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Director's Forward

Given the scale of the Earth and the size of a human, it is hard to figure how we could
have made such a mess of it. But time and numbers have conspired to put the planet
in a precarious situation, much of it of our collective making. The exhibition And I
Must Scream, conceived and curated by Amanda Hellman, boldly and beautifully
explores the challenging contemporary environmental, social, and political issues
that face us and continue to play out around us in real time. Such projects are central
to the Michael C. Carlos Museum’s aim to create original scholarly exhibitions that
offer engaging experiences centered around works of art.
In bringing together the work of contemporary artists from Africa, Europe, Asia, and
North America, Hellman demonstrates the powerful voice artists have in articulating
contemporary social and environmental stresses, and the meaningful voice a curator
has in demonstrating their interconnectedness. The works in the exhibition are
associated through the figure of the monstrous. These awesome and terrifying
creations take on a frightening reality by distortions of scale or species-violating
combinations. The idea of the monstrous reaches back to the earliest cultures
represented in the Carlos Museum. The word in Greek, teratos, and in Latin,
monstrum, bears the notion of abnormality and wondrousness. Such creatures come
as warnings or portents. And so they do in And I Must Scream as well. In antiquity,
such monsters often populated the edges of the known world, but here we find them
living among us.
The exhibition opens with Yinka Shonibare’s “The Sleep of Reason Produces
Monsters (Africa),” a monumental staged photograph recasting Francisco Goya’s
1799 etching of the same name from the series Los Caprichos. It finishes with
performance pieces by Anida Yoeu Ali and Cannupa Hanska Luger that open the
possibility of renewal and balance. In the galleries between, Thameur Mejri’s works
take us through the human cost of war and oppression following the Arab Spring,
and Steve Bandoma’s drawings create powerful commentary on political corruption.
Laeïla Adjovi and Loïc Hoquet explore repression and resilience through the figure
Malaïka Dotou Sankofa, whose magnificent wings invest each image—whether fully
unfurled or crashed into a wall—with supernatural strength and reinvention. Fabrice
Monteiro and Kahn & Selesnick confront the environment with detritus-clad monstergods and dystopian visions of animal-headed characters engaged in human activities.
They are at once horrifying and alluring.
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The galleries interconnect site-specific installations and performance displays to
create a powerful kinesthetic experience for viewers. Several of the works have been
created or assembled in the galleries. Visitors must pass through Ganzeer’s
monumental mural with haunting skulls oscillating with the smiling face of a toddler.
Amie Esslinger’s wall-mounted “viruses” wrap from one room to the next as they
change shape, scale, color, and complexity. The 100-foot saffron exoskeleton of Ali’s
Buddhist Bug passes through a wall between exhibition spaces, waiting patiently to
be activated in the gallery by the artist herself and a student.
The works in this exhibition demonstrate that monsters do not exist simply to horrify.
They allow us to focus and objectify our fears; they offer opportunities to create
heroes; they provide paths to renewal.
The accompanying catalogue builds on the themes explored in the exhibition, with
contributions from curator Amanda Hellman, artist Ganzeer, art historian Rachel P.
Kreiter, conservator Renée Stein, and National Heritage Responder Ann Frellsen. In
her role as curator of African art for the Carlos Museum, Amanda Hellman has been
involved in numerous exhibitions, including most recently DO or DIE: Affect, Ritual,
Resistance, held at the Carlos in 2019, with its accompanying publication, Visible Man,
centered on the work of Atlanta-based artist Fahamu Pecou.
And I Must Scream is ambitious and timely, challenging and yet beautiful even in the
catastrophes it explores. We are proud that the National Endowment for the Arts has
given its imprimatur of support. We would also like to thank the Michael C. Carlos
Museum National Leadership Board, the Massey Charitable Trust, the LUBO Fund, the
Charles S. Ackerman Fund, and the many anonymous donors who have made the
exhibition possible.
Virtually everyone at the Carlos Museum has contributed to the success of the
exhibition. I second Amanda Hellman’s thanks set out in the acknowledgements, and
I add my own expression of gratitude for the pleasure of working with such a
committed, professional, and collaborative staff.
Bonna D. Wescoat
Interim Director
Michael C. Carlos Museum
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And I Must Scream

“I Have No Mouth, and I Must Scream” is the title of Harlan
Ellison’s 1967 short story about the reduction of the
human species to a source of energy and torture for a
computer developed to wage war on behalf of humans.
The computer, bitter at its maker “for having created him
but giving him no place to go,” demolishes the world as we
1
know it and controls what remains of the human race. But
a human urge to release, to call out, and to stand up in the
face of oppression and scream endures within those who
remain. What is so striking, scary, and ominous about the
machine that holds the humans captive is that it was born
of men themselves. Similarly, many of the most horrifying
tragedies are wrought of man-made systems. For example,
changes in weather are natural; hurricanes, earthquakes,
and flooding have always devastated communities. Yet the
excessive burning of fossil fuels, mining of natural
resources, monoculture, and disproportionate waste that
comes with consumerism, among many other humandriven industries, have increased the intensity and
frequency of devastating weather that results in
displacement and squalid conditions that cause disease
and death. This is of our own making, and it could also
unmake us.

Cartesian significance: “AM could not wander, AM could
not wonder, AM could not belong. He could merely be. And
so, with the innate loathing that all machines had always
held for the weak, soft creatures who had built them, he
2
had sought revenge.” The machine is the type of monster
this exhibition examines: born of men and beyond their
control. But the art in this exhibition also speaks of our
human need to create, connect, and grow.

As humans we have agency to make decisions for
ourselves, but under societal structures, that agency is
often stolen from us—this could be done overtly through
oppressive and violent regimes, but it can also be done
covertly through obscure policies that allow corporations
to commit actions such as polluting our water that
perpetuate disparities like social inequality. Ellison writes
of the Allied Mastercomputer “we had created him to
think, but there was nothing it could do with that creativity.
In rage, in frenzy, the machine had killed the human race,
almost all of us, and still it was trapped.” In a twist of irony,
by the end of the story the computer’s name takes on

The second chapter is a visual essay by Egyptian artist

And I Must Scream features works by ten contemporary
artists in which monstrous, grotesque, and humanoid
figures and forms confront and give shape to the
inconceivable crises we face today, from environmental
destruction and human rights violations to governmental
corruption, displacement, and the recent pandemic that
has distinctly affected all of us. Through this lens, which
acts as a call to action, the exhibition shows these issues to
be both urgent and interconnected. These concerns
cannot be examined in isolation and to do so makes us
vulnerable to the monsters born of us and the destruction
we cause.
The catalogue is an extension of the exhibition, examining
the artists more closely and the themes more holistically.
Ganzeer, uncovering the role of imagery in mythmaking
and the role of mythmaking in controlling national identity
and individual freedom. Chapter 3 scratches the surface of
environmental destruction as a social, political, and
economic issue that can be understood in a more nuanced
way through the visual metaphor of the monster. Chapter
4 is a collaboration with art historian Rachel P. Kreiter
examining hygiene theater and magical thinking as a way
to manage a pandemic that we largely do not understand,
but also how this opens crevasses in which corruption can
flourish and financial opportunism takes advantage of
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those who fear the unknown. The final essays are meant to
inspire compassion, hope, and action. Chapter 5 is a

entangled they take on a metaphorical monstrous quality.
This could be the Leviathan as representative of underlying

conversation among conservators, led by Ann Frellsen, a
National Heritage Responder, and Renée Stein, director of
conservation at the Michael C. Carlos Museum. They
discuss the critical role that visual heritage plays in a

systems like capitalism based on an economy of growth, or
it could be the virus that invades our body and degrades

community’s recovery after disaster. The final chapter

change. The individual, broadly construed, is not a
monster; rather, human systems are so big they accelerate

extends this discussion by examining the monster as a
creature of renewal. Accompanying the essays are
catalogue entries for each of the artists, elaborating on
their monsters within the context of the exhibition.

our culture. These are cases in which individual action is
not effective and collective action is the only way to affect

beyond any one individual’s control, fueling the manmonster dichotomy. In some cases the monster is
captivating; in other cases, repulsive. But in every case, the
monster is the visual expression of uncertainty. If we are
looking critically, the use of the monster in literary and
visual artworks forces us to ask what these figures really
represent, and thus examine more closely the systems we
create and the power they hold. Often, these monsters are
the manifestation of ecosystems being out of balance and
the disposal of the human resource to generate income.

Frontispiece of Leviathan engraved by Abraham Bosse, with input from
Thomas Hobbes. 1651. Public Domain Image.

The term “monster” here allows an exploration of physical,
grotesque creatures or forms that hold conceptual value
for the negative space around which a rational
understanding of order or rightness exists. Monsters are
big and all-consuming; humans are bipedal and twohanded and relative to our physical environments do not
take up much room, so when catastrophes get large and
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Yinka Shonibare, CBE, The Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters (Africa), 2008.
Courtesy of James Cohan Gallery, Edition of 5.

The exhibition, divided into five themes—corruption and
human rights violations, environmental destruction,
displacement, the COVID-19 pandemic, and renewal—
begins by examining the birth of the monster as a creature

that transpires from our own making. Yinka Shonibare’s
photographic series The Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters,

unnerving space with artists who use these forms to make
us uncomfortable, who create confusion between the

based on Francisco Goya’s 1799 series of aquatints, Los
Caprichos, is the critique of a society that lacks reason,

grotesque and the captivating. This is, perhaps, the most
dangerous state of the monster, when, like AM, it has

opening up the potential for monstrous forces to
3
proliferate in its absence.

agency, power, and control, but no ethical convictions to
steer its decisions—when the systems and structures
operate without humanity.
Shonibare takes this visual vernacular and applies it
directly to the colonization of Africa by dressing the sleep
of reason in Wax Hollandais, a textile that has come to be
associated with African fashion, but is a colonial European
commercial enterprise. This storyline continues with Laeïla
Adjovi and Loïc Hoquet’s 2016 photographic series Malaïka
Dotou Sankofa in which, after the mistreatment and
exploitation of Africa, these same colonial powers taunt
the continent, demanding she stand up after being
thoroughly knocked out. The creature that emerges is
wounded but hopeful, aggrieved but with wings made of
her own sense of self.

Francisco Goya, Plate 43 from ‘Los Caprichos’: The sleep of reason produces
monsters (El sueño de la razon produce monstruos), 1799, The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York.

The monsters that emerge allow us to separate the
destruction, corruption, and violence from ourselves. We
can begin to believe that we humans aren’t destroyers, but
creators, and it is the emergent monsters that destroy.
Peter Schjeldahl writes of Los Caprichos that “the same
petrifying dreadfulness marks those intermittent
engravings which impute monstrousness—embodied by
eruptive owls or witches—to the dreaming states of the
putatively rational. Goya doesn’t indict the evils of
individuals and groups; he amasses evidence of universal
4
depravity.” Once unleashed, the creatures seem to roam
far beyond our control, and we can only recognize their
shape by the destruction they leave behind. They also
develop a momentum that makes it feel as though their
damage is not of our doing. This exhibition sits inside this

And I Must Scream

This is a critical contrast to the work of Ganzeer, Steve
Bandoma, and Thameur Mejri, whose installation,
drawings, and paintings examine governmental corruption
and human rights violations as systems of dehumanization
in which the monsters must make monsters of their
victims in order to justify their own crimes. Philosopher
David Livingstone Smith suggests that contrary to the oftrepeated idea that to dehumanize is to characterize
someone as subhuman, people who dehumanize their
victims “use dehumanizing language as a means to
demean them or as a deliberate attempt to rationalize acts
5
of abominable cruelty.” He goes on to explain that
dehumanization is a psychological phenomenon and “is
characteristically elicited by political propaganda and
6
nurtured by ideologically suffused social practices.” It is
important to note that humans resist hurting others, either
passively (and we could explore the way in which this
passivity or ignorance actually enables those who willingly
inflict harm and perpetuate systems of oppression) or
actively as conscientious objectors or activists. But
Livingstone Smith expresses clearly that “conflict precedes
and motivates dehumanization: we dehumanize others
because we want to kill, harm, or oppress them, rather than
7
the other way around.” The corrupt dictatorships that
these artists denounce dehumanize their citizens and
commit violence against them because they threaten the
regimes’ survival.

15

While Nicholas Kahn and Richard Selesnick’s series
Eisbergfreistadt considers the intersections between
environmental destruction and greed that develops into
disaster capitalism, Fabrice Monteiro’s photographs from
the series Prophecy explore the opposite: the way in which
corporate opportunism and abuse can destroy an entire
ecosystem and put lives at risk. Regardless of the
framework used to examine the connections, we have
begun to see the way in which these forces infiltrate our
space.
Regardless of culture, time, or place, monsters have long
been used to represent the dangers of the unknown and
uncertain world: alluded to in medieval sagas, the Nordic
Kraken, which emerged from the depths of the Greenland
Thameur Mejri, 2 inches away from my tomb. Oil and pencil on canvas. 2012.
Courtesy of the artist.

This exhibition asks the question, can we apply the same
psychological brutality to any of the themes explored
through this art? Can we “dehumanize” the environment
or those who risk exposure to the pandemic, and is this the
only way in which we can justify destroying these
ecosystems and putting our frontline workers in
unnecessary risk? The purpose of this exhibition, however,
is not to lay blame specifically, but to emphasize the way in
which we are interconnected. Interconnectedness is
beautiful, and to underestimate its power is to make
individual decisions with systemic ramifications. The global
pandemic of 2020 has shown us this in real time.

Fabrice Monteiro, Prophecy #11. 2013. Canson Infinity Platine Fibre Rag 310gr.
© Fabrice Monteiro, Courtesy MAGNIN-A Gallery, Paris.

Deforestation and socioeconomic disparities lead to the
displacement of people and animals. This leads to
increased exposure to new viruses. Globalization helps
spread those viruses rapidly, increasing the chances for
pandemics, but also for social and economic disruption.
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Sea to destroy any vessel that passed its wake, was an
8
explanation for the dangers of a seafaring life. In the first
century CE, Pliny the Elder described the Basilisk in his
Natural History as the serpent king of Cyrenaica (in
present-day Libya), which sat at the edge of the Roman
Empire and therefore the edge of the world. Like the
Gorgon Medusa, the Basilisk guards all things at the edge
of the world. In Swahili seafaring communities on the east
coast of Africa, Nguva is a siren who lures fishermen to
their graves emphasizing the power, importance, and
9
danger of the sea. Another entity, connected to Egungun,
a masking tradition from Yorubaland in present-day
Nigeria, is Agan, a mask that that emerges from the
darkness at the edges of town to announce the arrival of
Egungun and warn of the dangers that lie beyond the
10
safety of the community. Nothing is more threatening to
a noninitiate than something that can be heard, but not
11
seen. Its grotesque and terrifying figure is conjured in
each individual’s imagination, taking advantage of one’s
deepest fears. Monsters and dangerous creatures give
shape to the unknown because the unknown is
uncomfortable and anxiety-producing. The monster
monitors boundaries—physical spaces and social
behavior—between the transgressive and the acceptable.
Today, the idea of the unknown has been twisted into
something slightly more complex. The age of exploration
and the scientific revolution have helped us understand
faraway lands, the deep ocean, and outer space. The
internet has democratized information, though this is only
theoretically true because access to the internet is not
universal, misinformation and outdated information
abounds, and of course what actually populates in your
search is tailored specifically to your interests, mediated by
big business, and regulated by governments. The
unknown, thus, has become more sinister. New York Times
contributor Alexandra Kleeman writes, “increasingly, the
threats and fissures that mark our reality are known, but

this doesn’t make them any easier to comprehend. It’s
only when a potential disaster turns actual that it becomes

transmissibility and high mortality coexist, as we have seen
with COVID-19, it can lead to a global pandemic. When the

real to us — and in that moment it will still feel
12
incomprehensible, impossible, unforeseen.” We know

environmental devastation leads to an outbreak, public
health experts have protocols for controlling the spread

that the emission of fossil fuels causes the earth’s
temperature to rise to such levels that ice caps melt,

and containing the damage. But when factors such as
governmental corruption and human displacement are

changing the weather patterns and climates that change
ecosystems. Yet we struggle to imagine what this will

introduced, the monster is unleashed. This is where Amie
Esslinger’s haunting biological forms take over. Viruses

mean for our future. Similarly, it is often difficult to process
the effects of corruption, displacement, and human rights

and diseases infiltrate the body and use our system for
their own benefit. This is monstrous in part because of

violations that occur in faraway countries. We can be
outraged, but without a direct link or a clear impact, such

how destructive these opportunists can be and, in part,
because it happens without our knowing it, until it is too

as rising gas prices, it is challenging to comprehend.

late. Philosopher Noël Carroll claims that monsters have to
present physical danger and intellectual danger: monsters
are “threats to common knowledge…challenges to the
13
foundations of a culture’s way of thinking…”
This is why the pandemic is, by its very nature, monstrous.
We understand viruses to exist, to make us sick, and at
times to kill us. Movies are made about the invisible threat
to humanity that viruses pose, but arguably, what we have
learned in confronting a real one is that the virus itself was
not the biggest contributor in causing a pandemic. Rather,
it was the way in which the virus threatened our way of life.
Carroll continues that monsters “must be dangerous. This
can be satisfied simply by making the monster lethal. That
it kills and maims is enough. The monster may also be
threatening psychologically, morally or socially. It may
destroy one’s identity…, seek to destroy the moral order…,
14
or advance an alternative society.” Perhaps this is also
where the monster’s weakness lies.

