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 Weissenhof Settlement, Stuttgart, 1927 
 
What does it mean to curate? 
 

Both the roof and any other object of potential danger, by which it is likely that a person could be 
fatally injured, require that the owner take action... just as the Torah commands us to make a fence on 
the roof... and so, too, regarding any obstacle which could cause mortal danger, one, not just the 
owner, has a positive commandment to remove it... if one does not remove it but leaves those obstacles 
constituting potential danger, one transgresses a positive commandment and negates a negative 
commandment ‘Thou shall not spill blood.’ 
 

         - Maimonides1 
 

Law 
 
Legality, mores, and form.  The above passage describes "significant form" in the words of Clive Bell, 
but with very different definition, the latter for pure aesthetic experience, and the other for social relation. 
The two aren't mutually exclusive of course.  What does it say about geometric form?  In ancient Israel, 
roofs were flat, not pitched.  Why are architectural handrail laws relatively new? 
 
Formal Curators are like Architects insofar as they make architectonic structures while occupying titles in 
institutional hubs and coordinate labor in a spatial network of Dealers, Artists, Audiences, and Collectors.  
A museum, gallery, or artist run space is like the American Institute of Architects insofar as they uphold 
contractual protocols for action.  Informal Curators flutter between hubs more rapidly, usually with less 
                                                           
1  Mishneh Torah, Laws of the Murderer and Protecting Life, 1v1:4, web text, copy | paste 
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formal titling, contractual protocol, and/or institutional grounding.  The difference between the Formal 
Curator/law and the Informal Curator/house-rule is a difference of degree and not of kind.  Informality 
and formality are spatiotemporal-material determinations.  The time it takes to create international tax and 
transport laws for art is different than the time it takes to move a work of art from one room to another in 
a home.  Both account for the movement of works of art, but one is stricter than the other. 
 
The Informal Curator has more room for impulsive experimentation because her actions do not 
necessarily set a precedent for institutional form(alization).  In other words, people make and break rules 
in private homes with much more ease.  Regardless both Informal and Formal Curators are responsible 
for creating social contracts surrounding works of art, some less agile than others, but all in motion, 
perceptible or not. 
 
Meaning is in constant flux.  People find meaning through instances.  What does it mean to arrange 
objects in a home versus a museum?  What museum?  Is it a thief’s home?  People find form in 
universals.  What shape is the home?  Does it have a pitched or flat roof?  If a flat roof, is it a Gropius or 
an authorless building in ancient Israel?  Asking specific questions about form is the first entry point to 
meaning.  Curators continuously shape meaning to indefinitely continue a conversation.  It is a dialogical 
form of expression. 
 

 
                                        Seven Bridges of Königsberg, Leonhard Euler, 1735 
 
How is the Artist dependent on the Curator / Curator: who is more dependent, the Artist or the 
Curator? 
 

The problem was to find a walk through the city that would cross each bridge once and only once. The islands 
could not be reached by any route other than the bridges, and every bridge must have been crossed 
completely every time; one could not walk halfway onto the bridge and then turn around and later cross the 
other half from the other side. The walk need not start and end at the same spot. Euler proved that the 
problem has no solution. There could be no non-retracing the bridges. The difficulty was the development of 
a technique of analysis and of subsequent tests that established this assertion with mathematical rigor.  
 
First, Euler pointed out that the choice of route inside each land mass is irrelevant. The only important feature 
of a route is the sequence of bridges crossed. This allowed him to reformulate the problem in abstract terms 
(laying the foundations of graph theory), eliminating all features except the list of land masses and the bridges 
connecting them. In modern terms, one replaces each land mass with an abstract "vertex" or node, and each 
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bridge with an abstract connection, an "edge", which only serves to record which pair of vertices (land 
masses) is connected by that bridge. The resulting mathematical structure is called a graph. 
 
Since only the connection information is relevant, the shape of pictorial representations of a graph may be 
distorted in any way, without changing the graph itself. Only the existence (or absence) of an edge between 
each pair of nodes is significant. For example, it does not matter whether the edges drawn are straight or 
curved, or whether one node is to the left or right of another. 
 

