feathers, and bundled grasses,
illuminating connections to nature and
rootedness in sacred systems.?® For
the Osanyin Commemorative Portrait
and Camo Project, participants chose
natural surroundings for their individual
portraits, entering the foliage in reference
to contemporary depictions of the Yoruba
orisa of forest, leaves, and healing as
half-human, half-tree and to the imagery
of the opa osanyin iron staff of metal
leaves, whose forms are reminiscent of
birds, with the larger one in the center
symbolizing “the power of good over
evil and the ability to control spirits and
supernatural forces."?!

THE NEXT

The Afro-Future resists limits of space-
time: it is spiral, past-present-future
tense,?? the next, manifesting alternate
realities and spaces for the true realization
of self, destiny, freedom. It is within and
without, the core capacitor. Through
garment, hair, adornment, and design:
we are navigators and vessels, creating
and traveling new realities through starry
constellations and hidden pathways.

L RAPUNZEL REVISITED: AN AFRI-SCI-FI SPACE
SEA SIRENTALE, COSTUME AND INSTALLATION
IMAGES
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THIS EXCHANGE REFERENCES A SHOPPING
EXCURSION DURING A VISIT HOMETO NIGERIA
BYTHE AUTHOR IN 2005.

C. ANGELO MICHELI, “DOUBLES AND TWINS: A
NEW APPROACHTO CONTEMPORARY STUDIO
PHOTOGRAPHY IN WEST AFRICA,” AFRICAN
ARTS 41, NO. 1 (SPRING 2008): 66-85.

THE CONCEPT OF “VISUAL-VERBAL NEXUS”

IS DESCRIBED BY VISONA AS A KEY ASPECT
OF ASANTETRADITION, “THE DYNAMIC
INTERACTION OF VISUAL MOTIFS AND VERBAL
EXPRESSION” WHEREIN EACH OBJECT,
PATTERN, SYMBOL, AND GESTURE RELATES TO
AVERBAL SAYING, PROVERB, OR UTTERANCE,
AND, COMBINED, ALLWORKTOGETHERTO
FORM LAYERS OF INFORMATION INTO WHICH
ONE IS BORN AND BECOMES INITIATED

AND ACCULTURATED OVERTIME. MONICA
BLACKMUN VISONA, ROBIN POYNOR, HERBERT
M. COLE, EDS., A HISTORY OF ART IN AFRICA,
2ND ED. (LONDON: PEARSON PRENTICE HALL,
2008), 197.

IBID., 198-199. AS DETAILED HERE, ROYAL
REGALIA IS COMPROMISED OF KEY AESTHETIC
ASPECTS, INCLUDING VISUAL OVERLOAD AND
ASSEMBLAGE, SPECIFICALLY WITHIN COTE
D’IVOIRE AND GHANA, COMPRISED OF GOLD
ORNAMENTATION LAYERED TO GLORIOUS
EFFECT AS PART OF THE VISUAL-VERBAL NEXUS
INWHICH EACH ELEMENT IS CONNECTED TO
HISTORIC SYMBOLIC MEANING.

IBID., 272-275. INTHE AESTHETICS OF BENIN
EMPIRE BRONZE PLAQUES AND /KENGOBO
(PERSONAL ALTARS), THE OBA, OR KING, IS
FEATURED WITH POINTED ANTENNAE-STYLE
CORAL CROWN, LARGER HEAD DELINEATING
IMPORTANCE OF THE SEAT OF ORI INU, AND
TRIANGULAR COMPOSITION SHOWING HIS
CONNECTIONTO ANCESTRAL AND SPIRITUAL
REALMS.

JOHN SZWED, SPACE IS THE PLACE: THE LIFE
AND TIMES OF SUN RA (BOSTON: DA CAPO
PRESS, 1998), 174.

IN OCTAVIA BUTLER’S PATTERNIST SERIES, THE
CHARACTERS BECOME CONNECTED THROUGH
ATELEPATHIC WEB THAT IS DEVELOPED AND
GROWS STRONGER OVER GENERATIONS.
RON EGLASH, AFRICAN FRACTALS: MODERN
COMPUTING AND INDIGENOUS DESIGN (NEW
BRUNSWICK: RUTGERS UNIVERSITY PRESS,
1999).

HARRIET JACOBS WAS A LATE 19TH-CENTURY
WRITER WHO ESCAPED FROM SLAVERY BY
LIVING FOR SEVEN YEARS IN A CRAWL SPACE
ABOVE HER GRANDMOTHER’S KITCHEN IN A
SHACK IN EDENTON, NORTH CAROLINA, AND
THEN LATER ESCAPED NORTHTO FREEDOM.
HER STORY DID NOT START OR END WITH
THIS HARROWING EXPERIENCE; HOWEVER,
THE EXPERIENCE WITH FUGITIVITY AND
EXTREME PHYSICAL LIMITATION IMPOSED

BY CIRCUMSTANCE HAS BEEN THE SUBJECT
OF AND INSPIRATION FOR MANY RECENT
WORKS. SHE LATER PUBLISHED INCIDENTS IN
THE LIFE OF A SLAVE GIRL IN 1861, USING THE
PSEUDONYM LINDA BRENT.