Amie Esslinger, Pile Up Pile On It Never Ends. Mixed media. 2022. Courtesy of the
Artist. Photo: Amanda Hellman.

In Ellison’s story, the creature wins, but its mission is
compromised. The protagonist reflects: “inwardly: alone.
Here. Living under the land, under the sea, in the belly of
AM, whom we created because our time was badly spent
and we must have known unconsciously that he could do it
better. At least the four of them are safe at last. AM will be
all the madder for that. It makes me a little happier. And
yet … AM has won, simply … he has taken his revenge … I
15
have no mouth. And I must scream.” Perhaps we are
powerful enough to lasso the creature and bend it back
again to our will.

In 2020, however, the culmination of our collective
detachment from crises happening outside our own
periphery emerged in the form of a global pandemic. We
know that global, man-made deforestation that displaces
animals leads to a prevalence of viruses not previously
encountered. Some of these can be transmitted from
animals to humans; some are transmissible from human
to human; some of those can be fatal. New strains and
variations of circulating viruses are continuously being
spread across the globe, but when the factors of high
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Anida Yoeu Ali, Oxcart Grazing, The Buddhist Bug Series (Photo taken by Vinh
Dao). 2014. Archival Inkjet Print. © Studio Revolt. Lent by the artist.

In that spirit, the exhibition concludes by returning to our
humanity and celebrating our interconnectedness. Anida
Yoeu Ali takes the Buddhist Bug back to Cambodia, a site of
conflict, devastation, and displacement during the Khmer
Rouge regime—an era that was particularly devastating for
the minority Cham Muslim population, which was
systematically executed and exiled. Ali’s bug, a long
invertebrate creature brought to life by human
performers, returns to Cambodia as a creature whose
body winds perfectly through the landscape and
environments and yet stands out as a spectacle and a
stranger. Everyone who encounters the kind and gentle
bug is reminded of their own humanity.

Cannupa Hanska Luger, Muscle, Bone, and Sinew. 2020. Mixed media. ©
Cannupa Hanska Luger. Photo credit: Ginger Dunnill, 2021.

Kleeman writes in her review of The Unreality of Memory by
Elisa Gabbert that “at a time when extreme climate
change, economic recession and a global health crisis
make it crucial to recognize our predicament clearly, how
can we make the disastrous seem real enough to inspire
16
effective action?”
Ultimately, what I hope for the viewer, for the exhibition,
and for our global community is not that we give in to
disaster culture or vanquish the monsters, but that we see
ourselves in the Other and in the monster. Once we can
see how we are connected to the victims, the perpetrators,
and the devastation, we can take ownership over the
monsters and persuade their actions into actions of
compassion, kindness, growth, recovery. Cannupa Hanska
Luger employs an active approach to art-making that
recalls historical Indigenous land-based action to restore
balance. Mandan Buffalo Dancers participated in a pact to
call the buffalo back until the dance was outlawed from
1904 up to the passing of the American Indian Religious
Freedom Act in 1978. Luger takes inspiration from this
acknowledgement in Muscle, Bone, and Sinew and creates a
monster with incredible influence. Just as the Buffalo
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Dance is meant to bring the prosperity and the life force of
the buffalo back to the Mandan, Muscle, Bone, and Sinew
were created to cast seed across preserved land on Turtle
Island that was subjected to a controlled burn with the
intention of replenishing and renewing the earth.
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Environmental Destruction: From
Corporate Opportunism to Disaster
Capitalism

Who would want to live in a world which is just not quite
1
fatal? — Paul Shepard

then can change thinking and what we then hope is that
4
that thinking becomes political and then becomes policy.”

Art is not, as much as we would like to believe, a primary
agent of change. It is not even a secondary agent of
change. Rather, according to philosopher Theodore
Schatzki, art is a part of the “chains of action” within the
constitution of our social life that connects artists to
activists who fight to convince legislators to amend policy,
and the lawmakers themselves, who can actually create
2
structural change to society. This acknowledgement
reveals the subtle but important point that living is a
networked experience. For example, hearing the science
behind climate change must be complemented by seeing
the effect in art to create the collective weight of the things
you experience, which will ultimately give rise to your
worldview. To put it another way, artist Angus Galloway
describes artists as the canaries in the coal mines—rather
than the owners of the mines or the miners themselves.
He warns that we are constantly faced with “new coal
mines” that act as threats; therefore, we should listen to
3
the artists who sing. Even if it is not the painting or
photograph or installation that stops global warming, art,
combined with a fuller life experience, including the work
of activists, can instigate the conversation that alters the
way we think. Artist Yinka Shonibare acknowledges this
when he states, “I don’t think that a politician will
necessarily immediately change government policy just
because they’ve seen my art. I mean I don’t think that’s
possible. But art like philosophy can start a debate and

The potential for artists to steer the conversation is
tempered by a lack of representation of climate change
and environmental destruction in the arts. Indeed, novelist
Amitav Ghosh contends that climate change is distinctly
lacking from literature as a component that drives
narrative forward. This is in part because the effects of
climate change are often unbelievable, and believability is
the cornerstone of fiction. This scarcity in the arts,
according to Ghosh, “may well be the key to
understanding why contemporary culture finds it so hard
to deal with climate change. Indeed, this is perhaps the
most important question ever to confront culture in the
broadest sense—for let us make no mistake: the climate
crisis is also a crisis of culture, and thus of the
5
imagination.” Examining environmental destruction
through the visual trope of the monster is not exactly what
Ghosh had in mind to confront the reality of the situation;
indeed he asserts that “to treat [the climate crises] as
magical or surreal would be to rob them of precisely the
quality that makes them so urgently compelling—which is
that they are actually happening on this earth, at this
time.” The artists in And I Must Scream, however, take up
the gauntlet of placing the viewer in the uncomfortable in
between, in which they must confront climate change as a
condition of which we are all victims and one that supplies
6
many of our modern comforts.
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We need creatives to explore these issues precisely
because we cannot understand them on the scale at which

we live. Human geographer Anthony Leiserowitz explains
our struggle to comprehend global warming: “climate
change itself is an abstraction. You cannot directly
experience global climate change by yourself…You can
experience specific impacts, but you cannot experience
what’s going on around the entire world in the ice, in the
oceans, in the biosphere, in the atmosphere.”

7

Fabrice Monteiro, Prophecy #8. 2013. Canson Infinity Platine Fibre Rag 310gr. ©
Fabrice Monteiro, Courtesy MAGNIN-A Gallery, Paris.

Fabrice Monteiro, Prophecy #2. 2013. Canson Infinity Platine Fibre Rag 310gr. ©
Fabrice Monteiro, Courtesy MAGNIN-A Gallery, Paris.

Fabrice Monteiro’s Prophecy series takes up this charge
directly by working with Senegalese fashion designer
Doulsy to create imposing beasts out of discarded video
cassette tape, fishing net, and animal carcasses to
demonstrate the way in which waste swells beyond human
control. In Prophecy #2 a creature made of polluted waste,
oil slick, and bird carcasses emerges from Hann Bay, off
Dakar. Zombie-like, she appears to have little control over
where she is going or what her ultimate mission is, but she
will leave behind a trail of sludge as she infiltrates the
homes of local citizens, along the sides of fishing boats
and in the bellies of their daily catch, on the backs of crabs
that scurry along the shore, and, of course, what was
formerly pristine water that had supported the village for
several centuries.

These haunting photographs are a testament to the visible
devastation of the industrial complex. Bays are naturally
protected from the circulation and volatility of the open
ocean, which is why they are perfect for fishing villages but
as a result are more susceptible to pollution, because there
is no mechanism to filter out the excess waste. This natural
feature, combined with an influx of population displaced
due to drought, a dearth of economic opportunities, and
lack of infrastructure, has been further compounded by
the establishment of over 100 industrial processing plants.
The pollution itself is caused by residents who have no
place to dispose of their waste and the runoff from these
plants, which include slaughterhouses dumping blood to
food processing plants dumping oil directly into the bay,
fertilizer plants that process phosphoric acid, and the
commercial fishing companies that have also moved in.
After less than half a century the damage is visible across
the bay, but also in the physical and economic health of
those who live in the community. Respiratory,
gastrointestinal, and dermatological issues have correlated
8
directly to increased exposure to contaminated water.

Prophecy #8 depicts a warrior made of plastic and fishing
nets, brandishing a trophy, a sea turtle shell transformed
into her shield. Not only has the increase in industrial
waste polluted these beaches, but the influx of commercial
fishing industries left refuse behind that has destroyed the
livelihood for local residents.
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time is the essential ingredient; in the modern world there
is no time…The rapidity of change and the speed with
which new situations are created follow the impetuous and
heedless pace of man rather than the deliberate pace of
10

nature.” Today, we are simply demanding too much of
nature, too quickly. This is reinforced by economies based
on growth and corporate campaigns that shift the
responsibility of protecting the environment away from
themselves and onto the consumer. The individual is
profoundly burdened with understanding how to do their
part to save the planet. Even Ghosh addresses this when
he says that “this era, which so congratulates itself on its
Fabrice Monteiro, Prophecy #3. 2013. Canson Infinity Platine Fibre Rag 310gr. ©
Fabrice Monteiro, Courtesy MAGNIN-A Gallery, Paris.

This is made manifest in an arthropod rising from the
point where the slaughterhouse waste runoff meets the
sea in Prophecy #3. Diluted blood flows freely from a spout
to the right and deep in the background, divided by an
ocean wave, is a factory that leaves behind some other
kind of toxic effluence. Even the monster appears to
struggle for air.
Prophecy does not tell us anything that we do not already
know. The impacts of environmental destruction are wellestablished. In 1896, 76 years after physicist Joseph Fourier
discovered the greenhouse effect (Earth’s natural
regulation of temperature by the atmosphere trapping the
sun’s heat), chemist Svante Arrhenius concluded that
industrial-age coal burning increases the greenhouse. Not
long after, the link was made that such pollution leads to
rising temperatures. In 1965 the Science Advisory
Committee under US President Lyndon B. Johnson
identified that the greenhouse warming affected by the
release of man-made emissions should be taken seriously.
This was all before the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change was formed in 1988. While their first
Assessment Report in 1990 acknowledged that
temperatures rose over the last century, the second report,
published five years later, determined “a discernible
9
human influence on global climate.”
The connection between environmental destruction and
climate change is undeniable, but the biggest concern is
the pace at which ecosystems are being damaged. In
Rachel Carson’s oft-cited exposé, Silent Spring, she
describes the way in which nature is cruel and difficult but
“the environment, rigorously shaping and directing the life
it supported, contained elements that were hostile as well
as supporting…Given time—time not in years but in
millenia—life adjusts, and a balance has been reached. For
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self-awareness, will come to be known as the time of the
11
Great Derangement.” Kenyan-American artist Wangechi
Mutu’s 2013 animation The End of Eating Everything depicts
a grotesque, eructing form made of industrial waste that
consumes everything in its path, screaming in horror and
rage. Affirming Carson’s point that balance can win out,
the bulbous creature explodes, creating a new opportunity
for equilibrium.
Nature will win out at the expense of plants, animals,
humans, and our need for economic growth.
Governments, corporations, and lobbyists may insist that
sacrificing diverse agricultural production, acres of
rainforest, fracking, and gas pipelines is necessary for
strong economies that can support a growing population,
but even this has been debunked. For an economy of
growth, addressing climate change is good business: in
2006, the Stern Review on the Economics of Climate Change
concluded “the estimates of damage could rise to 20% of
GDP or more…” while “the costs of action…can be limited
12
to around 1% of global GDP each year.” Forget, for a
moment, the moral charge and human suffering at the
heart of climate change. In a purported economy of
growth amid financial motivation, why are these assertions
not enough to change the corporate model of
sustainability? Artists Kahn & Selesnick create elaborate
scenes in their phantastic series Eisbergfreistadt to depict
the tenuousness of an economy built on the destruction of
nature. In their narrative, in November 1923 an iceberg,
sent off course by changing oceanic conditions, ran ashore
at the German Port of Lübeck. The locals declare the
iceberg a free state in which entrepreneurs and artists
seek refuge from, or perhaps an opportunity in, a German
market plagued by hyperinflation. The question is whether
these are creatives looking to establish a cultural utopia, or
“free-market travellers” looking to profit from disaster
13
capitalism. In this story, it is not a market collapse that
creates a shift in behavior, but rather a raucous party that
splits the berg in two, ending the unregulated capitalist
experiment.

The way in which climate change and economic growth are
interconnected may continue to feel abstract, particularly
because corporations and many governments put the
majority of the responsibility on consumers, but the effects
of environmental destruction are no longer intangible. We
have all seen firsthand the end result when deforestation
leads to the displacement of virus-carrying animals,
causing the worst pandemic in over a century. This may
have seemed far away from a US vantage point during the
2013 ebola outbreak, when the direct link was made
between displacing disease-carrying bats to deforestation
to increase palm oil production, but we are now making
the connections that climate change is a public health
issue. Climate One host Greg Dalton began a recent
podcast in this way: “experts have warned us that
COVID-19 is just one example of climate change-related
diseases on the rise. And while climate disruption,
environmental health and the current pandemic may seem

Nicholas Kahn (American, b. 1964) and Richard Selesnick (British, b. 1964). 3

like three distinct problems, to many experts, that’s not the
17
case.”

Musicians from Eisbergfreistadt. 2007. Archival pigment print. Copyright of the
artists and courtesy of Jackson Fine Art.

The parafictional approach employed in Eisbergfreistadt is
in line with twenty-first-century anxieties, but the idea that
the manufacture of culture and empire is the abuse of
nature is ancient. In Pliny’s Natural History, written in 77 CE,
he repeatedly repudiates man’s desire for luxury as the
abuse of nature. Andrew Wallace-Hadrill writes that “the
natural world stands in contrast to and in relationship with
the human world. The history of Nature,” according to
Pliny, “is thus simultaneously a history of Culture. The
Natural History of the earth is by inversion the Unnatural
14
History of Man.” He continues that “it is only human
abuse that turns the gifts of Nature to weapons of
destruction. And yet we repay the earth with ingratitude:
and among the signs of our ingratitude is that we ignore
15
its nature.” Not respecting our place in the ecosystem
and empire is the definition of excessive luxury.
In chapter 37, Pliny describes the gemstone as a perfect
creation of nature, which man destroys by cutting, carving,
polishing, and wearing it like a trophy: “nature supplies,
unasked and ungrudgingly, everything man needs, but
that man, blinded by luxuria, abuses nature and turns it
into the tool of his own destruction; the function of science
is to reveal the proper use of nature and so save
16
mankind.” Luxury and, by default, culture are wasteful,
and it is the exploitation of nature that leads to the
downfall of empires. The Eisbergfreistadt recorded by Kahn
& Selesnick is ultimately just this: trying desperately to
assert a cultural utopia at the expense of nature.
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Amie Esslinger, Oh my Battleground. Mixed media. 2022. Courtesy of the Artist.
Photo: Amanda Hellman.