          - Anonymous2 
 

Logistics 
 

There is no necessary relation between an Artist’s intention and an Audience’s interpretation. There is no 
necessary relation between an Artist’s process and a Dealer’s publicity.  There is no necessary relation 
between a Curator’s collection/arrangements and what the individual objects were in situ. Meanings are 
evasive.  Meanings change.  Semantic webs change.  If a group of people decides to feign absolute 
dependence, solidifying social contracts, locking Informal Curators into decisive roles, at best this 
relationship serves a functional yet arbitrary purpose (arbitrary as in arbitration). It becomes like a figure 
in graph theory, the more static foundation of networks.  One major difference between a graph and a 
network is that a network changes over time, sometimes faster, sometimes slower.  In such a space Artists 
may seem dependent on Curators or vice versa, but dependence is on the surface.     
 
If a relatively static form like a flat roof or an institutional social graph is the first entry point to moral and 
legal meaning, then after one enters it is the relationship between things inside matters most, e.g. a 
semantic web of buildings in a city, or objects inside buildings, all with potential for indefinite 
reconfiguration.  While Euclidean designations (length, angle, curve, straight, etc.) still matter when 
making buildings, exhibitions, sculptures, and paintings, there is always Eulerian space in the way people 
move between buildings, circumnavigate an exhibition, ship sculptures, and trace the provenance of a 
canvas.   
 
From the view of a Dealer this means that one does not merely sell single objects or even objects in 
groups.  One thinks about and acts on objects and services rendered by Artists, Architects, and Curators.  
One guides an Audience in a semantic network, as a combinatoric field, with rules for exclusion, 
inclusion, and reconfiguration.  If done correctly, the Collector collects not only objects but also buys into 
new social relationships.  Simply said the Collector, Curator, Dealer, Architect, Audience, and Artist form 
a six point social network, and each figure may operate it through time. 
 
In the above diagram, take away the bridges, islands, and land masses, and imagine a building 
surrounding the figure.  Point ‘A’ is Allan Kaprow who for now is an Audience member.  Point ‘B’ is 
Fluxus herself.  Point ‘D’ is Seth Siegelaub.  Point ‘C’ is Harold Szeemann. Point ‘A’ drops out of the 
figure to form a new relationship between three points, between Seth Siegelaub, Fluxus, and Harold 
Szeemann.  This relationship forms a closed figure without an Audience, where each member can directly 
communicate with one another.  Perhaps this snapshot is a figure prior to an exhibition opening.  
 

                                                           
2 Wikipedia, web text, copy | paste 



4 
 

 
 

Imagine that point ‘D’, Seth Siegelaub moves between point ‘B’ and ‘C’ to act as an intermediary 
between Fluxus and Harold Szeemann.  At the time the new figure snaps into place, Harold Szeemann 
turns into a Collector.   
 

 
 
Now Fluxus must go through Seth Siegelaub the Dealer to talk with Harold Szeemann the Collector.  In 
this new graph Seth Siegelaub puts his contract The Artist’s Reserved Rights Transfer and Sale 
Agreement into action (notably an experimental contract protecting Artists’ rights that Harold Szeemann 
distributed during Documenta V).  In this figure there are finite potentials for inclusion and exclusion.  
The Artist may talk with the Dealer.  The Collector may talk with the Dealer.  The Artist and Dealer 
cannot talk directly with one another.  The Dealer has a global view of every player, while the Collector 
and Artist are excluded from certain conversations.  This is not to say that the Artist and Collector may 
never speak with one another.  If they do, then simply draw a line from the one node to the other, and then 
there is a new figure to read into.  Perhaps the Architect of the building comes into the graph later on, and 
then another type of audience, the design/art niche, may emerge.  
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The purpose of this simple exercise is neither to move into theorem or proof.  Rather, it shows that 
complex computation and mathematics are not a prerequisite to seeing, reasoning about, and using 
network thinking in art.  Proverbial drawings of complex overwhelming tangles of lines are the opposite 
of the above clarity.  Nevertheless tangles do represent our hyper-cognizance of the insane agility, flux, 
connectivity, dependence, independence, and changing roles at any given point in time.  For the time 
being at best we can use fuzzy reasoning for these large scale networks (perhaps the topic of another text). 
 

 
Mural Drawing at the Franz Dahlem House, Darmstadt, Blinky Palermo, 1971 

What kind of relationship do Artists have with Curators? Artist-Curator or Curator-Artist? 
 
The effect of 'aural ellipsis' in poetry allows that, at certain points, the poem may exist within an 
indeterminate site of significant verbal experience that is simultaneously physical and mental, 
objective and subjective, heard a loud and read silently, emanating from a specific self yet also from a 
nonspecific site of identity, coming toward comprehensibility and disintegrating into incoherence. 
 