JEFF DONALDSON, “TEN IN SEARCH OF A
NATION,” NKA JOURNAL OF CONTEMPORARY
AFRICAN ART 30 (SPRING 2012), 80, PRINT ©
1970 AFRICOBRA ARTISTS.
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SZWED, SPACE IS THE PLACE: THE LIFE AND
TIMES OF SUN RA, 172-173.

DONALDSON, “TEN IN SEARCH OF A NATION,”
81, PRINT. © 1970 AFRICOBRA ARTISTS.

MARGO NATALIE CRAWFORD, “BLACK LIGHT ON
THE WALL OF RESPECT: THE CHICAGO BLACK
ARTS MOVEMENT,” NEW THOUGHTS ON THE
BLACK ARTS MOVEMENT, EDS. MARGO NATALIE
CRAWFORD AND LISA GAIL COLLINS (NEW
BRUNSWICK: RUTGERS UNIVERSITY PRESS,
2006), 23-42.

MARTIN WESTON, “LABELLE,” EBONY, MAY
1976: 100, 102.

YINKA SHONIBARE, QUOTED FROM A
STATEMENT PUBLISHED IN THE BROCHURE FOR
THE EXHIBITION YINKA SHONIBARE: BEMUSE
AT THE ANDY WARHOL MUSEUM, PITTSBURGH,
JUNE-SEPTEMBER 2001, 19.

NIGERIAN STYLIST, DESIGNER, AND ART
DIRECTOR DANIEL OBASI CREATED THE FILM AN
ALIEN IN TOWN, A FASHION SPACE ODYSSEY
RELEASED IN 2018 IN COLLABORATION WITH A
WHITE SPACE CREATIVE AGENCY AND VLISCO &
co.

D. DENENGE DUYST-AKPEM’S PERFORMANCE-
INSTALLATION RAPUNZEL REVISITED: AN AFRI-
SCI-FI SPACE SEA SIREN TALEWAS EXHIBITED
AT THE MUSEUM OF CONTEMPORARY ART,
CHICAGO, IN 2006 AS PART OF 12X12 NEW
ARTISTS, NEW WORKS.

D. DENENGE DUYST-AKPEM WAS INVITED TO
CREATE A NEW PERFORMANCE WORK BLACK
LIGHT PRIMAL NUN “A” PRESENTS THE RAMM
RIFF, PRESENTED AS PART OF THE NO GUTS,
NO GALAXY SLIDE SHOW CURATED SERIES,
WHICH INCLUDED PRESENTATIONS BY CHARLIE
AHEARN, KOOL KOOR, STEFFANI JEMISON,
AND BLACK QUANTUM FUTURISM. THE

RAMM RIFFWAS INSPIRED BY RAMMELLZEE'S
ICONIC GARBAGE GODS INTHE FORM OF AN
INTERACTIVE PERFORMANCE-LECTURE AT RED
BULL ARTS NEW YORK IN AUGUST 2018.

AS PART OF THE DECOLONIZING MARS/
BECOMING INTERPLANETARY SYMPOSIUM
SPONSORED BY BARUCH S. BLUMBERG
NASA/LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CHAIR IN
ASTROBIOLOGY LUCIANNE WALKOWICZ AT THE
LIBRARY OF CONGRESS, D. DENENGE DUYST-
AKPEM PRESENTED A NEW INTERACTIVE
PERFORMANCE WORK, HIGH PRIESTESS OF THE
INTERGALACTIC FEDERATION, SPECIAL ENVOY
TO MARS.

VISONA, POYNOR, AND COLE, EDS. A HISTORY
OF ART IN AFRICA, 156-157.

ADENIKE COSGROVE, “OPA OSANYIN / ERINLE
(HERBALIST’S STAFF),” IMO DARA, HTTPS://
WWW.IMODARA.COM/DISCOVER/NIGERIA-
YORUBA-OPA-OSANYIN-ERINLE-HERBALISTS-
STAFF/ (ACCESSED MAY 22, 2019).

THIS DESCRIPTION REFERENCES THE TITLES OF
ALONDRA NELSON’S ESSAY “AFROFUTURISM:
PAST-FUTURE VISIONS,” COLORLINES: RACE,
CULTURE, ACTION 3:1 (SPRING 2000): 34-37, AND
WENDY S.WALTER’S CHAPTER “BLACKNESS

IN PRESENT FUTURE TENSE: BROADSIDE
PRESS, MOTOWN RECORDS, AND DETROIT
TECHNO,” NEW THOUGHTS ON THE BLACK ARTS
MOVEMENT, EDS. CRAWFORD AND COLLINS,
117-134.