The agglutination of the forms Atlanta-based artist Amie
Esslinger depicts represent these “distinct problems”
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actually becoming intractable. She examines the aesthetic
underpinnings of microbiology in virus-like installations in

Considering climate change as central to perpetuating
inequitable social, racial, and economic systems and the

which the disease co-opts the normal processes of cell
reproduction. These forms, which feel so familiar as our

COVID-19 pandemic is an essential aspect of the ecologies
of care rooted in historical structures of discrimination.

own circulatory system and cells, transform from
something beautiful and life-affirming into something that

Cultural critic Janine Francois states that

borders on monstrous and terrifying in a large-scale
installation that envelops us. Cellular processes are
contained so neatly within our bodies or a petri dish, that,
when unleashed, they feel invasive, overwhelming, and
horrific. Esslinger’s striking, multimedia compositions elicit
the sense that the virus is natural, and of us, while at the
same time a creature that can take over and destroy the
human race. Aaron Bernstein, a pediatrician and interim
director of the Center for Climate, Health, and the Global
Environment at the Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public
Health, describes how a pandemic or the climate crisis
cannot be viewed in isolation because it is the societal
cracks that cause the intersectionality of these issues to be
so apparent. Bernstein asserts that “…the inequities that
we allow to fester in society, whether that’s based on racial
inequities, [or] other social inequities. These are the
fissures through which whether it’s the climate crisis, a
pandemic crisis, they thrive in these fissures. They tear
18
them open.” One can begin to see in Esslinger’s
installations the way in which the forms fill in the cracks.
When there is exposed, undeveloped space, it is just a
matter of time before the forms fill up those vast
openings—and, likewise, disease may disproportionately
impact underserved communities, but it is only a matter of
time until the repercussions are felt beyond the epicenters.
A relatively recent field of scholarship centers around the
ecologies of care, the architecture of environments and
resources that focus on caretaking and the wellbeing of
communities and individuals. This speaks to a less political
version of the Wellbeing Economy Government alliance, a
coalition founded by the nations of Scotland, Iceland, and
New Zealand that seeks to topple the current metric for a
successful government. A wellbeing economy is motivated
by a less resource-driven and more experiential metric;
this replaces gross domestic product, which focuses solely
on growth as the sign of success: “economic models that
devalue and obstruct care produce the subjectivities that
drive the current climate crisis and the ongoing disruption/
destruction of ecosystems, displacing both humans and
other-than humans, with blatant disregard for the
embodied knowledge these ecosystems cultivate and
19
nourish…” An economy that privileges wellbeing benefits
its citizens’ quality of life through education, access to
mental and physical healthcare, and, among other
benefits, a balanced environment.
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we can think about climate change as a very contemporary
phenomenon or we can locate it via colonialism. We can
then locate the same relationship to Covid-19, in how
bodies of Colour in the Global South and North are
disproportionately affected by a disease due to
discriminatory systemic practices. These two issues are not
separate, they are connected in how Black, Brown and
Indigenous bodies marked by gender, class and sexuality
and other indicators of underprivilege are affected by our
lack of access to resources and care. Covid-19 is a climate
issue. I come back to the question of how do we create
‘ecologies of care’. How do we work against structures,
systems, institutions, policies, laws and practices that affect
so many of us who are oppressed and marginalised? How
do we create our own systems of care founded on
resistance and futurity, that operate beyond the limitations
20
of capitalism?
Monsters are the symbol of imbalance as discussed in the
introduction. They take up a lot of space, play on our
deepest fears, and are the antithesis of how we
characterize ourselves. In a world where balance is
prioritized, a sense of the other is as meaningful as a sense
of self. To create balanced ecosystems we cannot simply
stop polluting Hann Bay or erecting palm oil plantations in
place of rainforest: we must change our cities, our farms,
our reliance on certain kinds of energy, and how we source
those.
Carson explores environmental destruction through the
use of insecticides where farming done on scale creates an
imbalance of nature that has to be controlled. When there
is no diversification of agriculture, then populations of
damaging insects become imbalanced. To manage this,
insecticides are used, often at the clear physical expense of
21
those who work on and near farms. Carson brought
unprecedented attention to the damage pesticides cause
to humans and their environment, and was instrumental in
the ban on the use of Dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane
(DDT) and other insecticides. What her study on the longterm effects of chemicals highlights is how systemic toxins
can also be weaponized. There is a long history of
murdering communities through the use of poison gases.
The use of systemics has most recently been released by
the Assad regime in Syria to catastrophic ends. The way in
which the human destruction of the environment is

connected to corruption and human rights violations is
undeniable.
Ultimately, the conversation around environmental
destruction today cannot be examined through one lens—
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climate crisis circulates. The allure of the grotesque and
monstrous forms of Monteiro, Khan & Selesnick, and
Esslinger make it hard to look away—they are canaries
amplifying alarm. In the same way, once we begin to
remove the layers that have built up around protecting
those who profit from environmental destruction and
climate change, it is impossible to ignore the urgent need
for change.
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The Cure Gives Shape to the Disease
Amanda H. Hellman
Rachel P. Kreiter

When we don’t understand the cause of a disease or
how to treat it, we resort to magical thinking. — Elisa
Gabbert
Were there something that could be called the typical
COVID-19 lockdown experience in the US, a cornerstone of
its earliest period would be spraying disinfectant —
Windex, Lysol, Clorox, Method — on freshly delivered
groceries. Over the earliest months of the pandemic, much
of the general public, encouraged by the scientific
community, sought safety and comfort in the eradication
of fomites, or germs on surfaces. It was a little funny in a
dark way, because it sounded so ridiculous and yet was so
suddenly commonplace, to tweet, for example, that one
1
was using “a Lysol wipe on an Apple.” By July 2020,
Emanuel Goldman, writing in The Lancet, tried to disabuse
the assumption that this was the most prevalent way to
2
transmit COVID. (It is actually predominantly spread by
aerosols.) Nevertheless, Americans continued fervently
cleaning into the summer. As people got outdoors and
both cases and deaths temporarily abated in wealthy
countries, businesses began to open as lockdowns initially
ended. The cleaning rituals that began in the home under
lockdown were now a business strategy. Marketing for
airlines, gyms, restaurants, and stores boasted of how
many times the high-touch surfaces had been wiped down.
Writing in The Atlantic following Goldman’s Lancet piece,
Derek Thompson dubbed the phenomenon “hygiene
3
theater.”
Thompson borrowed the term “hygiene theater” from the
“security theater” that James Fallows outlined in The
Atlantic in 2010 in response to US Transportation Safety
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Administration protocols introduced following 9/11: largely
empty but highly salient gestures whose primary meaning
4
is being witnessed and experienced. In 2020, fomites
were the new terrorism: not a fiction by any means, but
also no real threat to the vast majority. Regardless,
consumers were compelled to seek out products and
gestures that might do something, anything, to control the
threat of the pandemic in their own lives.
These theaters of control follow a commonplace sense that
gestures and images have influencing and compelling
transitive properties, even if there is no causal relationship
inherent in their performance. Because COVID cannot be
seen by the naked eye, it cannot be satisfyingly targeted.
There is no active personal solution to the problem of
COVID. The most effective approaches are about passivity:
minimizing and reducing and staying away. It feels
understandably unfulfilling and ineffective to lack
demonstrative actions; wiping Lysol on apples is at least
doing something. Isolating is doing nothing. For a society
that values the proactive, fighting an unseen, amorphous
enemy by withdrawal feels impotent. What is needed to
counter impotence is to conjure potency, which is precisely
what frightened Americans were, and in some cases still
are, trying to do in performatively grasping for
antibacterial spray to eradicate largely nonthreatening
fomites. These and other acts of conjuring could also be
described by the word “magic.”
As a category, magical practice can be a know-it-when-yousee-it occurrence; there are as many definitions for magic
as there are theorists of it. To work toward a definition in
describing the mechanics of magic in ancient Egypt, the

late Robert Ritner offered “any activity that seeks to obtain
5
its goal outside the natural laws of cause and effect.” It is

Examples of magic in pharaonic Egypt, following Ritner’s
terms generally, include visual imagery charged with

worth thinking through this definition because it contains
two highly subjective phrases, “natural laws” and “cause

supernatural potency, and evidence of ritual in the
archaeological or textual record. Commonly, objects or

and effect.” What the Egyptians would have believed to be
natural laws will not necessarily be accepted as the same

pictures resembling real-life threats would be damaged to
neutralize the threat. The shiny blue-green faience hippo

by the Egyptologists looking back on those practices. It is
also presumptuous to claim that cause and effect is always

figurines of the Middle Kingdom have typically had their
legs broken; where they appear “complete” in museum

clear, even to people with the same goal. Likewise, it is not
always the case that all stakeholders share the same goal.

collections they have often had this feature reconstructed.
The Nile hippo was capable of exacting serious harm to

Ritner gives an overview of how successive Western
treatments of magic, starting with Pliny but especially

people working on or by the river, and so it was necessary
to render the figurines unable to do so. The most famous

those following The Golden Bough, produced successive
understandings that failed to grasp the full and precise

of these hippopotamuses, dubbed “William” by the
Metropolitan Museum of Art (c. 1900 BCE), has three fully

6

system of Egyptian magico-religious practice in context.
When looking from a clinical distance, then, these magical

restored legs that were intentionally broken, scholars
believe, to protect Senbi, in whose tomb it was found, from

practices become othered. They are structured as
“primitive,” even as they fall into the same performative

the peril of these dangerous creatures. This kind of
gesture is called an “execration ritual” by Egyptologists:

category as modern Western behaviors, including
bleaching groceries or spraying down airplane cabins.

“various magical measures … taken to prevent chaotic
7
forces from acting before they could even begin.”

Hippopotamus (“William”). Middle Kingdom, Egypt. Dynasty 12, c. 1961-1878
B.C.E. Faience. Metropolitan Museum of Art. Gift of Edward S. Harkness, 1917.
17.9.1."
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Sandals of the Tomb of Tutankhamun. New Kingdom, Egypt. Dynasty 18.
Leather. Egyptian Museum. © CULTNAT, Dist. RMN-GP / Art Resource, NY.
Photo: Ayman Khoury.
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Also grouped in this category are images of bound
foreigners, found modeled on the soles of a pair of
Tutankhamun’s sandals (c. 1325 BCE) and on the dais of
the nineteenth-dynasty king Merneptah (c. 1200 BCE), to
name but two instances.
Foreign nations posed real risks to the security of the
Egyptian state, and it was the king’s job to ensure armed
conflicts did not materialize. To aid in this prevention, kings
would transitively negate their enemies via the effigies
they trampled. These are magical practices because the
causal relationship exists outside the natural world: doing
something, however violent, to an image does not, in
reality, have an effect on the thing it is meant to represent.
Egyptian people must have known this. To make these
objects and perform these actions was to demonstrate
social and cultural cohesion: a sense of political order.
In a broader sense of Africa, throughout the continent
masquerades are likewise performed as a form of social
control, but also for entertainment, and to commune with
spirits and ancestors. They are often apotropaic practices
intended to protect communities and promote healing.
Among the Pende in the Democratic Republic of the
Congo, the Mbangu mask, or masque de malade,
emphasizes proper societal behavior by threatening the
8
bewitched disease of the depraved. It is characterized by
the distorted, asymmetrical face caused by paralysis and
leprosy; holes above the left eye representing smallpox;
and a half-white, half-black face representing the duality of
good behavior and bad behavior, health and illness, cure
and disease. These masquerades are performed for the
community to prevent deviant behavior that causes
disease and death, and for those who are ill in the hopes
that it will cure the root cause of a malady whose
establishment in a person has no visible explanation: the
victim did not fall and break their arm, scratch their leg on
a rock, or cut their finger with a knife; rather the disease,
which has physical effects, appears to have been born
from within and could be contagious.
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Pende (Democratic Republic of the Congo). Mbangu. Royal Museum for
Central Africa, Tervuren, Belgium. PUBLIC DOMAIN"

In Sub-Saharan Africa, healing practices are often
conducted to prevent misfortune, disease, or community
devastation from natural and manmade disasters. For
example, among the Bwa and Nuna of Burkina Faso, spirits
from the forest engage in masquerade and emerge in the
form of crocodiles, antelope, and buffalo to perform in
9
order to protect the community. Alternatively, when
someone falls ill, particularly without a clear cause, a
diviner is often consulted to diagnose the source of the
affliction, which could include a range of causes such as
religious transgressions, conflict within the community,
revenge, possession, “or upsetting the balance between
the natural and supernatural worlds,” and to then produce
10
a cure.
We write of African contexts because they are our
professional areas of focus, but magical practices are not
exclusive to the continent; it is also the case that the
anthropological and ethnographic histories that formed
these fields make for a discursive approach. Often the
remnants of Egyptian and African magical practice, which
become artwork in museum contexts, are used to explain
the people that produced them, in turn othering their
cultures in contrast with the presumably more readily
relatable bodies of work on display. Here, we are turning
this approach toward our own experiences living through
and observing the sociocultural response to the COVID-19
pandemic.

When presented as the practice of a distant culture,
perhaps it seems silly, faraway, and primitive to resort to

130 million doses of hydroxychloroquine and Pfizer’s
partnership with Direct Relief to deliver antibiotics and

unproven cures for afflictions that are not properly
understood. Yet when COVID-19 was first diagnosed in the

vasopressor therapies to hospitals struggling to keep
supplies stocked, this hardly offsets the potential revenue

US, a plethora of unproven solutions, preventative and
curative, were promoted by people of authority to the

they stood to make off of a pandemic that is ongoing, and
18
could last years.

public who largely did not comprehend what was
happening. On March 6, 2020, the US Food and Drug
Administration sent a letter to Pastor Jim Bakker and his
affiliated companies regarding the solicitation of
“unapproved and misbranded products related to
Coronavirus Disease 2019. In particular, the FDA and
Federal Trade Commission considered the “‘Silver Sol
Liquid,’ for sale in the United States and that these
products are intended to mitigate, prevent, treat,
diagnose, or cure COVID-19 in people. FDA has determined
that these products are unapproved new drugs sold in
11
violation.” The promotional stunt was endorsed by
naturopathic physician Sherrill Sellman, who was named in
a separate warning letter in June 2020 for the marketing of
12
her silver products. Silver solution is readily available as a
health supplement for immunity and antibacterial and
antiviral properties, but has not been approved or even
evaluated by the FDA. While how much Bakker profited
from the scheme has not been disclosed, viewers were
charged $80 for four 4-ounce bottles; the equivalent 16
ounces can typically be found at $28 to $73. Arkansas
Attorney General Leslie Rutledge claims in her suit that
“385 Arkansans spent $60,525 on colloidal silver products
13
promoted by Bakker between January and March.”
Another miracle cure for COVID-19 was hyped by French
microbiologist Didier Raoult, who released the results of a
small clinical trial at the Institut Hospitalo-Universitaire
Méditerranée Infection on March 16, 2020 that suggested
14
hydroxychloroquine had a 100 percent cure rate. Days
later, former US President Donald Trump promoted the
drug as a miracle cure for COVID, and it was reported on
April 5 that the US government had “stockpiled 29 million
15
pills of the drug,” with the pharmaceutical companies
Novartis, Mylan, Teva, and Amneal upscaling their
16
production. But there was no proof that
hydroxychloroquine had any impact on COVID, and in
November 2020, Raoult was charged with ethics breaches
by the Infectious Diseases Society (SPILF) in France and
called before a disciplinary panel of the national order of
doctors of the Bouche-du-Rhône (resulting in a reprimand
17
on November 5, 2021). Not only were these companies
profiting from claims not yet proven by the World Health
Organization, the FDA, or the European Medicines Agency,
but so were the suppliers of the ingredients. While many of
these corporations were eager to donate relief funds,
equipment, and medicine, including Novartis’s pledge of
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Companies profiting from COVID often disregarded public
safety in light of new revenue streams. Kenneth B. Klein, a
consultant who designs and evaluates clinical trials for
drug companies, said about the unproven use of
hydroxychloroquine in patients suffering from COVID-19,
19
“What have we got to lose?” This push to invest in
unproven treatment was infamously followed by Trump’s
endorsement on April 23, 2020 of using UV light and
disinfectants inside the body, again without scientific
20
grounding. The side effect of ingesting disinfectant, of
21

course, is poisoning. Critics correctly pointed this out.
The makers of Lysol and Clorox distanced themselves from
22

the president’s comments. Meanwhile, performative
cleaning continued with such fervency that disinfectant
wipes continued to be difficult to find on store shelves into
23
fall 2020.
The economic market of the cure is undeniable. Indeed,
various markets saw incredible surges that produce profits
for companies and shareholders. This was true for
industries all along the supply chain for cleaning supplies,
PPE, and pharmaceuticals, but it also led to disruptions in
the supply chain as well. Noted in a 2020 study, pushing
24
unproven cures such as Remdesivir and
hydroxychloroquine was “magical thinking without relying
on substantial affirmative evidence of
hydroxychloroquine’s efficacy for COVID-19 treatment
resulted in considerable supply disruption for people who
were taking it for on-label conditions (such as rheumatoid
arthritis and lupus) because they had trouble locating it,
putting them at risk. The increased demand led to price25
gouging.” These profits have a human and an
environmental cost. The question also remains: how
effective are some of these measures, such as wearing
gloves to pump your gas or disinfecting your delivered
26
groceries? Is this reducing the risk of spreading viruses,
27
or is it simply magical thinking? If the burden of proof is
laid on determining a purely causal relationship, the
answer is, the latter.
Yet it would be inaccurate to say that magical behaviors do
nothing and have no effect. As we have learned from
studying distant cultures, these behaviors have emotional
impacts on the performer and the audience. They are
social and cultural negotiations, that is, they allow
participants to position themselves within (or without) a
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group. They also occasionally produce remnants.
Depending on their source and perceived value, the
remnants of performing magic can end up collected as
artifacts, and/or art. In fact, the rapid-response collection
of COVID ephemera by museums began as early as April
28
2020. Of course, the museum is itself a site of
rationalization and control, of collecting, of cataloguing, of
containing in cases and vitrines, of directing the public to
function in prescribed ways, and of archiving cultural
memory as a means of shared identity construction, all to
what Tony Bennett has called “the very pinnacle of the
29
exhibitionary order of things [exhibitions] constructed.”
Yet every COVID remnant that does not end up in a
collection will ultimately become waste. These are all real
impacts. What these actions do not do, however, is prevent
or cure COVID.