         - Nick Piombino3 
 

Love 
 
What happens when art from public and semi-public networks enter private collections?  Is art curated by 
Private Collectors in homes?  Is the home an informal museum?  The degree to which a Private 
                                                           
3  The Aural Ellipsis and the Nature of Listening in Contemporary Poetry, web text, copy | paste.   
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Collector’s actions resemble those of a Formal or Informal Curator determines whether or not they curate.  
Does the collector have temperature controlled storage for art?  Does art circulate in and out of storage?  
Do they conduct research prior to purchases?  Do they visit artists’ studios?  Do they write about the art?  
Do they arrange displays to make spatial historical, theoretical, and/or critical arguments?   
 
There is no need to locate a precise tipping point for when a Private Collector becomes a Curator.  The 
point is that there are certain ways of acting in a home that resemble ways of acting in a museum and vice 
versa.  This leads to the notion that while some relationships between Curators and Artists are readily 
available for analysis, there is much potential for the relationship to grow through time.  Even stronger, it 
is necessary for the relationship to grow, lest the lovers become disinterested and divorce.  Relationships 
change as readily as meaning itself.   
 
Call curatorial activities in a home alpha-curating and the activities in a museum beta-curating.  Galleries 
are somewhere in between in this figure.  The home becomes a space for Artists, Curators, Collectors, 
Dealers, and limited Audiences to experiment with what it means to configure works of art in private.  
The group may or may not re-introduce these experiments to a public in more formal or informal 
circumstances.  Some of the reasoning in private will come very close to the historical and theoretical 
leanings of a museum (especially if the Private Collector is an art professional).  Some of the reasoning 
will not resemble what happens at a museum at all.   
 
This experiment is about how specific people feel about their personal spaces.  It is about how they live 
with works of art and with objects in general.  Since a large portion of art is lived with rather than visited, 
this simple redirection leads to a better understanding of art itself.  The effect of material ellipsis in visual 
art is that the work of art may live within a state somewhere between formality and informality as a 
transitional object... 
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“I’m more alive steeping in some form of grief or some form of intense experience. Grief 
is the motivator. Grief is the awareness of the self, and within that infrastructure of pain 
you can manufacture a new narrative.” –Jon Pylypchuk

June 2021

Curator Features Archive Information

3/2/26, 9:37 AM Jon Pylypchuk, Video Production, Narrative Fieldwork — Curator

https://curator.guide/jon-pylypchuk-video-production-narrative-fieldwork 1/2



© 2026 Curator

Los Angeles
New York
International

Dan Golden Studio
The Pioneers Co-Op
U ME U

Creative Direction
Media Direction
Edition Throws

A The Pioneers media production commissioned by Petzel Gallery in line with the Curator interview by 
William J. Simmons. Special thank you to Ricky Lee.

3/2/26, 9:37 AM Jon Pylypchuk, Video Production, Narrative Fieldwork — Curator

https://curator.guide/jon-pylypchuk-video-production-narrative-fieldwork 2/2



© 2026 Curator

Los Angeles
New York
International

Dan Golden Studio
The Pioneers Co-Op
U ME U

Creative Direction
Media Direction
Edition Throws

A The Pioneers media production commissioned by Petzel Gallery in line with the Curator interview by 
William J. Simmons. Special thank you to Ricky Lee.

3/2/26, 9:37 AM Jon Pylypchuk, Video Production, Narrative Fieldwork — Curator

https://curator.guide/jon-pylypchuk-video-production-narrative-fieldwork 2/2

Vera Maurina Press
Saul Aaron Appelbaum

June 2013

The characteristic of modern art is to participate in our life.  A painting in an 
interior spreads joy around it by the colors, which calm us.  The colors 
obviously are not assembled haphazardly, but in an expressive way.  A 
painting on a wall should be like a bouquet of flowers in an interior.  These 
flowers are an expression, tender or lively.  Or, the pleasure simply comes to 
us from a yellow or red surface, which accounts for the more tender 
expression of the flowers, like roses, violets, daisies, compared with the bright 
and purely decorative orange of marigolds.
- Henri Matisse

 
              Henri Matisse, Luxe, calme, et volumpté, 1904

There, all is order and beauty,
Richness, quiet, and pleasure.

Highly polished furniture,
Made beautiful by time,
Would decorate our room;
The rarest flowers
Mingling their odors
With the vague fragrance of amber,
Rich ceilings,
Deep mirrors,
Eastern splendor,
Everything there would speak
- Baudelaire, in Luxe, calme, et volumpté



Live Free or Die

The biannual Concord, New Hampshire Art, Design, and 
Antique Fair is in several historic buildings.  The city 
commissions architects to design temporary pavilions in 
between the historic sites.  The fair brings together fine art 
and artifacts from different historical periods including the 
present.

