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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-

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.1 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 Keïta’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 Djallon 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”3 of 
assemblage, immersion in symbolic 
layers and dazzling visual overload, 
seen most clearly in the weighted 

opulence of an Asantehene’s golden royal 
adornments4 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 I wear my celestial 
hats... A costume is music.”6 

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 connections in the great science 
fiction writer Octavia Butler’s Patternist 
series.7 Hair plaiting is mathematics 

L	 THE CAMO COAT, PORTRAIT IN LURIE GARDENS, 
MILLENNIUM PARK, CHICAGO, IN GARMENT 
PART OF OSANYIN COMMEMORATIVE 
PORTRAIT AND CAMO PROJECT, FEATURED 
IN THE CHICAGO TRIBUNE FOR COURSE 
EXHIBITION ON OCTAVIA BUTLER TAKE ROOT 
AMONG THE STARS, DECEMBER 2018
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and method, scientific fractal system.8 
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 I 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.9 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?”, the reply affirmed, „NATION 
TIME!“10 Sun Ra stated that, “[I]n 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 I 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.”11 
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 
a barbershop quartet. In the establishment 
of new concepts of selfhood and self-
determination, what does the new nation 
require in a garment? 

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.12 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.13 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.”14 
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 
Monáe, 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…. I wish to 
produce the fantastic, I stri-
ve to reach ecstasy, I crave 
jouissance, my desire for the 
radical beautiful induces the 
kind of pain which strikes at 
the very center of my soul.15

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.16 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 

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.17 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 

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 ever-transforming 
alien ooloi. Black Light Primal Nun “A” 
Presents The Ramm Riff, inspired by 
Rammellzee’s iconic Garbage Gods,18 
and High Priestess of the Intergalactic 
Federation, Special Envoy to Mars19 
take us on interstellar journeys through 
starscapes and time warps as liminal 
guides to decolonized space and minds, 
illuminating possibilities of agency. 

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 

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
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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.20 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.”21 

THE NEXT

The Afro-Future resists limits of space-
time: it is spiral, past-present-future 
tense,22 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.
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