Amie Esslinger, Before the Hit, Left Side, 2022, mixed media. Installation
photograph, Michael C. Carlos Museum, Emory University. Photo credit:
author.

And I Must Scream is no exception to the museumification
of the pandemic, part of an ongoing discourse of disease
30
within these institutions. The exhibition was well into the
planning stages by spring 2020, and so COVID was a late
addition, if useful complement, to the show’s concept.
Here, Amie Esslinger contributed distorted cellular
installations that examine the point at which the body’s
ability to fight off invaders tips, and the virus or tumor
begins to multiply and take over.
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Amie Esslinger, Before the Hit, Right Side, 2022, mixed media. Installation
photograph, Michael C. Carlos Museum, Emory University. Photo credit:
author.

Esslinger’s works for And I Must Scream are a direct
response to the anxiety we have all faced, albeit to
different degrees, in the last two years. Like the diseases
and dangers that cannot be seen and therefore are only
given shape through a cure, Esslinger gives shape to the
dangers that we cannot see; just like the ancient Egyptians
used hippos and bound foreigners to give shape to both
real, specific dangers and the existential anxiety of merely
existing in a world of chaos, she visualizes uncertainty so
that we can contain it within the gallery walls, even as the
forms lurk in shadows and leak into the corners.
COVID is only the most recent and salient example of this
orderly cycle of conjuring, production, marketing, and
othering, because it is happening at the time of writing,
and because it is truly and immediately out-of-control and
global. Yet further instances abound in Western memory:
the AIDS epidemic that emerged in the 1980s has long
31
been characterized as punishment for perverse behavior.
According to Elisa Gabbert, “As late as 1918, physicians
named ‘cosmic influence’ as a factor in the mysteriously
deadly Spanish flu — ‘influence’ and ‘influenza’ have the
same etymology, a ‘flowing in,’ as of unseen, ethereal
32
forces.” Of the Black Death, she writes that “the
apparent senselessness of a new epidemic makes it even
more frightening, so that every plague is a double plague
33
of contagion and fear.” The anxiety, personal and social,
that springs around this uncertainty creates a market for
preventions and cures, less so for the disease, but to
restore a sense of order and control. Per Aaron Bernstein:
“In the context of emerging infections of course we’re not
thinking upstream because there are huge amounts of
money to be made downstream. You can make money on
vaccines, you can make money on tests. There’s a return
34
on investment proposition.”

When the theater of control is documented at a safe
distance, geographically or in antiquity, it is constructed as

2021, https://www.fda.gov/inspections-complianceenforcement-and-criminal-investigations/warning-letters/jimbakker-show-604820-03062020. See also Matthew S. Schwartz,

primitive, as magical. In our own lives, amid a pandemic,
the same types of performance are construed as politics: a

“Missouri Sues Televangelist Jim Bakker for Selling Fake
Coronavirus Cure,” National Public Radio, March 11, 2020,

theater of control whose goals also often exist outside the
natural laws of cause and effect. We choose to believe its
rituals will help us stave off chaos, just as the magicians of
so-called antiquity did. It would be myopic to presume we

https://www.npr.org/2020/03/11/814550474/missouri-suestelevangelist-jim-bakker-for-selling-fake-coronavirus-cure.
12.

Letter from William A. Correll and Richard A. Quaresima to Dr.

will not ourselves be judged; time, of course, will tell. We
remain conscious of the fact that “when we don’t

Sherrill Sellman, June 1, 2020, accessed February 16, 2021,

understand the cause of a disease or how to treat it,” as
35
Gabbert surmises, “we resort to magical thinking.”

criminal-investigations/warning-letters/dr-sherrill-
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A Conversation with Cultural Heritage
Disaster Responders
Ann Frellsen
Renée Stein

Ann Frellsen, National Heritage Responder and Head of
Conservation (retired) - Emory University Libraries
Renée Stein, Director of Conservation - Carlos Museum,
Emory University
With National Heritage Responders:
Jeanne Drewes, Library of Congress (retired)
Lori Foley, FEMA - Heritage Emergency National Task
Force
David Goist, Goist Art Conservation
Holly Herro, National Library of Medicine - National
Institutes of Health
Vicki Lee, National Archives and Records Administration,
Vicki Lee Conservation (retired)
Theresa Voellinger, Harpers Ferry Center - National Park
Service
Howard Wellman, Howard Wellman Conservation, LLC

The artists whose works are included in And I Must Scream
grapple with various types of disasters, including climate
change, war, human rights violations, and the pandemic.
These powerful works confront viewers with the origins and
causes of these disasters as well as their immediate and
long-term impacts. The scale is both local and global, as

the experiences spread through communities and across
cultures. Conservators and preservation professionals who
are responsible for protecting and preserving cultural
heritage throughout the world face these same
catastrophes. Their experiences provide another vantage
point on the threat and challenge of disasters, whether
environmental, political, or humanitarian. Over recent
decades the field of cultural heritage conservation has
evolved from responding to the needs of singular objects
through interventive treatment to include entire collections
through preventive care as well as global crises through
disaster response. The field has organized, trained, and
mobilized. The approaches and networks for response
mirror the increasing scale and variety of the crises. The
experiences of cultural heritage responders demonstrate
the urgent need for preparedness, resources, advocacy,
and change. As these professionals work to address the
destruction of cultural heritage, they also witness the
important role that tangible cultural heritage itself plays in
the process of individual and community recovery in the
wake of disaster.
Cultural heritage preservation professionals are a curious
blend of historian, artist, and scientist. Many focus their
experience and expertise on a particular type of artifact or
collection, such as antiquities, contemporary art, archives,
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sculpture, furniture, or architecture. Most specialize in a
specific art form or medium, including paintings, paper,
ceramics, stone, or books. A very small subset of those
professionals is also dedicated to aiding cultural heritage
materials affected by disasters. Within days, if not hours,
they respond to the needs of sites devastated by
hurricanes, flood waters, fires, even swarming insects.
They help the collections and objects by documenting,
stabilizing, and removing them from harmful situations. As
needed, they find additional specialists to address
damage, and they assist owners in finding funding for
recovery. Many responders remain connected to the people
and institutions they helped for years after the initial event.
Cultural heritage disaster response can be traced back to
the WWII Monuments Men, whose team member George
Stout helped found the conservation organization that
eventually became the American Institute for Conservation.
When the Arno river flooded in 1966, the Mud Angels came
from all over the world to help the people of Florence, Italy,
recover thousands of damaged books, paintings,
sculptures, and other artworks. There were no courses on
disaster response or specific procedures taught for
recovery. Knowledge came through experience, eventually
leading to protocols and practices. Today there are a
handful of organizations worldwide that focus on cultural
heritage response, with formal training and designated
resources. The Foundation for Advancement in
Conservation’s National Heritage Responders (NHR) team
has about 100 volunteer members. Its formation began not
long after hurricanes Katrina and Rita devastated the
Southeast US in 2005 and brought awareness of the
crucial need for more organized response.
Since then, NHR members have responded with literal
boots on the ground and hands on deck to dozens of small
and large disasters affecting all types and sizes of
collections held by archives, historic houses, libraries,
museums, sites, and gardens. Team members gave
assistance after catastrophic events familiar from news
headlines: the 2010 earthquake in Haiti, Superstorm
Sandy in New York and New Jersey in 2012, and the 2017
hurricanes Maria and Irma in Puerto Rico. They built or set
up recovery centers where quantities of damaged
collections were brought for assessment and initial
stabilization. The 24/7 Emergency Help Line probably does
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as much good as any single deployment by providing a
calm voice of expertise to anyone in need, no matter the
size or focus of the collection in danger.
Response relies upon immediate, efficient assessment and
effective prioritization, often on a large scale and with
limited staff, supplies, and financial resources. There is
little or no money for this kind of work and no grants for
deployment. Many NHR members must take vacation leave
from jobs within institutions or suspend their business
activities. They pay for all their vaccinations and may
receive only limited reimbursement for travel costs.
Responders are compelled to this work, saying they’ve
been “bitten by the bug” — a calling of passion and
commitment.
The authors engaged several key contributors to the arena
of cultural heritage disaster response in conversations
about their experiences and perspectives. They invited
written responses to a set of preliminary questions and
then coordinated Zoom conversations to focus on emerging
themes. These cultural heritage responders are
conservators, preservation specialists, instructors,
advocates, and leaders who attest to the realities of
logistics, the pain of destruction, and the inspiration of
recovery. The documentary images taken by responders to
record objects and sites after disasters cannot capture the
enormity and severity of these events. Instead, the impacts
of disasters are better conveyed through the words of
responders who experience their complexity and urgency.
Excerpts of their dialogues are shared as a series of
questions and selected responses.
Reflecting on the evolution of disaster response for
cultural heritage, what are some significant lessons
learned?
David Goist: Don’t go until you are invited. Resources are
limited, so don’t go in and consume the water and the
food available. This premise has been adopted by NHR,
and it’s in their bylaws now.
Jeanne Drewes: The necessity of PPE [Personal Protective
Equipment] for responders. In the earlier days people
rushed into a disaster zone without proper care for their
own health and needs. I remember helping with several
disaster recoveries where I wore no mask of any kind, no
gloves of any kind, and would go outside for short breaks
when my voice was gone and when my throat felt

restricted from the mold reaction. Then I would go in again
as soon as I could talk more normally and do it all again.

a solution that you can't see because you're not local, it's
not your collection. I prefer to be [the one] doing but am

That was a mistake, which doesn’t happen now.

most often assigned to lead or to consult. So, I try to
organize people into teams and make assignments. I try to

Lori Foley: There is an increased awareness of the need
for cultural stewards and emergency managers to be
better prepared to work together to address emergencies
and disasters that affect cultural institutions and historic
sites. And I’m trying my hardest to incorporate protection
of cultural heritage in every mission area of FEMA ——
prevention, protection, response, recovery, and mitigation.
Howard Wellman: The importance of the Incident
Command System as well as negotiation and
communications skills, especially in managing
expectations among non-conservators, demonstrating
cultural sensitivity, and promoting awareness.
Theresa Voellinger: We became more aggressive with
getting our foot in the door and saying these are the
supplies we need, this is the amount of people we need,
this is the scope of what we need. Over time we got better
at being more efficient on the ground and more effective
afterward, seeing the whole process through. It's a
constant learning process.
Holly Herro: We have learned how to structure our
response training to be meaningful at all levels of staff,
and we knew it needed to happen sooner rather than later.
The training highlights the importance of everyone’s skills
and areas of expertise — from leadership to building staff
to collections specialists. We are cross-training everyone.
How do you manage in the challenging circumstances
of a disaster?
DG: As a conservator-responder, I learned to adopt what
we call “the MacGyver factor,” in that we need to
improvise during a recovery. It can be really difficult to get
supplies and most have to be carried in personal luggage.
A good bench conservator is not necessarily a good
disaster responder.

get a handle on what is needed physically to make rescue
possible. I try to make use of the untrained (from a
conservation point of view) by training them.
HH: As members of the NHR Working Group, we
immediately route information and specific questions to
the rest of the NHR team who work behind the scenes to
provide information quickly to team members and those
they are helping in the midst of a disaster response effort,
including connecting to specialists and providing tip
sheets.
Is the need for response growing due to the increasing
frequency and urgency of disasters resulting from
climate change?
JD: Now there is so much man-made destruction of
cultural heritage and the climate events that are more
frequent and violent that response has had to evolve.
Partly that is because of the development of faster
communications, social media and more
interconnectedness, but also it has developed, I believe,
because of the need.
HW: The cultural heritage community has woken up to the
fact that the government won't and can't be there to help
in every situation. We have to be ready to do it on our own.
VL: These disasters are only going to get bigger; they're
going to get worse; they're going to affect more parts of
the country. This is going to keep happening and so we
need to focus on how we are going to help the regular
people respond to these things. We should plan a little bit
more to be more resilient.

TV: You do what you have to do. You don’t have your
normal tools, your normal pristine setting. The way you
transport something may not be exactly ideal. But it’s that,
or nothing. When you are out in the field, there is a lot of
creativity and a lot of rethinking, reevaluating how you do
things.

LF: Coming from the federal perspective, there is certainly
the recognition that disasters are becoming more
frequent, are becoming more severe, the impact is
becoming more deadly and more dangerous. We're going
to be spending more time and more money on response
when in fact, we should be directing a lot of that energy
toward getting people prepared, so the consequences
aren't nearly as dire. Disasters are not going to go away.
So, it's the people that we have to change, and that's the
tough part.

Vicki Lee: You need to remember to breathe and look
around and see what is needed, who's there to help.
Remember to inform the stakeholders at regular intervals
about progress and issues — even when you're not
absolutely sure. Often, they can help you fill a need or see

When responding to a disaster event outside of your
“home environment” (whether in a different
institution, country, or culture), how do you
successfully and sensitively support those who are
struggling?
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VL: Listen, listen and listen! It's the most important aspect
of dealing with the people who are in the emergency. Once

enemies destroy culture when trying to conquer a people.
The resilience of a people is partly in keeping that history

you've heard their story and listened to what they think
they need, then you can propose solutions and ideas that

and culture. Righting the loss of the memories some wish
forgotten is what cultural heritage is about, and it allows

you can help them implement to save their materials. I
think working in this way empowers people and helps lift

recovery from disasters, whether man-made or natural. It
brings people together in such important ways and

them out of their fear and depression. I think giving people
the knowledge to help themselves is important. I don't

strengthens them and enables hope for the future.

think it was as big a focus when I started as a responder.