Like any selling event, dealers select the objects they put 
on display.  The dealers also commission artists to make 
new works in relation to each site and their selection of 
artifacts.  
 
Like most art studio practices in the United States, the 
artists are free to criticize or empathize with the artifacts,
buildings, and fair in any way they see fit, but within
limitations.  The artists will navigate through the event’s 
contingencies and adjust their pure vision accordingly.  
There is a time and place for pure vision in a seemingly 
white room, and this is not one of them.1

 
The dealers’ price structure is agile.  It is a combinatoric field.  The buyer may walk into a space similar 
to Lindemann and Dayan’s home and choose to buy one or more of the objects.  They may even buy a
replication of the entire environment. The buyer may hire affiliated artists, designers, architects, and 
dealers to make a new structure and object combination in another space. Any commissions stemming 
from the fair will be documented and included in the fair archive. 
 
Intersecting the art fair with the antique and design fair leads to a better understanding of how people 
arrange invaluable, valuable, and kitsch objects from different times prior to their permanent installment 
in public collections, redistribution into other contexts, or demise in landfills.  In other words, the 
Concord Fair develops an archival record of objects' importance in our lives.  

                                                           
1 ‘Institutional critique’ and/or ‘site specificity’ are fancy ways that art critics describe this negotiation of freedoms 
relative to site conditions.  This kind of practice has been a norm in architectural form from the very beginning.  
This is one of the many ways that artists today borrow from design traditions, knowingly or not. 

Painting by Basquiat, arrangement by Adam 
Lindemann and Amalia Dayan, and architecture by 
David Adjay 
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And you saw all these things.  Beautiful objects, beautiful books, all 
displayed, and instruments too – a harpsichord, violins, etc.  But those books!  
Anyways, it all made a great impression on me; it was very expressive.  And I 
got to wondering whether the job the architecture had set itself here was to 
create these receptacles to house objects.
- Peter Zumthor

Historical Pastiche , Eclecticism, and Styles

When people live with objects there is always an eclectic 
layering of styles.  There is less eclecticism in extremely 
rare cases when a single designer controls every aspect of 
an environment.  Philip Johnson's iconic modern Glass 
House is one of those rare cases.  Eventually eclecticism 
wins. Layering becomes obvious in Johnson’s highly 
erratic buildings that later surround the Glass House.  He 
submits iconic modernity to late-modern historical 
pastiche.

In more common cases, objects have a way of layering 
histories through memory. Layering happens to an object
internally (blemishes, oxidation, etc), in the memory of
people living with it (life associations like I kissed him 
here and read that book there), and in the meaningful 
network surrounding it (in the dressing room is Mother’s
heirloom mirror behind a newly minted fragrance, to put 
on after a shower in the bathroom, and a drying and
drinking ritual in the drawing room).

The Concord Fair does not separate art objects from memory at large.  After all, art objects are not fully 
self-contained and controlled things.  In other words, art objects are memorable in the larger net of 
meaning. In this context it is the feeling of people living with the objects that brings everything together.  
If an artist wants to productively tap into this net, then one of the biggest challenges is to figure out how
to interact with and express the significant memories of others.  Next, artists will come to understand 
objects through dealers’ knowledge of provenance (a system that moves between different ownerships,
condition reports, geographic regions, and times).  To goal of the fair is to simulate and express as fully as 
possible this complex of memories. 

Dior Haute Couture, Spring 2004



 
Anselm Kiefer with Mies van der Rohe, ink jet print, dimensions variable, 2013

Where does your attraction to the monumental come from?

It’s not that I like it. It’s so people can’t put the painting over the sofa. If you 
want to have this, you have to decide to put it in a room with nothing else.
- Anselm Kiefer

Does the monumentality of a painting preclude putting a sofa in front of it? Does it determine other 
things in the room?  Does it determine whether someone matches the colors of a picture with the colors in 
an evening gown?  Does it determine the furnishings in a museum?  Absolutely not.  Contracts have a 
better chance of determining the performance of a painting after it leaves the hands of an artist.  
Obviously, Kiefer’s statement is rhetorical, and he is putting too much power in artistic intention.  Art, 
like other artifacts, lives outside the intentions of its maker.
 
Anyone that buys a work of art uses it for many more reasons than pure contemplation of artistic 
intention.  Is it wrong to use a serious painting as an accessory to one’s lifestyle?  Does this somehow 
diminish its importance?  Absolutely not.  It diminishes the importance of a picture to cut it off from life 
in the present, and it diminishes the agency or aura an object gains from casual conversation around it. In 
short, it loses the ability to speak.  Kiefer is exceptionally consistent here.  To go along with his 
content/subject, he is a totalitarian painter that speaks at people but does not converse.
 
The Concord fair is not an argument against an artist like Kiefer that wants people to encounter his work 
in austere circumstances.  Many people that purchase a Kiefer will in fact put it in a room with nothing 
else and will get a lot out of that experience. Nevertheless, the Concord Fair does argue that there are still 
many things surrounding the Kiefer that construct its meaning, including the objects and memories in the 
outer rooms.  There is nothing to guarantee that all people of all time will adhere to his desire.  The fair 
puts forth the argument that austerity and domesticity are not antithetical but rather part of the same 
network of meaning.   
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The most widely employed term for these figures in the Fon and Ayizo area of southern 
Benin where the tradition is especially strong is ‘​bociɔ​’, that is 'empowered’ (bo) 
‘cadaver’ (​ciɔ​). Complementary nonfigural objects are known by the Fon, Gen, Aja, and 
Evhe as bo (gbo, ebo) ‘empowered objects’.  1

 

Inanimate objects like fashion pictures act as willful beings delivering a silent injunction 

to starve.   The injunction obviously needs a counter­image or protective action mitigating the 2

detrimental command, like Oliviero Toscanis’ ​No Anorexia​ campaign for Nolita.  These 

super­rational­speaking­inanimate­pictures­with­no­text (other than a logo) point to an ancestral 

past filled with creation myths and fear of disease and death.  Fear injects itself into animistic 

ritual objects like counter­advertising campaigns and South­Ghanaian Evhe sculptures, or 

empowered objects ​that ward off the unfathomable causes of human pain.   ​For better or worse 3

the institutional management of disease and death offsets the homegrown production of spiritual 

objects to more inhumane animistic systems like hospitals that cosmically function in mind’s 

1 ​Susan Preston Blier, ​African Vodun: Art, Psychology, and Power 
 
2 ​ ​William Grimes​, ​Isabelle Caro, Anorexic Model, Dies at 28​, New York Times 
 
3  The enormous anxiety associated with both bociɔ aesthetics and the circumstances of difficulty and danger 
so critical to bociɔ use and meaning also has important parallels in local perceptions and practices of witchcraft.  In 
the area of bociɔ manufacture, as in many parts of the continent where there was no acknowledgment of accident, 
greater or lesser personal traumas often have been attributed to the malevolence of other humans, especially those 
labeled as witches. 
… 

Protection from acts attributed to witches was one of the primary roles of bociɔ and bo.  Because 
misfortune or death in the community is often said to be brought about by some act of sorcery, in periods of elevated 
difficulty and mortality due to factors such as war, malnutrition, disease, and other causes, witchcraft fears were 
especially strong.  Through the extensive use of objects such as bociɔ, prevailing community anxieties about sorcery 
were at once assuaged and made more trenchant. 
­­ ​Susan Preston Blier, ibid. 
 



eye.   The very fact they exist relieves tension from the unforeseeable present catastrophy and 4

the looming inevitability of death.   

1.) The Vera Maurina Press ​Iconoclastic Black Magic Abstraction​  FW2016/17 Collection is 

about moments when images, texts, and garments become​ ​​empowered inhumane objects​​. 

 

 

4  ​While it is difficult to assess the impact of the twentieth­century political developments on this art corpus, 
as noted above there are far fewer figures being made and used today than in the past ­ particularly in the cities and 
larger towns.  The reasons for this, which are as diverse as they are interesting, include the conversion of many 
residents to Christianity (and the admonition of the church authorities about the use or toleration of objects of this 
type).  Also important are governmental (and societal) disapproval of practices considered ­ like bociɔ ­ to be linked 
to antisocial acts such as sorcery whether for positive or negative ends.  The sale (or theft) of major and minor works 
of art to fill the demands of Western art collectors clearly has been a factor as well. 
…  