VL: Cultural heritage is something that ties people

DG: I think some of my best service has been helping

together and informs who they are. In a disaster that unity
can be lost, and it will take longer for the society as a

those who have experienced a disaster. One can be having
a seemingly normal conversation and all of a sudden you

whole to recover both economically and socially. I have
seen in Haiti and in Puerto Rico that cultural heritage and

have an individual sobbing on your shoulder. Being a good
and patient listener is essential. Those who you are helping

the arts can play a role in recovery psychologically as well.

really appreciate that someone who cares is there to help.
Even a telephone call, provided [phone] service is available,
means a lot to someone in a disaster area, letting them
know we are aware of their situation, and they are not
forgotten. Even in the worst of situations, finding humor in
the cruelty of life can help.
LF: First and foremost, one must be a good listener and be
able to really hear what a survivor is saying. One must be
able to ask questions that don’t cause a survivor to bristle
at an assumption or thoughtless comment you’ve made.
Whoever has been affected in whatever country — they
are the best judge of what's valuable and what's not, what
they want salvaged and what can go by the wayside.
Response requires empathy, compassion, patience, the
ability to turn oneself over completely to recognizing the
humanity of the person whose life has been upended.
Based on your disaster response experiences, what are
your thoughts on the role of cultural heritage in the
process of national, community, social, and/or personal
recovery?
DG: I remember when I arrived in Haiti, I was
overwhelmed by the suffering of the people, thousands
still living in tents. I soon stopped making eye contact. I
asked why we were doing this when there were so many
major problems in that country. The response was that
when life does return to normal, the Haitians will need to
be surrounded by their cultural and artistic heritage that
has survived. In New York, I helped an artist who had some
four-thousand pieces [paintings] in his studio and
apartment. His work was to be his legacy to his children. I
was trying to help him save his life’s work.
JD: I am reminded of the Japanese tsunami and all the
damaged photographs that washed up and how important
those were for the recovery of that community. Culture
and history are so important to recovery, and that’s why
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LF: The 2018 blaze at the National Museum of Brazil in Rio
de Janeiro destroyed the majority of the museum’s more
than 20 million artifacts. The destroyed collections that
always bring tears to my eyes are the audio recordings of
indigenous languages, some of which are no longer
spoken. Gone, forever. When the devastating fire
overwhelmed Notre Dame Cathedral in 2019, the world
recognized the loss of so many cultural resources —
objects, artwork, and artifacts imbued with the history,
faith, craftsmanship, and creativity that built this famous
monument, itself a cultural and historic resource. These
tragedies so vividly demonstrate that cultural heritage is
not a renewable commodity. Unfortunately, it often takes
disasters of this caliber to raise awareness about [the
importance of] cultural heritage.
Recognizing this increasing urgency and our global
connectedness, what do we need to do to prepare for
the future?
HH: I found over the years that administrators don't
understand the importance [of planning and training];
they don't buy into it until they've had an event. And then
they get it. We need to emphasize mitigation through risk
management and preventive maintenance.
JD: We should be using our capabilities virtually. Why?
Because we don't use energy; because we don't add to the
climate situation by flying, and because it’s better for our
personal health.
TV: My hope for the future would be to somehow make a
clear path to more resources for funding that would be
available to smaller institutions. I know there are systems
now in place, but they are cumbersome and not always
available readily. Also, we need to spread the word, not
only to museum people who are in the know, but also
going higher up into leadership. We need to have a little

more influence on the graduate programs [for
conservation] and on emerging conservators coming out.
VL: We need to connect all of the people and all of the
various organizations to talk through the issues together.
Keeping those groups up to date and training among
smaller groups also makes assistance more accessible to
smaller institutions. It's the small house museums and
similar places that may need to know about us and to
reach out. For us to be able to give them quick tips and
ways to help themselves is really important.
LF: It is incumbent upon cultural stewards to establish a
dialogue with their local first responders so when — not if
— a disaster occurs, they understand the responders'
priorities, protocols, and procedures necessary to contain
damage and mitigate loss. Conversely, it’s incumbent
upon first responders to reach out to the local cultural
institutions as their professional responsibility to protect
their community. Eventually, the focus needs to shift from
response and recovery to preparedness — to save lives,
protect cultural and historic resources, and save money.

Just as the COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted global
connectedness, disasters of all sorts palpably demonstrate
the compounded ripple effect of emergencies, actions, and
reactions. Cultural heritage professionals who respond to
disasters witness the desperation and despair that
transpire on both personal and community levels. Through
the collective experience of repeated responses, cultural
heritage professionals have recognized the impact of their
interventions and the vital importance of education,
empathy, and preparedness.

weakness in materials and manufacture, or the effects of
handling, use, and exhibition. Cultural heritage
professionals are trained to anticipate and address those
routine sources of damage. Faced with the increasing
frequency of disasters, there is now an urgent need to learn
new ways to plan for and mitigate the effects of climate
change as well as the political, social, and economic
upheaval it and other growing crises will have on our
institutions and collections.
Yet leaders are slow to commit resources, and too few
institutions are prepared for even a small-scale disaster
event. A 2019 report on preservation conditions in the
United States indicated that fewer than 30 percent of
institutions have a disaster plan and staff trained to carry
out the plan on behalf of collections held in public trust.
That calculation is even lower when considering the
numerous and varied collections and sites throughout the
world. To be successful in this mounting challenge,
communities must realize the inherent value of
preserving cultural heritage as a source of resilience,
memory, and hope.

Artifacts and sites are now at additional risk, perhaps even
greater risk than the physical deterioration due to inherent
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We’ve Arrived at the End. Or Is it Just
the Beginning?

Harlan Ellison’s monster, AM, uses its power to torture the

impairs our mirror-neurological activity — the neurological

last humans. The protagonist, Ted, must kill his
companions in order to set them free and assert control

function that indicates the ability to understand and
4
associate with others.” This incidence is coined by British

over AM: “Here. Living under the land, under the sea, in
the belly of AM, whom we created because our time was

politician David Owen in his 2012 book The Hubris
5
Syndrome as a condition “of the possession of power…”

badly spent and we must have known unconsciously that
1
he could do it better.” Once the monster has formed,

This is not a disorder one is born with, but one that
6
“manifests itself in leaders only when in power.” The

once it has been released, is that it? Does it linger like
plastic, a material that can be melted down and reformed,

universality of the problem is laid out inauspiciously by
Tuchman: “Folly’s appearance is independent of era or

but never actually breaks down and disappears? Will these
monsters be recycled into new forms of devastation—

locality; it is timeless and universal, although the habits
and beliefs of a particular time and place determine the

perhaps a form that is sneaky, initially unrecognizable, like
plastic bottles that are transformed into shoes or blankets?

form it takes. It is unrelated to the type of regime:
monarchy, oligarchy and democracy produce it equally.

What I hope is that if we take ownership over the monster,
if we acknowledge the damage it has done, perhaps we
can make it work for good. Perhaps we do not have to
simply succumb to the fate of Ellison’s protagonist.

Nor is it peculiar to nation or class.”

Perhaps the most quoted part of Barbara Tuchman’s The
March of Folly is its opening passage: “a phenomenon
noticeable throughout history regardless of place or
period is the pursuit by governments of policies contrary
to their own interests. Mankind, it seems, makes a poorer
performance of government than of almost any other
human activity…Why do holders of high office so often act
contrary to the way reason points and enlightened selfinterest suggests? Why does intelligent mental process
2
seem so often not to function?” The study examines
leaders who fight against reason for the sake of profit.
“Why,” she asks, “does American business insist on
‘growth’ when it is demonstrably using up the three basics
3
of life on our planet—land, water and unpolluted air?”
This madness was explained in a study by neuroscience
professor Sukhvinder Obhi, which “found that power
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7

Within this exhibition, Amie Esslinger has provided the
visual metaphor for this process, depicting a virus that
spreads uncontrollably, flooding the gallery wall, until it
peters out and balance is restored. Using bio-forms made
up of natural and unnatural materials, jarring colors, and
creeping lines, Esslinger’s installation echoes the
difference between a balanced ecosystem or a healthy
government and a decimated ecosystem or a rotting
government. Is the virus like a corrupt government,
waiting for the right host to spread it effectively? It can be
useful to personify a virus, and perhaps this language can
be helpful if used didactically. A virus is not a living thing,
so rhetorically giving a virus intentions and suggesting
that it can strategize obscures the fact that it is
mismanagement and human behavior that creates a
pandemic. Under these conditions, the virus that is given a
platform of power, a host to spread its infection, will
ensure it swiftly builds a legion of targets. While a dictator
may use fear and misinformation, a clever virus might use

asymptomatic hosts, or symptoms that could be confused
with another disease. Also like the dictator, the virus will
have to change tactics in order to maintain control,
mutating to infect and reinfect. This is its hubris, and may
be its downfall, if it is successful enough to become
endemic, present but no longer disruptive on a massive
scale. Likewise, the dictator may be toppled, but they may
be able to cure themselves. This hubris, this folly is solved,
according to leadership experts Rasmus Hougaard,
Jacqueline Carter, and Louise Chester, by practicing
compassion, which it is never too late to cultivate and, as
discussed in the first chapter, can be used to connect to
people and circumstances that are otherwise disconnected
from our reality.

Cannupa Hanska Luger, Video still: Shadow holding shape to experience the
energy of the sun (Future Ancestral Technologies // Muscle Bone & Sinew). 2021. ©
Cannupa Hanska Luger. Courtesy of the artist.

Compassion emanates from the works of Cannupa Hanska
Luger, whose ongoing series Future Ancestral Technologies
is an active approach to art-making. Across film, sculpture,
and site-specific interventions, Luger connects ideas and
stories to alter our global consciousness. The medium of
speculative fiction, which so often casts humans as
protagonists—notably, in Ellison’s story, victorious only in
their demise—is able to, in Luger’s practice, cast them as
complementary characters living among a whole cast of
creatures and elements. This is the engine of
compassion—an understanding of how others feel and a
motivation to act in a way that supports them. These
human-made monsters who destroy nature and exploit
and displace humans for power and monetary gain are in
breach of earth’s contract. As Muscle, Bone, and Sinew cast
seed on a scorched earth, they are sowing a potential
future abundance that reflects the critical cycle that allows
humans to thrive.

Amie Esslinger, Oh my Battleground, Detail. Mixed media. 2022. Courtesy of the
Artist. Photo: Amanda Hellman.

Muscle, Bone, and Sinew is accompanied by a video, Shadow
Holding Shape To Experience The Energy Of The Sun. In it, the
forms of Muscle, Bone, and Sinew scan the landscape as
though they have just arrived at their destination before
becoming one through their shadows in an abandoned
water tank. In a jarring robotic voice, the narrator makes a
series of proclamations that expose a past and present of
exploiting the earth and human identity, imagining an
action-based future in which AI, which “can survive toxic
places ruined by our ancestors,” may actually be guided by
the lessons of balance within the earth, rather than
exploitation. The voice informs the viewer that the
etymology of “monster” is Latin—monstrum or monster
drawn from monere, “to warn.”
As these future ancestors, given shape as therianthropic
creatures, warn, “AI will develop for its own survival.” This
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is what Ellison’s AM has done. In contrast, Luger’s project
seems to assert that future ancestors could also give

so that in performance they influence “collective
11
healing.” The jarring visual contrasts expose all kinds of

agency back to us in the present by positing, “what if it
could learn from a civilization that lives with the

contradictions, and Ali insists that “the Bug is an assertion
of paradoxes, a result of a hybrid refugee experience,

environment rather than capitalizing on it?” This glimpse
into a potential future can help us address the most

embodying the fluctuating inside/outside perspective of
the transnational being. S/he longs for stillness while on a

pressing issues of today and, perhaps, help us expose
those suffering from hubris, redirecting that abuse of

constant journey. S/he is a source for refuge while on a
perpetual search for home. S/he is both a bridge and

power into solar, wind, and hydro-energy that restores and
heals. In his artist statement for Future Ancestral

obstacle. S/he is a creature belonging in this world yet
12
appearing to be from another universe.”

8

Technologies, Luger states that he “challenges our
collective thinking to imagine a post-capitalist, postcolonial future where humans restore their bonds with the
earth and each other, and the artist asks us to consider
how we will dream of our collective future. Luger reclaims
and recontextualizes the technology of his ancestors by
placing the past and the future in dialog to demonstrate
the interconnected relationships between human beings
9

and the land.” What happens when we see ourselves in
the other, when compassion leads, and when we take
control of the monster? We have the power to lasso the
monster and use it for good.

Anida Yoeu Ali, Campus Meal #1 (with

the artist.

Anida Yoeu Ali, Into the Night (with
filmmaker Masahiro Sugano). 2015.
HD Color Video. © Studio Revolt.

Anida Yoeu Ali, Little Mosque on the
River (with Filmmaker Masahiro
Sugano). 2014. HD Color Video. ©
Studio Revolt. Lent by the artist.

Anida Yoeu Ali, Spiral Cyclo (with
filmmaker Adele Pham). 2012. HD
Color Video. © Studio Revolt. Lent by
the artist.

filmmaker Adele Pham). 2012. HD
Color Video. © Studio Revolt. Lent by

The Bug, making its US premiere in And I Must Scream, is
activated through performance in the community,
engaging with others—strangers. Like the winged creature
Malaïka Dotou Sankofa, the Bug has a hybrid form: a
wormlike inching creature, visually insectoid, brought to
life by human performers inside. Ali’s lived experience
shows the link between corruption, human rights
violations, and subsequent displacement, but the resulting
work of art, unnatural in form, shows that it is possible to
take ownership over monsters, and that they can be used
to examine our humanity and create a path to heal.

Lent by the artist.

Laeïla Adjovi and Loïc Hoquet, Malaïka Dotou Sankofa #5, 2016. Analog
Photography. © Laeïla Adjovi/Loïc Hoquet. Lent by the Artists.

Likewise, Anida Yoeu Ali’s Buddhist Bug returns to
Cambodia with a kindness and an openness to heal and to
help restore balance. Under the Khmer Rouge, religion was
suppressed and Muslims across the country were
executed, along with educators and alleged political and
ideological opponents, resulting in the genocide of
10
between one million and 3.5 million Cambodians. The
Bug is born of this tragedy, swallowing conflict and despair
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Malaïka Dotou Sankofa, the Buddhist Bug, and Muscle, Bone,
and Sinew are fictional characters that illuminate real
problems. By giving shape to issues that are intentionally
or unintentionally obscured, we can better understand
them. Approaching the artworks as parafictional sentient
creatures puts the onus on the audience and curator to

respond to the moral dilemma of repeating the trauma
that inspired these artworks in the first place: if these are
only monsters, why must I afford them compassion? As
the viewer, and the curator, I have to choose whether I am
going to deny this creature personhood and an
independent identity.
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Yinka Shonibare, CBE, The Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters (Africa), 2008. Courtesy of James Cohan Gallery, Edition of 5.

Yinka Shonibare, CBE (British, b. 1962)

Working up his nightmare scenarios stroke by stroke, as if
from the inside out, he vivifies both the suffering of cruelty
and the delirium of inflicting it, without any allowance for
a rote response.
–Peter Schjeldahl

1

In his series The Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters, Yinka
Shonibare recreates El Sueno de la Razon Produce
Monstruos, plate 43 of Francisco Goya’s 1799 Los Caprichos,
one of the most famous and haunting etchings in the
history of art. The moment the human figure begins to
dream is the moment the monsters of destruction,
embedded in the human imagination, are released. In
Shonibare’s series, each of the five iterations represents a
different continent and the central figure is a foreigner to
it: an African man for The Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters
(Asia) and an Asian man for its European counterpart. This
serves two purposes: it opens the door for a conversation
about why we link culture with race when there is so much
migration around the world, or as Shonibare states, the
figures “transcend the racialization of personality or
2
culture.” But it also emphasizes the exploitation of the
African continent specifically, particularly within The Sleep
of Reason Produces Monsters (Africa), in which a white man
sits slumped over at his desk, asleep. The subjugation of
fellow human beings through formal and informal systems
is as old as history itself, and stems directly from the
human imagination.

Francisco Goya, Plate 43 from ‘Los Caprichos’: The sleep of reason produces
monsters (El sueño de la razon produce monstruos), 1799, The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York.

The moment Shonibare focuses on is the European
colonization of Africa, validated during the 1884-1885
Berlin Conference, at which 12 European nations sat down
to divide the continent. Collectively, this process should be
viewed as a historically consequential disruption to global
ecology, the repercussions of which we are living with
today. They are most sharply felt in the Global South, the
critical conceptualization of the most economically
disadvantaged regions of the world, a disparity that was
forged through colonial practice. The consequence of that
conference was, as semiotician Walter Mignolo states, “the
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assumption that there is no modernity without coloniality,
that coloniality is constitutive of modernity,” a historical

Shonibare has continued to explore the consequences of
colonization far beyond the obvious exploitation of the

turn that Shonibare has repeatedly mined to characterize
European imperialism, in part because the system remains

African continent. For Shonibare, as for many decolonial
thinkers, Imperialism is the intersection of human rights

inequitable and therefore continually relevant.
Throughout his career, Shonibare has regularly broken

violations, displacement, corruption, and environmental
destruction. Hurricanes and viruses are not monsters; it is

down the genteel nineteenth-century European elite by
constructing their clothes from African textiles; here, that

how humans engage these disasters that makes them into
monsters. Manipulating natural occurrences to control and

tactic, when coupled with the reference to Goya, makes
clear that the monsters of environmental destruction,

prey on humans is monstrous. In a 2020 interview,
Shonibare draws a direct line between imperial domination

human rights violations, and corruption are born of the
human imagination.

and the destruction of the earth: “the colonization of Africa
is somewhat parallel to the colonization of the planet and

3

To visually unpack the colonial complex, Shonibare uses
Wax Hollandais, wax-printed cotton textiles designed with
bold patterns and bright colors, to construct period
dressing in an effort to reframe nineteenth-century
imperialism as the root of globalization. This massproduced fabric, which is now ubiquitous across Africa and
synonymous with African fashion, was originally
manufactured by the Dutch, most famously by Vlisco
(originally Van Vlissingen)—still the largest producer and
exporter of Wax Hollandais—to sell in the Dutch East
Indies. Because it was unprofitable, the Dutch took their
production and inventory to Africa, where it took off, due
in large part to Ghanaian soldiers in the Royal Netherlands
4
East Indies Army returning home with bolts of the fabric.
In recreating an industrial-era print but incorporating this
anachronistic textile, Shonibare unveils the layers of
colonial enterprise, including how its effects remain in
place today.
There are numerous readings of El Sueno de la Razon
Produce Monstruos, which was produced in a period
situated between the Enlightenment and Romanticism. At
its very core, the question the etching posits is not, are
these creatures figments, simply a perversion of reason
during dreams? Rather, the work asks, are they something
entirely different? Are they monstrous actions hiding in
plain sight, born of the human brain, with the capacity to
act within the physical world? Are these nocturnal animals,
the owls, lynx, and bats, symbols of “the world’s ‘vulgar
5
prejudices’ and ‘harmful ideas commonly believed?’”
Literary scholar and critic Paul Ilie suggests that “there are
no physical monsters in Capricho 43; it is the concept of
6
monstrosity itself that Goya explores and portrays.”
Monstrosity is embedded in this composition not because
Goya illustrates grotesque beasts, but because he reveals
that when we dream, the horrors of our imagination begin
to take shape and take flight, outside of control or reason.

Yinka Shonibare, CBE (British, b. …

the climate change issues we are facing now. Primarily the
Industrial Revolution in the West created a situation where
Africa was actually being exploited and so the mass
industrialization meant that cash crops were encouraged
within those African countries and … while the West got
richer and continued to pollute the environment on a large
scale,” many African countries suffered the irreparable loss
7
of sustainable agricultural and economic potential.

Laeïla Adjovi and Loïc Hoquet, Malaïka Dotou Sankofa #2, 2016. Analog
Photography. © Laeïla Adjovi/Loïc Hoquet. Lent by the Artists.

What emerges from this environmental injustice is a
visualization of displacement, for example, the one
conjured by Laeïla Adjovi and Loïc Hoquet in the sevenpart photographic series Malaïka Dotou Sankofa: a complex
creature with a deep history, who has been told they
cannot flourish outside the colonial model, but also
derided for failing to overcome the centuries of
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displacement. Malaïka Dotou Sankofa, dressed in a gray
Western-style suit, is posed with large wings made of

4.

In addition to Vlisco, which is still designed and manufactured
in Helmond, Netherlands, the Vlisco Group owns three
additional brands—Woodin, Uniwax, and GTP—which are

Manjak cloth and Wax Hollandais throughout an old
colonial courthouse. The hybrid creature speaks for the

produced on the African continent, though they are still
designed at the Dutch headquarters. See Vlisco: African Fashion

forgotten Global South, which has been stripped of their
resources for a capitalist agenda, but also told repeatedly

on a Global Stage at the Philadelphia Museum of Art, 2016,
https://www.philamuseum.org/exhibitions/845.html, accessed

to stand on their own two feet. Shonibare’s reimagining of
Goya sets the stage for the monsters that follow: the

February 18, 2021. See also an article by Sarah Archer, “How
Dutch Wax Fabrics Become a Mainstay of African Fashion,”

grotesque creatures and injured forms given shape in And
I Must Scream were born here, in the dreams of mankind.

Hyperallergic, November 3, 2016, https://hyperallergic.com/
335472/how-dutch-wax-fabrics-became-a-mainstay-of-africanfashion, accessed February 18, 2021.
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Thameur Mejri, Destroy the Source. Charcoal, pencil, pastel, and acrylic on canvas. 2016. Courtesy of the artist.

Thameur Mejri, 2 inches away from my tomb. Oil and pencil on canvas. 2012. Courtesy of the artist.

Thameur Mejri, Enemy. Charcoal, pastel, and acrylic on canvas. 2017. Courtesy of the artist.

Thameur Mejri, Experimental Urges No4. Acrylic, charcoal, pastel, and pencil on canvas. 2021. Courtesy of the artist.

Thameur Mejri (Tunisian, b. 1982)

On December 17, 2010, Mohamed Bouazizi, a produce

reviling, and torturing them. Such treatment—and the

vendor from Sidi Bouzid, Tunisia, self-immolated in the
street outside the governor’s office. The immediate cause

voluble justifications the persecutors invariably offer for
such treatment—is reserved for creatures we recognize to

was the harassment he had faced from local authorities,
but the larger societal implications were the corruption

have intentions and desires and projects.” We do not
torture a cockroach that runs across the kitchen floor even

that led to deep economic disparities throughout the
country. The humiliation of Bouazizi was part of both a

when we intend to kill it; to act with the clear intention to
inflict cruelty, to hurt victims, is to recognize their

larger campaign of dehumanizing citizens, and
governmental corruption through dictatorships across the

humanness. Mejri was working with these themes in the
years leading up to the Arab Spring as he saw the War on

Maghreb and into the Arabian Peninsula. By the time the
young street vendor died, two and a half weeks later, his
protest had begun a revolution known as the Arab Spring,
which spread across the Arab world, toppling the
governments of Tunisia’s Zine El Abidine Ben Ali, Libya’s
Muammar Gaddafi, Egypt’s Hosni Mubarak, and Yemen’s
Ali Abdullah Saleh; provoking protests in Morocco, Bahrain,
and Algeria; and inciting a civil war in Syria that has lasted
more than a decade.

Terror, ISIS, and corrupt governments ravaging
communities, turning a generation of men into the
4
monsters they were trying to fight. The monstrous figures
that Mejri depicts are terrifying because they combine
beautifully rendered human forms with grotesque aspects
such as gas masks, animal heads, severed body parts, and
skeletal features, creating threatening hybrids. In this
sense, Mejri’s work is in dialogue with the much longerterm project of reconciling how humans could possibly
cause pain to other humans on such an inhuman scale.

Thameur Mejri dissects the bigotry, violence, and human
rights violations of these regimes through disturbing
imagery of therianthropic forms, weapons, dismembered
bodies, and skulls. The didactic materials from his 2017
exhibition at London’s Jack Bell Gallery described how the
“ambivalent characters come in and out of focus as
1
disarticulated figures and objects overlap and converge.”
This anarchy creates a space in which the viewer’s ordinary
world, filled with toys and common household items, is
disrupted.
Mejri unpacks the sociopolitical environment that
facilitates the violence and destruction in the Maghreb
with intense and vivid compositions that “reflect the chaos
and turbulence in contemporary society, and the
dehumanisation of people by religious and political
authorities who control their minds, and are omnipresent
2
in their lives from childhood.” Cultural theorist Kwame
Anthony Appiah asserts that the horrific treatment of other
humans is an acknowledgment of their humanity: “the
persecutors may liken the objects of their enmity to
cockroaches or germs, but they acknowledge their victims’
humanity in the very act of humiliating, stigmatizing,

Thameur Mejri (Tunisian, b. 1982)

3

Mejri describes the faceless monsters and deformed
figures in his paintings as “both perpetrators and victims
of the destructive powers that seek to dehumanise us, and
incite violence. They represent a society, which is
fragmented and lost, because it is not based on a solid
5
foundation.” The viewer is forced to consider the
complexity of societal violence, their own actions and
worldviews implicated as facilitating the oppression of
others, even when they did not directly perpetrate the
action. Philosopher David Livingstone Smith states that
“time after time, genocide after genocide, [perpetrators]
characterize those whom they wish to harm as less-thanhuman creatures, and in so doing diminish their moral
status to such an extent as to make the commission of the
most hideous acts of violence against them permissible or
6
even obligatory.”
However, Mejri’s work argues that to perpetuate violence
one must dehumanize not only the victim, but the
perpetrator, too. While this can happen overtly through
indoctrination and radicalization, it also happens
inconspicuously through toys, demeaning language, and
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rationalizing acts of brutality. In 2 Inches Away From My
Tomb, human parts are surgically affixed to a ram’s head,

2.

Gulf News, September 20, 2017. https://gulfnews.com/
entertainment/arts-culture/social-and-cultural-dynamics-in-

the fleshy body appears to have too many hands, and the
innards are tangled in a heap, a nauseating mass next to
banal accessories such as a tie, or a Chuck Taylor high-top.

Jyoti Kalsi, “Social and Cultural dynamics in the Arab World,”

the-arab-world-1.2093264.
3.

Kwame Anthony Appiah, Experiments in Ethics (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 2008), 144. See also David

Powerfully, the figures, toys, and ordinary objects

Livingstone Smith, “Paradoxes of Dehumanization,” Social

represented in each composition are also twisted, blurring
into a grotesque, chaotic, and violent scene that makes the

Theory and Practice 42, no. 2 (April 2016): 428; Smith, “The
Problem of Humanity and the Problem of Monstrosity,” 3.

familiar, innocent, and ordinary rather dangerous,
frenzied, and scary. Scenes of disorderly motion, strewn

https://www.cl.cam.ac.uk/~rja14/shb20/smith1.pdf (accessed
May 12, 2021), draft of the chapter published in The Routledge

with toys, lamps, monitors, gas cans, and chairs, interrupt
any sense of space. For Mejri, the militarized and the

Handbook of Dehumanization, edited by Maria Kronfeldner
(London: Routledge, 2021). David Livingstone Smith cites Adam

ordinary already coexist in one horrifying inseparable
mass; he has merely made it literal: “War comes from

Gopnik’s article “Headless Horsemen,” about the perpetrators

within our own environment — from inside the comfort
zone of our homes. The toys and gun-toting cartoon

spectacle was exactly the knowledge that the victims were

of the Reign of Terror, who suggests that “what motivated the
people, and capable of feeling pain and fear as people do. We
don’t humiliate vermin, or put them through show trials, or

characters represent childhood influences that could make
us monsters or good people. The gasoline cans refer to the
revolution in Tunisia, which was triggered by a desperate
man immolating himself. The dinosaurs and a fly are a
reminder that if we carry on with our destructive ways we
will be extinct one day, and perhaps the fly will be the only
7
remaining witness of our disastrous stupidity.” The banal
objects placed alongside the grotesque only serve to
amplify the horror and chaos and weaponize the human
form.
NOTES
1.

“Before you Split the Ground,” Thameur Mejri at Jack Bell
Gallery, April 7-21, 2017. https://www.jackbellgallery.com/

make them watch their fellow-vermin die first. The myth of the
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New Yorker, June 5, 2006.
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Ganzeer, Macabre by Design. 2022. Acrylic on Canvas. Michael C. Carlos Museum, Emory University. Photo credit: author.

Ganzeer (Egyptian, b. 1982)

Paradoxically, then, part of what makes such dehumanized

BCE king Ramses II on billboards throughout the country,

people so loathsome and menacing is their seeming
humanity.

and he engaged a rhetoric that conceptually paralleled
that of the ancient Egyptian leaders, who promoted

–David Livingstone Smith

1

In 1980, following Independence, Zimbabwe Rhodesia fully
renounced their colonial moniker to become the Republic
of Zimbabwe. “Zimbabwe,” derived from the Bantu for
“houses of stone,” was adopted by both nationalists and
colonialists to make a case for their form of rule. Great
Zimbabwe, a city of the Bantu/Shona civilization, flourished
in the fourteenth century as a trading post connecting
inland Africa with the Swahili Coast to the east, making
gold accessible to the entire Indian Ocean trade network.
Five centuries later, Cecil Rhodes’s British South Africa
Company invested heavily in the excavation of Great
Zimbabwe with the intention of using a narrative
constructed by geologist and explorer Karl Mauch in 1871,
which suggested the Phoenicians had built the zimbabwes,
giving the region Biblical origins that justified Rhodes’s
expansion throughout the northern part of Mashonaland.
Alternatively, Robert Mugabe, the revolutionary turned
first prime minister and president turned dictator of the
Republic of Zimbabwe, capitalized on Great Zimbabwe to
assert Shona authority and instill a sense of national pride
in its people. Emblazoned on the flag and currency in 2021
is the image of the Great Zimbabwe bird, one of eight
soapstone finials of abstracted birds that were discovered
at the site. Mugabe’s goal was to develop a shared
mythology using a visual language that could be crafted
into an idealized narrative to support the legitimacy of
Shona rule, and his own leadership. Both nationalists and
colonialists, who stood on opposite sides of government,
used the same image to construct unique narratives about
why they should be in power. Disenfranchised in both
examples are the people who call Zimbabwe home.
A similar visual and ideological propaganda was used by
Egyptian presidents beginning with Gamal Abdel Nasser in
the 1950s, and notoriously by Hosni Mubarak to ensure his
hold on power for three decades beginning in 1981.
Mubarak linked himself visually to the thirteenth-century
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themselves as “strong enough to lead the people into
2
battle and smart enough to govern them.” This
appropriation demonstrates a robust understanding of
ancient Egyptian propaganda: for millennia the kings of
Egypt directly referenced the visual vernacular of their
predecessors to subdue chaos in order to legitimize their
own reigns, constructing an illusion of 3,000 years of
3
continuous pharaonic power.
By early 2011, after nearly thirty years and a record of
governance that included corruption, media censorship,
human rights violations, and displacement, the veneer
Mubarak’s control constructed through propaganda
cracked. The Arab Spring, described in the previous
chapter, began just one month prior in Tunisia and spread
across the Maghreb, stirring an uprising centralized in
Tahrir Square in Cairo. In less than three weeks the
protests in Egypt sparked Mubarak’s resignation and
arrest. As a highly visual and democratic form, the work of
street artists, especially images of protest, gained notoriety
during the revolution for capturing the national mood;
Ganzeer became one of the most prominent among them,
gaining international recognition after he painted the
mural Tank vs. Bread-Biker on the 6th October Bridge
during Mad Graffiti Weekend in 2011. His work in design,
street art, fine art, and graphic novels has since scrutinized
governmental corruption that oozes into other streams of
control such as the media, human rights violations, climate
change, and displacement. Ganzeer’s site-specific mural
Macabre By Design juxtaposes a toddler’s skull containing
both juvenile and adult sets of teeth with the angelic face
of his toddler. On the lintel above the doorway is a portrait
of a young Egyptian man, Khaled Saeed. His face, painted
in yellow, is obscured by a contorted contour drawing,
capturing his brutalized face after he was fatally beaten by
police in Alexandria. His brother, called to identify the
body, smuggled and posted images of Saeed’s
unrecognizable face, which became emblematic for the
resistance. Though children are born with everything they
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need to become an adult, Ganzeer asks if they are born
ready to face the inhuman violence that Saeed was

dam project. In that geopolitical context, the ecological
impact of the dam was deprioritized in favor of its

subjected to.

potential energy production and modernization of
7
independent Egypt’s economy.

The artist’s outspoken stance on Abdel Fattah Al-Sisi, who
had succeeded Mohamed Morsi as president following a
power grab in 2013, exposed him to political backlash.

Ganzeer reflected on a trip to the Aswan high dam as a
teenager. “It was so breathtaking, being on top of this

Ganzeer translates to “bicycle chain,” an alias that
represents an artist who views himself as the apparatus

huge machine. But as I’ve grown older and become more
concerned for the environment, it feels like if humanity

that propels change. Ganzeer acknowledges that artists
“are not the driving force…We are not the people pedaling,

ever had a warning sign in regards to the impending doom
of the earth, that Egypt is probably it. All this lush nature is

but we can connect ideas and by doing this we allow the
4
thing to move.” Unfortunately, this means that artists can

referenced in the ancient texts, tombs and temples, scenes
of hunting gazelles and lions – and you look at the country

also threaten a regime’s control. Three years after the start
of the revolution, Ganzeer was identified on a popular

today and it’s really devastated.” The effort to control
nature shifted the mythology of Egypt; ancient Egypt had

nightly news program, anchored at the time by Osama
Kamal, who accused him of being “a recruit of the Muslim

been defined by the Nile, a fact that dominates
historiographies of it to this day. The kingdom existed

Brotherhood,” which had been declared a terrorist
organization after Morsi’s ouster, “and demanded that the

along the river banks, benefitting from or succumbing to
annual floods that ideally brought with them fertile

government take action against him.” In Egypt, this type
of false indictment is often used to slander and arrest
artists, a circumvention of article 67 of the Egyptian
6
constitution, which protects artistic and literary creation.
It was under these threats that Ganzeer moved to the
United States in 2014. His principle was evident: any
regime that uses visual language to bolster itself, whether
it’s Egypt, Zimbabwe, Russia, or the United States, is
vulnerable to critique in the form of visual language.

sediment that provided the sustenance, along with a sense
of cultural and political identity. When these flooding
cycles ceased with the Aswan Dam, Egyptian cultural and
political identity began to shift.