Among these [reasons] is a general decrease in some of the problems which historically fostered the 
commissioning and use of these works.  Recent improvements in the quality of life as a result of better medical care, 
increased food supplies, universal education, and improved economic possibilities particularly in cities but also in 
the countryside also have been important.  The colonially imposed juridical structure in turn has meant that 
disagreements and personal wrongs, which in the past bociɔ  helped to protect one against, now had another outlet. 
The decrease in bociɔ manufacture and use in recent years thus appears to have been paralleled by both a certain 
amelioration of community life and a sense of increased options in facing social difficulties.  While nonfigural bo of 
various sorts continue to be employed in sizable numbers, the primacy accorded both figural and nonfigural power 
objects seems to have abated. 
­­ ​Susan Preston Blier, ibid. 
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  Vera Maurina Press, adaptation of Alfred Barr’s diagram for 

Cubism and Abstract Art​, 2015 
 

 
Vlisco, ​Nouvelle Histoire​, 2011 



Along with the modernization process comes the global distribution of tribal ritual 

objects into foreign lands where they gain or lose prowess and signification and become 

something else, for instance a mute source for European modern appropriation of tribal 

abstraction (as in Cubist masks) and a vocal threat to American Protestant Christian values, as in 

the Salem witch trials.  5

2.) The Vera Maurina Press ​Iconoclastic Black Magic Abstraction​  FW2016/17 Collection is 

about moments when images, texts, and garments fake primitivism and tribal abstraction, when 

5  Perhaps the most auspicious appearance of objects of this sort [Voodoo dolls] was in the village of Salem, 
Massachusetts, during the era of the famed witch hunts.  A key figure in the events of 1692 was a Barbados slave 
named Tituba who worked in the kitchen of the local minister, Samuel Parris, and who in the words of Kai Erikson 
"enjoyed a reputation in the neighborhood for her skills in the magic arts," among others, divination.  According to 
Erikson, "it was not long before a mysterious sorority of girls, aged between nine and twenty, became regular 
visitors to the parsonage.   
… 

Not far away in Essex County, another Barbados native, a black slave named Candy, similarly was found 
culpable of practicing witchcraft.  Among the objects in her possession which were said to signal her guilt was "a 
handkerchief wherein several knots were tied [along with ] rags of cloth, a piece of cheese and a piece of grass". 
Knots (and tieing generally), rags, grass, and foods are found prominently in bo and bociɔ.   
…  

Linguistic traditions in Haiti suggest still other connections with West African bo and bociɔ.  Although the 
cloth figures described above are called poupee (accent aigu on 2nd to last 'e') ("doll" in French), rather than the 
linguistic derivation of bo or bociɔ, it is often the Manbo priestess or the bokor practitioner who is responsible for 
their manufacture.  Like her African complements, the manbo (mambo, mabo) priestess, whose name and identity 
appear to derive from the Fon nano, "mother of bo" (the Fon term nana meaning "mother"), plays a vital role in local 
rituals.  As noted above, the Haitian term boker or book, from the Evhe and Fon terms for diviner (bokɔ, 
"knowledgeable in bo"; or bokɔnon, "master of bo knowledge"), refers in its Haitian context in turn to a practitioner 
of "black magic" 
… 

Although vodun (vodou) and objects functioning in ways similar to bo and bociɔ appear to have been 
important in North American black culture prior to this time (as witness the accusations at Salem), vodun saw an 
increasingly significant role in the United States following Haiti's revolution, when the island's French plantation 
owners fled to the north while many of their house slaves (principally of Fon, Mina, and Yoruba origins ­ as 
opposed to field slaves, who were predominantly Kongolese in origin).  The migration grew even larger after the 
Franco­Spanish War of 1809, when many whites left Cuba (here again often with their house slaves) to settle in 
New Orleans and nearby areas.   
…  

Here vodun reached a pinnacle in the middle of the nineteenth century with the famed New Orleans 
"Voodoo queen," Marie Laveau.  New Orleans vodun (or hoodoo, as it was sometimes called), like that practiced 
elsewhere, came to be identified as a source and symbol of personal and group empowerment.  Here too, both vodun 
and bo­related practices were associated with people standing apart from and against elite or official cultural forms. 
­­ ​Susan Preston Blier, ibid. 
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­­ ​Susan Preston Blier, ibid. 
 

dressing dolls and models becomes something supernatural and a real future threat (a threat in 

need of iconoclastic protective measures), and when authenticity loses to the systematic 

fragmentation of tradition as in Vlisco’s mash­up of ​Chinese, Indian, Javan, Arabic and 