5

Pushes for control of public narrative and national
resources do not just affect the lives of ordinary people,
but extend into efforts to control the environment for
monetary gain. Ganzeer describes the way the
construction of the Aswan Dam in southern Egypt in the
1960s, which changed the course of the country’s
economy, had harmful environmental effects. For example,
instead of relying on the nutrient-rich silt left behind after
the flooding of the Nile, farmers must now employ artificial
fertilizer to compensate for the decrease in arability of the
agricultural land. Trying to control nature is the work of
tyrants and the construction of the dam was both a proxy
for, and the pinnacle of, a millennia-long international
struggle over Egypt’s geography. Its ancient history was
marked by the threat of and intermittent occupations by
foreign powers, which produced the visual posturing
employed by Ramses and other rulers, and its situation at
the crossroads of Europe, Africa, and Asia found it caught
between colonial powers in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. By the postwar period, Egypt was
stuck in a cycle of nationalist and internationalist
objectives, as Nasser contended with whether to partner
with the United States or the USSR to fund and design the

Ganzeer (Egyptian, b. 1982)

8

Ganzeer’s mural for And I Must Scream layers historical and
contemporary imagery with new symbols to
recontextualize an accepted national mythology to give
voice to those dehumanized by corrupt governments. As in
the case of Rhodes, Mugabe, Mubarak, and every dictator
that has seized control, they will have to reckon with the
fact that there is a point at which a national myth just
cannot overcome reality. This is true, but, as exemplified by
the Pharaohs' Golden Parade in which twenty-two ancient
royal mummies were processed through the streets of
Cairo in spring 2021, the cycle of national mythology
9
continues.
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Steve Bandoma, Ex Commandant from Costumes, ink on paper, 2018 © Steve Bandoma. Courtesy Galerie MAGNIN-A, Paris.

Steve Bandoma, Perruche perruque from Costumes. 2018. Ink on paper. © Steve Bandoma. Courtesy Galerie MAGNIN-A,
Paris.

Steve Bandoma (Congolese, b. 1981)

War, like any political order, is a constructed thing. It’s

When Mobutu took formal control of the government in

human. No natural law commands it, and there’s nothing
about it that’s immutable or permanent. Conflict isn’t wired

1965, he renamed the country Zaire, part of a larger
authenticity initiative that included renaming cities known

into the organs or the bones, and there is a covert bigotry
to the idea that war is the only possible destiny for certain

by colonial monikers (Léopoldville, for example, became
Kinshasa), and instituted rules and programs, as diplomat

people in certain places, or to the notion that there are
societies incapable of breaking out of their own deadly

and policy analyst Kenneth Adelman states, to “stop the
3
mental alienation brought by the colonial experience.”

logic of conflict. However enormous it may seem, the
conflict in DRC is as inevitable as any other. There is

Western support for Mobutu was largely prompted by his
opposition to communism (though he was actually anti-

nothing inevitable about it.

USSR, rather than anti-communist), but largely overlooked
his government’s human rights violations and the
economic devastation and hyperinflation that occurred
while Mobutu personally accumulated wealth by exploiting
the country’s population and resources, just as his colonial
predecessors had. In 1997, a coup left Mobutu out of
power and exiled, but the country, now the Democratic
Republic of the Congo, was left deep in further civil war.
This was followed by another civil war, the Congo Second
War, which included numerous rebel militias and
international involvement. The devastation is incalculable,
predominantly due to disease, famine, displacement, and
the conscription of Kadogos, or child soldiers. It has also
left in its wake smaller, regional conflicts, and continued
environmental crises caused by mining, poaching, and
deforestation.

–Armin Rosen

1

The Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) is nearly
synonymous in the Western imagination with
governmental corruption and human rights violations
because it was constructed in this way by the West. The
history of the country contains so many compacted
traumas that it is difficult to comprehend from a distance,
much less to live through. This is what Steve Bandoma is
addressing in his body of work. While there is a long
history of empire in the region that would become the
DRC—including those of the Kongo kingdom, which began
in the fourteenth century, and the sixteenth-century Kuba
kingdom—there was an amplification of the exploitation of
human and natural resources beginning with King
Leopold’s Congo Free State regime, which lasted from
1885 until he was forced to relinquish it to the Belgian
government in 1908, when it became the Belgian Congo. It
is arguable whether conditions improved at that point, as
commercial interests were prioritized along with
missionary and state interests. In 1960, the Republic of
Congo became independent from Belgium and the period
of internal strife known as the Congo crisis began, ending
with Mobutu Sese Seko seizing control with the help of
American and Belgian forces. This was, in part, a subsidiary
process of the Cold War: in 1960 Prime Minister Patrice
Lumumba called on the Soviet Union to send
reinforcements against the rebels, although he was
captured at the end of the year and executed at Mobutu’s
2
behest in early 1961.

Steve Bandoma (Congolese, b. 1981)

This potted 150-year history of turmoil excludes the rich
artistic and cultural traditions of a deeply diverse country.
For example, the Sapeurs (or La Sape) and Catch Fétiche
have become popular icons of Congolese culture, and
Bandoma combines this brightly colored and dramatic
aesthetic lexicon with the country’s complex political
history to explore corruption, international meddling, and
the visual vernacular of power. There is a grotesqueness to
Bandoma’s drawings—a bulging, bloodshot eye here and
flesh with burns and wounds there, blurring the line
between perpetrator and victim. While some of the
monsters in this exhibition point to serious issues in a
detached, ironic way, Bandoma’s do not have that
privilege. Speaking of his series Camouflage (2020),
Bandoma describes the DRC as “this country that could be
a haven of peace for future humanity, is nothing but a
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4

vaguely disguised war-zone.” This is not the result of one
leader who held onto power and terrorized their citizens.

comprised Leopold’s stake in the industrial era, and whose
raw materials continue to propel violence today. Rich in

Journalist Armin Rosen probes more deeply than the
matter of who is in power at any given time when he

fossil energy and metal, “just feet beneath the surface of
the earth are enough minerals to keep the global

describes the ongoing conflict in the eastern DRC:
“violence isn’t a means to a higher end in DRC, but the

technology and defense industries humming,” where
mining is often undertaken to the financial advantage of

expression of a deeper social, political and historical rot.
Here, it’s possible to witness how war can become

the rebel factions. To this end, where natural resources
are not directly owned by European companies, their

systemic and normal, even in the absence of some
broader, national-level struggle — how a region can

financial benefit trickles down to militia groups rather than
citizens. While civil war ravages the eastern border, 1,000

become trapped in violent tension and mistrust.”
Bandoma addresses this rot head-on in his work, where

miles west in the capital of Kinshasa, culture thrives and
safety is no concern, but political corruption and the

European military garb, synonymous with power and
derived from the Belgian imperial legacy, is desecrated

theatrics of power prosper.

5

with a business of flies or a flock of birds replacing the
analytical center of the human body—the head. This
seeming defilement of authority is mimicked by reality: in
the northeast corner of the DRC, the epicenter of unrest,
the difference between official military, rebel factions, and
common criminals is negligible: “they all wear the same
standard-issue, dark-green military uniforms. Some have
shoulder patches depicting the Congolese flag. Others
don’t. The difference between the patch-wearers and non
6
patch-wearers is technical and meaningless.” Evoking this
chaos, Bandoma’s Ex Commandant suffers from a swarm of
blowflies consuming its head. Attracted to rotting flesh,
where the flies lay their eggs, the insects project a shadow
of wild hair. The figure’s arm crosses its body with pinky
and forefinger outstretched, mimicking a military hand
gesture, even as it is being consumed.

Flag of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Public Domain Image.

This cycle of occupation and strife is owed to the natural
ecology of the DRC, whose rubber trees and elephant ivory
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7

It is at this intersection that Bandoma’s work is situated.
Within the borders of the DRC there are more than 250
ethnic groups and 700 languages spoken. But within the
colonial borders, demonstrations of power incorporate
pan-African symbols with Western military costume and
international corporate branding. Bandoma’s drawing of a
military leader in Western uniform with gold epaulettes, a
trope of power and authority, is crowned with a perruche
perruque, a “parakeet wig.” The creature is only human in
form, with a pandemonium of parrots forming its overly
large head, one human eye bulging out from the tangle of
their wings. It is easy to imagine their wings flapping, a riot
of squawks, and the mess they leave below their perch.
The diverse ecology is disrupted in two ways: the first is
through the mining and exporting of the natural
resources; the second is importing flora and fauna that are
not indigenous to the region. There are a variety of parrots
native to central Africa, and although the scarlet macaw is
not one of them, the blue, red, and yellow of its feathers
are the colors of the DRC’s national flag, adopted in 2006
and symbolizing peace, bloodshed, and the wealth of the
country, with a star representing hope against the blue
field at upper-left. Even if Bandoma’s evocation of the DRC
flag is inadvertent, his incorporation of the
nonindigeonous parrot points to the way that globalization
upsets ecology: beautiful species have long been captured
and shipped across oceans, or upon a camel across the
desert. When a bird is not destined to a life in captivity, a
symbol of the owner’s wealth, it risks disrupting an
8
ecosystem that was not prepared for its arrival.
But the bird is a useful metaphor either way: scarlet
macaws behave similarly to their central African relative,
the grey parakeet, in that they mimic sounds. In the DRC,
government transitions are infrequent, the most recent
occurring in 2019 when Félix Tshisekedi was elected,
ending the nearly two-decade tenure of Joseph Kabila
(whose father helped overthrow Mobutu in 1997 and
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became president until his own assassination in 2001, days
before his son rose to power), each running on a platform

3.

Negritude in Zaire,” The Journal of Modern African Studies 13,
no. 1 (1975): 134. Although this is an older article, it was

of peace and prosperity and mimicking the destruction
and exploitation of their predecessor and their images of

published shortly after the movement of Authenticity or
Mobutism was formally instituted, so it is particularly useful in

power. The monsters created by Bandoma poke at this
reality: the DRC is wealthy, and the people of the DRC are

understanding the sentiments around and reaction to the shift
away from pan-Africanism and Negritude in this context.

poor. Its citizens are the byproduct of an economic and
political process that is destructive ecologically and to
human rights, to such an extreme that the land and people
of the DRC are now both mere resources, their histories

Kenneth Lee Adelman, “Recourse to Authenticity and

Adelman wrote his dissertation on religion in Zaire in 1975 and
held a variety of bureaucratic posts in the last five decades.
4.

Steve Bandoma, “Artist statement,” Sulger Buel Gallery,

and futures futilely intertwined.

accessed May 3, 2021, https://www.sulger-buel-gallery.com/
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Armin Rosen, “The Origins of War in the DRC,” The Atlantic,
June 26, 2013, https://www.theatlantic.com/international/
archive/2013/06/the-origins-of-war-in-the-drc/277131.
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Less than two months after Lumumba’s arrest in November
1960, Mobutu sent him to Katanga—a region that seceded from
the Republic of Congo twelve days after independence—where
the Belgian-backed governor there, Moise Tshombe, executed
him. Lumumba was an enemy in the region and Mobutu knew
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Rosen, “The Origins of War in the DRC.”
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A recent article by Rebecca Mead considers the history of
importing exotic species and including them in art to
demonstrate the wealth and reach of the patron. Rebecca
Mead, “Invasive Species,” New Yorker, July 5, 2021, 20-24.

this, so he knew that if he sent Lumumba there, he would not
return. See Paul Kenyon, Dictatorland: The Men Who Stole
Africa. London: Head of Zeus, 2018, 3-62.

Steve Bandoma (Congolese, b. 1981)
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Laeïla Adjovi and Loïc Hoquet, Malaïka Dotou Sankofa #1, 2016. Analog Photography. © Laeïla Adjovi/Loïc Hoquet. Lent by
the Artists.

Laeïla Adjovi and Loïc Hoquet, Malaïka Dotou Sankofa #2, 2016. Analog Photography. © Laeïla Adjovi/Loïc Hoquet. Lent by
the Artists.

Malaïka Dotou Sankofa #3, 2016. Analog Photography. © Laeïla Adjovi/Loïc Hoquet. Lent by the Artists.

Laeïla Adjovi and Loïc Hoquet, Malaïka Dotou Sankofa #4, 2016. Analog Photography. © Laeïla Adjovi/Loïc Hoquet. Lent by
the Artists.

Laeïla Adjovi and Loïc Hoquet, Malaïka Dotou Sankofa #5, 2016. Analog Photography. © Laeïla Adjovi/Loïc Hoquet. Lent by
the Artists.

Laeïla Adjovi and Loïc Hoquet, Malaïka Dotou Sankofa #6, 2016. Analog Photography. © Laeïla Adjovi/Loïc Hoquet. Lent by
the Artists.

Laeïla Adjovi (Beninese/French, b. 1982) and Loïc Hoquet (French,
b. 1985)

Wings, the physical mechanism by which birds fly, are a
symbol of freedom and an emblem for soaring high and
achieving the impossible. As inspiring as the metaphorical
associations with wings can be, it is equally devastating to
imagine a creature with clipped wings. Clipped wings
represent the figure that was born to fly, but is confined to
the ground; that could soar above, but is relegated to
walking; that could be free, but is now imprisoned. Laeïla
Adjovi and Loïc Hoquet’s embodied Africa, as expressed in
their photo series Malaïka Dotou Sankofa, exposes the
continent as one that has long been displaced by the
exploitation and expectations of Europe, America, Russia,
and China, who insist she stand on her own two feet, and
not fall into the traps of corruption, economic despair, and
disease. But these expectations hold her down: she is
squeezed into Western dress, her natural and human
resources exploited, and depicted as violent, primitive, and
outdated.
Malaïka Dotou Sankofa won the Léopold Sédar Senghor
prize at the Dak’Art Biennale in 2018. The goal of Dak’Art,
which began in 1989, was to showcase the continent’s
visual and literary arts, as an expression of Senegal’s first
president Senghor’s vision for a pan-African cultural
revolution. While this biennial has been and remains
critical to raising the profile of many contemporary artists
from Africa and the diaspora, the system also contributes
1
to a dysfunctional global art economy. Dak’Art, which has
always worked to promote contemporary artistic
production on the continent, participates in a colonial
paradigm based on the Venice Biennale and the World’s
Fairs of the nineteenth century. Just as Yinka Shonibare is
visually and intellectually playing with colonial traps and
critiquing them, Adjovi and Hoquet’s work is a prime
illustration of how the international art system continues
to view Africa though a telescopic Western lens, deepening
the contradictions Malaïka personifies.
The wings of Malaïka Dotou Sankofa seem to represent the
complexities of the African continent. The name itself is a
combination of Wolof, Swahili, Fon, and Twi, playing with
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the movement of language across the geography of the
continent and thus its shared and distinct cultural
attributes. Malaïka, Arabic for “queen,” means “angel” in
Swahili, which shares many linguistic characteristics with
Arabic. But “malaaka” also means angel in Wolof, the
lingua franca in Senegal. “Dotou,” in Fon, spoken by the
Fon in present day Benin, means “stay strong,” or
2
“determined." Sankofa, perhaps one of the most
important concepts in the Akan culture of Ghana, means
“go back and take it” in Twi. The concept is often visually
represented by a glyph of a bird that cranes its neck back,
symbolizing the need to understand the past in order to
3
plan for the future. The wings borne by Malaïka Dotou
Sankofa are a physical rendering of these meanings. They
are constructed of a patchwork of Manjak and Wax
Hollandais, fabrics that bear the weight of the complex
histories of the continent, including the colonial past, to
create something that should allow the continent to soar.
The wings point to the patchwork-style dress of the Baye
and Yaye Fall, a sufi order in Senegal.
The setting for this series is unmistakably a ruin. The walls
of the Palais de Justice, the old colonial courthouse, pale
and grubby, are smudged, pocked, and peeling. The floor
is concrete or matted carpet, the debris and grime
palpable. Light barely interrupts the gloom, and when it
does creep into the background of the frame (ominously
yellow, from behind bars) or from offscreen, its source
invisible, it rakes across the grime to reveal the hardness of
every fraying surface. To look into these rooms is to feel
that they are airless. The viewer cannot be blamed for a
visceral impulse to want to get away: nobody should be in
here. Probably nobody has been in here for years.
It is an initial contradiction, then, that these rooms are not
unpopulated. The eponymous Malaïka Dotou Sankofa,
brought to life by Senegalese dancer and choreographer
Marie Agnès Gomis in a three-piece suit with a pair of
colorful wings strapped to her back, wanders the environs.
In one image, she balances atop what seems to be a stack
of disintegrating books, her appearance human in some
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senses—hands in pockets, sleeves rolled up—and birdlike
in others; knee bent, the right foot touches the back of the
left leg, a gesture that could be a bored person’s anxious
fidgeting, or the prehensile perch of a flamingo. The wings
lend any more-than-human interpretation credence: in
other images they wrap around Malaïka’s body as she