European imagery​.  6

6  Postcolonial criticsm: Vlisco is, however, not unanimously celebrated. Critics, such as Tunde Akinwumi, 
feel that Vlisco's origins are misleading, especially since the company profiles itself as the 'originator of African 
Wax'. Akinwumi's 2008 article, 'The "African Print" Hoax', argues that producers of African prints mislead 
customers by pretending to sell authentic African designs, while they are in fact based on Chinese, Indian, Javan, 
Arabic and European imagery. Therefore, he advocates a new African aesthetic, based on traditional African fabrics, 
such as kente, adire, aso oke and bogolanfini, and expresses hope that textile producers and governments will 
support this cause and help change Africa's image to a more authentic one. In his book 'Vlisco', Jos Arts however 
represents the counter critics, who are of the opinion that critics like Akinwumi have misunderstood a main principle 
of fashion, namely that it is subject to constant change and therefore even though Vlisco's fabrics were initially not 
authentically African, the century long process of appropriation and mutual influence ensures that is has become so. 
In the realms of art, Vlisco fabrics are extensively used by British­Nigerian artist Yinka Shonibare, who dresses 
headless mannequins in baroque gowns and suits, to challenge Western colonial history. 
­­ Anonymous, web text, copy | paste 
 



 
Vodun Sculpture ­ Ewe People ­ Togo​, Mid. 20th C., Wood, 
string, bone, shells, nails, padlocks, pigment, iron, feathers,  
patina, and sacrificial materials, courtesy of Cavin­Morris  
Gallery 

 
Bociɔ have three creators, the artist, the producer, and the user.  The artist sculpts the 

wood.  The producer or religious leader anoints the sculpture, dresses it, hangs bottles with 

potions, and binds it with chains or ropes (tied to slave trade) in accordance with the user’s 

profile.  The user commissions the artist and activator to make the object to avert personal, 

familial, and communal evils.   All three play a pivotal role in creation, unlike the predominant 7

7  ​The artist characteristically is the person who carves or models the underlying figure.  The producer 
empowers the sculpture with various surface additions preparatory to (or during) its use.  The user includes any of 
the work’s diverse clients or audiences.  Cultural spokespersons comprise the myriad of individuals ­ diviners, 
priests, elders, family heads, and the like ­ who are charged with the guardianship of information on objects of this 
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model in contemporary art where the patron or user uncreatively consumes through an institution 

acting as proxy to the artist.   

3.) The Vera Maurina Press FW2016/17 collection ​Iconoclastic Black Magic Abstraction ​is 

about moments when images, texts, and garments ​directly engage users in the production of 

counter­evil.   

Vera Maurina Press will customize the collection with fifty users.  Events for the users 

will begin in Salem, Massachusetts with a contemporary witch trial, move to New Orleans, 

Louisiana to invoke the ​Voodoo queen Marie Laveau​, ​and close with a runway show in 

conjunction with the Ghana Fashion Week, Accra.  When in Accra Vera Maurina Press and the 

users will commission Evhe sculptors and religious leaders to produce bociɔ and a related 

wardrobe in line with vodun philosophy and the expression of coolness, aggression, and life 

giving form in bociɔ.  8

 

sort.  Each text (object), I suggest, is so thick in signification as a result of the roles of these diverse individuals that 
no single explanation or interpretation of object meaning can be adequate. 
­­ Suzanne Preston Blier, ibid. 
 
8 The two principal colors of vodun ceremonies are interesting in this perspective.  The color white complements the 
underlying vodun values of coolness and composure; the color red recalls not only blood but also ​hun’s​ [“to awaken 
the sacra or god” in Fon] more aggressive associations with danger and heat (fire).  White, it can be said, suggests 
the more serene nature of the godhead (particularly as identified with prayer); red refers to the more active 
dimension of religious belief through sacrifice and possession.  Bo and bociɔ in their identity with action, heat, and 
sacrifice serve as visual signifiers of hun by addressing those qualities that are associated with danger and flow of 
blood.  Yet in the composure, coolness, and calm which works of this sort are said to bring to their clients, they also 
evoke the more quiet, restful tenets of vodun philosophy.   
­­ Suzanne Preston Blier, ibid. 
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Vera Maurina Press photo of photo of smoothly official Fon  
warrior figure, Abomey, Republic of Benin, commissioned by 
King Glele (1858 ­ 89) 

 
Aesthetic and counter­aesthetic criteria go in and out of favor with tastemakers on both 

sides, like cycles in fashion.  The new rough counter­aesthetic smooths out and starvation 

becomes the new Rubenesque.   ​Debased humanism ​ and ​distantiation ​play out through the 9

9  In art as in life, two terms are employed by the Fon to indicate general attractiveness: 'aco' and 'dekpe.' The 
former refers to things which are ornamental, delicate, refined, decorative, dressed, and tidy, and the latter 
designates ideas of beauty, elegance, and attractiveness generally. The vast majority of commoner bociɔ clearly 
stand out in marked contrast to these two aesthetic ideals. The sculptures are not ornamental, refined, elegant, or 
attractive in any standard sense of the words. Nor do these figures conform to the variant secondary aesthetic criteria 
that are said by Fon artists to be important to them in evaluating beauty in sculptural form. 
…  

Thus whereas Fon royal bociɔ arts conform in essential ways to local beauty criteria, commoner works 
emphasize counteraesthetic, even antiaesthetic values and features of ugliness. The counteraesthetics of commoner 
bociɔ arts are of considerable interest in this light because they constitute in essence the aesthetic of choice of the 
subaltern groups living in this area ­ the rural residents, nonroyals, and those generally suffering from the effects of 
disempowerment. 
­­ Suzanne Preston Blier, ibid. 
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bociɔ arts are of considerable interest in this light because they constitute in essence the aesthetic of choice of the 
subaltern groups living in this area ­ the rural residents, nonroyals, and those generally suffering from the effects of 
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eroticizing lens of a former Nazi propagandist in a​ primitive​ African landscape.   The same 10

plays out a few years later in the eroticizing lens of a male chauvinist in 

smooth­civilized­ad­slick­​veneer​.  To a much later critic this veneer becomes a hyper­stereotype 

announcing the ​demise​ of the self­same oppressive regime.    11

4.) The Vera Maurina Press FW 2016/17 collection ​Iconoclastic Black Magic Abstraction ​is 

about moments when images, texts, and garments oppress ​empowered inhumane objects​​. 

3.) The Vera Maurina Press FW2016/17 collection ​Iconoclastic Black Magic Abstraction ​is 

about moments when images, texts, and garments ​directly engage users in the production of 

counter­evil.  

2.) The Vera Maurina Press ​Iconoclastic Black Magic Abstraction​  FW2016/17 Collection is 

about moments when images, texts, and garments fake primitivism and tribal abstraction, when 

10 Intellectuals are no innocents. And I think Leni Riefenstahl was not an innocent filmmaker and photographer. She 
knew what she wanted to show. In the bodies of the Nuba there are these resources of erotic power and projection 
that fit the facile frisson of encounters with the wild and primitive, man in his pure, savage nature. This, to my mind, 
is a form of debased humanism. While these bodies may serve as vehicles for excessive projections or as a cure for 
sexual and erotic frustrations, this may be why Riefenstahl had to display those bodies for the intoxicating, 
hypersexual quality of raw black flesh. For a human to be exotic you have to really produce a strong level of 
objectification – be this with individuals or with cultures – in order to interject the abstractions that flow from the 
distancing devices necessary to separate the primitive and the civilized. These modes of civility are often 
accompanied by a strategy of distanciation: once you are able to distance yourself from the other culture, its power 
to continue to produce erotic and carnal energy will remain. If people like Jünger really want to go meet their 
nemesis in the figure of the “African primitive” as a way of achieving spiritual redemption and moral rehabilitation 
– well good for them! 
­­ Okwui Enwezor, web text, copy | paste 
 
11 The Helmut Newton model is one of a type, presented with the cold distance of a fleshy automaton, an extension 
of the technology with manipulates her and converts her into an object. Her veneer, which is at one with the gloss of 
the image, is to be flicked past and consumed in a moment. When the models strike up stereotyped poses, it is their 
deadness and frozen quality that strikes the view most strongly. The suggestion that they are frozen from a narrative 
continuum emphasises their discontinuous, fragmented nature, like film stills isolated from the cinematic flow... To 
recognize an image as a constraint, as a violation or repression of femininity, is to glimpse the demise of a 
stereotype going out of circulation. 
­­ Rosetta Brookes, ​The Double­Page Spread: Helmut Newton, Guy Bourdin & Deborah Turbeville​, in ​Fashion 
Theory: A Reader 
 



dressing dolls and models becomes something supernatural and a real future threat (a threat in 

need of iconoclastic protective measures), and when authenticity loses to the systematic 

fragmentation of tradition as in Vlisco’s mash­up of ​Chinese, Indian, Javan, Arabic and 

European imagery​. 

1.) The Vera Maurina Press ​Iconoclastic Black Magic Abstraction​  FW2016/17 Collection is 

about moments when images, texts, and garments become​ ​​empowered inhumane objects​​. 

 

  