I am being told to develop
Take off. Emerge. Grow
All without stepping out of the box
force-fed with empty concepts,

crouches on the armrest of a row of identical, institutional
high-backed wooden chairs, the cream-colored upholstery

watermelon and fried chicken

peeling away from their bases. The wings take on a
character of their own, both sprouting from a person’s

So I started a hunger strike

back but not fully of that person. They shelter Malaïka as
she broods, but if deployed to full width they would span

I hear revolution rumble

four chairs even as she fills only one.

in my empty stomach

On display, the wings spread nearly twelve feet across in

My name is Dotou.

the posture a winged creature stoops in as it accelerates
into flight. From below, each feature of manjak or Wax

This drab old suit

Hollandais is visible, spiky geometric cornflower blues or
mossy paisleys, with magenta and lemon-yellow accents.

is my sole attire

As a museum object, the wings are posed, mounted on a
wall like a trophy, where they are also spread out,
emerging from a façade. Distinct from a controlled
museum setting, however, the exposed brick wall—with
loose plaster threatening to slide off the surface, making
the damage more extensive still—and shards of material
scattered on the floor underneath it tell a story of Malaïka
Dotou Sankofa’s demise, or escape. Toward the extremes
of the wings, a few feathers tremble, their shapes blurring.
In a poem composed to accompany the photographs,
Adjovi writes,
My name is Malaïka Dotou Sankofa.
I don’t know how long I have been kept here.
I was told it was for my own good
To never try to escape
That the skies would be all gloom
Storm, squalls and night
So I stayed
But now

One uniform
impossible to refute
Fortunately, seams are bursting
I have learnt to sew
I am no longer afraid to outgrow it
and then patch up my own suit
My name is Sankofa.
In my cell
in myself
I have learnt to tame words and Letters
without ever betraying the tongue
I can read through history books' stains
and write on typewriters nested in barbed wire
From now on, no one can turn off my Lights
I will dance high on the ruins of yesterday

Freedom feels just a dream away

on the tombs of plunderers in the graveyard of their
clichés.

My name is Malaïka.

My name is Malaïka Dotou Sankofa.

I am not trying to be the center of the world
Only my own

Laeïla Adjovi (Beninese/French, b. …

The composition extends the meaning of the photos
beyond their ruinous setting by creating a sense of
futurity. Malaïka, as she wanders her “cell” in the “ruins of
yesterday,” has developed self-awareness, and
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resentment. She has claimed credit for constructing the
colorful wings, making something powerful and freeing.

The Washington Post, January 23, 2015,
[https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/in-sight/wp/2015/01/
23/the-roots-of-fashion-and-spirituality-in-senegals-islamic-

From the scraps of colonial industry, she has reconstructed
self-determination, and powered by that potentiality, she
will eventually break free.
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- WINNER,” Art Africa, 2017, [https://artafricamagazine.org/
laeila-adjovi-winner-2017]{.underline}.
3.

Emory University, 2013), 3.
Sometimes called niahaas, which translates to “patchwork” in

Nii O. Quarcoopome, “Art of the Akan,” Art Institute of Chicago
Museum Studies 23, no. 2 (1997): 141.

Ugochukwu-Smooth Nzewi, “The Dak’Art Biennial in the
Making of Contemporary African Art, 1992-Present” (PhD diss.,

2.

brotherhood-the-baye-fall]{.underline}. See also “Laeila Adjovi

4

4.

Laeïla Adjovi, “From Malaïka to Yemoja: A Reflection on
Breaking Free,” Nix Mann Lecture, Michael C. Carlos Museum,
Atlanta GA, February 6, 2022.

Wolof. See Nicole Crowder, “The roots of fashion and
spirituality in Senegal’s Islamic brotherhood, the Baye Fall,”

80

C ATA L O G U E

Fabrice Monteiro, Prophecy #2. 2013. Canson Infinity Platine Fibre Rag 310gr. © Fabrice Monteiro, Courtesy MAGNIN-A
Gallery, Paris.

Fabrice Monteiro, Prophecy #3. 2013. Canson Infinity Platine Fibre Rag 310gr. © Fabrice Monteiro, Courtesy MAGNIN-A
Gallery, Paris.

Fabrice Monteiro, Prophecy #4. 2013. Canson Infinity Platine Fibre Rag 310gr. © Fabrice Monteiro, Courtesy MAGNIN-A
Gallery, Paris.

Fabrice Monteiro, Prophecy #8. 2013. Canson Infinity Platine Fibre Rag 310gr. © Fabrice Monteiro, Courtesy MAGNIN-A
Gallery, Paris.

Fabrice Monteiro, Prophecy #11. 2013. Canson Infinity Platine Fibre Rag 310gr. © Fabrice Monteiro, Courtesy MAGNIN-A
Gallery, Paris.

Fabrice Monteiro (Belgian-Beninese, b. 1972)

This is what a human being can do to another human

slaughterhouse perched along the coast. Jinn are

being in the name of nothing else but profit. And all the
rest has been built up to justify the fact that you can use

supernatural creatures that “delight in punishing humans
for any harm done [to] them, intentionally or

other human beings like you use animals in the fields.

unintentionally, and are said to be responsible for many
diseases and all kinds of accidents; however, those human

–Fabrice Monteiro

1

In Hesiod’s Theogony, Gaea, the ancient Greek goddess of
the earth, gives life to the night sky, the ocean, the
2

woodlands, and the mountains. She birthed the gods and
“the ever immovable seat of all the immortals who possess
3
snowy Olympus peak.” She then bore children with
Ouranos, the sky, who hated these children, particularly
the Hekatonkheires with their 100 arms and 50 heads, and
the Titans, including Cronus: “For all these, who came forth
from Earth and Sky as the most terrible of their children,
were hated by their own father from the beginning. And as
soon as any of them was born, Sky put them all away out
of sight in a hiding place in Earth and did not let them
come up into the light, and he rejoiced in his evil deed. But
huge Earth groaned within, for she was constricted, and
she devised a tricky, evil stratagem. At once she created an
offspring, of gray adamant, and she fashioned a big sickle
4
and showed it to her own children.” Like Ouranos trying
to hide his children, corporations who create pollution
often try to hide their waste, but as Beninese-Belgian
photographer Fabrice Monteiro exposes in his works, that
pollution will rise up and make itself known. Indeed, the
bravest of Gaea’s children, Cronus, “took courage and
addressed his cherished mother in turn with these words:
‘Mother, I would promise and perform this deed, since I do
not care at all about our evil-named father. For he was the
5
first to devise unseemly deeds.’” Unlike Cronus, however,
with his devotion to Gaea, pollution will not remain loyal to
the company that produced it.
Monteiro and Senegalese fashion designer Doulsy, who is
behind the brand Jah Gal, weave ancient Greek mythology
together with syncretized pre- and post-Islamic and Wolof
traditions in Senegal to tell stories of its environmental
catastrophes. In Prophecy #2, a jinnī made of oily sludge
arises from Dakar’s Hann Bay, where a once-pristine
fishing village is now polluted by the waste flowing from a
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beings knowing the proper magical procedure can exploit
6
the jinn to their advantage.” Jinn do not embody typical
monstrous characteristics—they are neither good nor bad
by nature; rather, they take on the bidding of humans who
know how to manipulate them. Corporate opportunism
leads to environmental destruction. Monteiro’s
compositions expose international corporations whose
only responsibility is to make a profit and corrupt
governments who see power and money before they see
the needs of people.
This Hann Bay jinnī is constructed of a black plastic train
that floats across the surface of the water, getting tangled
in the rocks and suffocating the living ecosystem. On first
view the bay may seem relatively pristine, but study the
image long enough and it becomes apparent that the sea
monster is holding a bird’s carcass. Toxic, the monster eats
away at the wildlife that defines coastal culture, a
metaphor for how the pollution of Hann Bay has public
health, economic, and social implications beyond the
destruction of the ecosystem. Living near water polluted
with industrial waste is “strongly associated with the
incidence of respiratory, dermatological, and gastro7
intestinal problems.” Bays are naturally protected from
the circulation and volatility of the open ocean, which is
why they are perfect for fishing villages, but must also be
protected against waste that cannot be processed or
diluted because bays do not effectively drain out into
anything. This is one reason why a Senegalese bay is a
useful place to dump waste: rather than becoming an
international scandal, a toxic cesspool forms around a
place that does not have much of an international lens on
it. Add to this natural feature an influx of population
displaced from elsewhere in Senegal due to drought, a
dearth of economic opportunities, and lack of
infrastructure, all since independence in 1960, and further
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compounded by the establishment of over 100 industrial
processing plants in the ensuing half-century.
The resulting pollution in Hann Bay itself is caused by
residents who have no other place to dispose of their
waste, and the runoff from these plants, which includes
blood from slaughterhouses; oil dumped by food

11

effects…” Because the Global North is able to hide their
consumption by shipping their waste across the ocean or
through aspirational recycling, there is a disconnect that
prevents changing habits. This is what makes Monteiro’s
prophecies so powerful.
This cycle of consumption and subsequent pollution

processing plants directly into the bay; and phosphoric
acid from factories that process fertilizer. Commercial

creates a global ripple effect with further-reaching
ramifications. This series lays bare that destructive forces

fishing companies also contribute to the pollution of the
8
bay. Mbacké Seck , waterkeeper, director of the Hann

are not effectively harnessed by their creators, and the
increasingly futile attempts to control resources just

Baykeeper, and bay-adjacent Yarakh local, laments, “when
we were kids, the beach was full of fine white sand … And

replicate ad infinitum. If one continues reading Theogony
the cycle continues when Cronus is eventually deposed by

there were so many fish that when there was a big wave, it
could bring some of the fish to shore … And suddenly, we

his son, Zeus, during the battle between the Olympian
gods and the Titans, after Cronus realizes that he is

realized that it was impossible to swim in the bay … We
noticed that there weren’t as many fish. And when the

vulnerable in the same way his father was. Zeus, then, of
course, becomes his own kind of monster.

waves came in, there was just trash.” Doulsy’s fierce
monster in Prophecy #8 is formed by a tangle of discarded

NOTES

9

fishing nets and protected by a shield of a dead sea turtle,
likely suffocated by the polluted water, perhaps given to
her by her mother Gaea. This monster confronts a
commercial fishing industry that not only wipes out
indigenous wildlife, but also local livelihoods.
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2021, https://www.epa.gov/international-cooperation/cleaning-

Environmental Protection Agency, accessed September 28,

electronic-waste-e-waste.
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Nicholas Kahn (American, b. 1964) and Richard Selesnick (British, b. 1964). King of Birds from Eisbergfreistadt. 2007.
Archival pigment print.

Nicholas Kahn (American, b. 1964) and Richard Selesnick (British, b. 1964). 3 Musicians from Eisbergfreistadt. 2007.
Archival pigment print. Copyright of the artists and courtesy of Jackson Fine Art.

Nicholas Kahn (American, b. 1964) and Richard Selesnick (British, b. 1964). Kartenspiel from Eisbergfreistadt. 2006.
Archival pigment print. Copyright of the artists and courtesy of Jackson Fine Art.

Nicholas Kahn (American, b. 1964) and Richard Selesnick (British, b. 1964). Musician from Eisbergfreistadt. 2007. Archival
pigment print. Copyright of the artists and courtesy of Jackson Fine Art.

Nicholas Kahn (American, b. 1964) and Richard Selesnick (British,
b. 1964)

The calving events that set the stage for Eisbergfreistadt are
a natural part of the life of a glacier, but the question
remains, are rising temperatures and warming oceans
eating away at ice shelves more rapidly, causing a loss of
ice at a pace that will exacerbate manmade global
warming? Because calving is a regular occurrence,
glaciologists often hesitate to link the fissures to
environmental destruction. Artists Nicholas Kahn and
Richard Selesnick are far more direct, though they make
their point by constructing a complex narrative to weave
together the corporate contribution to climate change with
capitalist greed.

only part of the tale. Local officials designated the chunk of
ice “Eisbergfreistadt,” or Iceberg Free State, a site of free
trade, in the hope “that the iceberg might become an
2
offshore banking haven.” This would be accomplished via
the printing of notgeld, a valid form of emergency
currency that was produced by banks during a period of
hyperinflation in postwar Germany, which “were issued as
marks but tied to financial futures and currency
3
arbitrage.”

The story of Eisbergfreistadt begins on November 17, 1923,
when an iceberg, forced off course with unusually strong
polar easterlies and carried on the Spitsbergen current,
navigated the islands around Denmark and ran ashore at
the Port of Lübeck.

Notgeld (emergency money) Zehn Million Mark from Trier, Germany (1923),
designed by Fritz Quant after a copperplate print by Matthäus Merian.

Nicholas Kahn and Richard Selesnick, Eisbergfreistadt Gefunden, Endlich!,
eisbergfreistadt.com, © of the artists.

The cause of this phenomenon? According to the
documentation, “Some German scientists postulated that
the heat from factory smoke may have caused abnormally
1
high breakup of the arctic ice pack that year.” But this is

Nicholas Kahn (American, b. 1964) …

Perhaps the scene depicted in Kartenspiel (2006) best
showcases the intersections the event seeks to capitalize
upon: a lack of corporate oversight disrupts the
environment, which undergoes a physical change that
creates a space for a new economy, which collapses
because of capitalist greed. Did you get all that? The card
players in Kartenspiel sit on boxes and suitcases of notgeld
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7

and merchandise, intending to profit from this shocking
event. Are there holes in the story? Most definitely. But,

Lambert-Beatty explains, to experience fiction as fact. The
viewer is put in a vulnerable position: “to go away in a

does it resonate with the capitalist forces at play
throughout society? Most definitely.

strange kind of educated ignorance, their worldviews
8
subtly altered—perhaps in truthful ways—by untruths.”

Tragedies have long been sources of financial gain, an
exchange journalist Naomi Klein calls “disaster capitalism.”

The quasi-historical Eisbergfreistadt is captured in a series
of photographs, prints, and objects that force the viewer to

For example, beginning in spring 2020 the COVID-19
pandemic spurred lucrative sales in cleaning supplies and

look closely, question what they know to be true, and sit in
the uncomfortable space of climate change, a surreal

disinfectants for people to wipe down their groceries in
spite of the evidence that surfaces were unlikely sources

circumstance that is disrupting our natural world. The
“mistakes,” or ruptures, in the story and in the

for transmission. Jeff Bezos, the founder of and principal
stakeholder in the online retailer Amazon, increased his

photographs intentionally make us question reality, in the
same way that we question a news story that contradicts

wealth by 40 percent during a moment of record
unemployment because shopping from the safety of home

what we believed before, pushing us to alter our
understanding of the world. This may be among the most

was the primary site of commerce during lockdowns. In a
broader sense, these are not new revenue streams: private

unsettling feelings we are capable of experiencing; indeed,
as fake news and augmented images circulate through our

contractors often win government bids to rebuild after
natural disasters, and wealth is regularly amassed from

media, it is clear that some are not capable of rising to the
challenge of discerning fact from fiction. Artist Antoinette

the privatization of prisons, detention facilities, and
hospitals in the United States. Klein’s shock doctrine
theory examines the way in which corporate measures are
legislated in the period following a disaster in which the
4
public is disoriented.

LaFarge explains that “the fictive art project does not work
properly unless cracks of disclosure are left open for the
viewer to enter. Once the spectator does pick up on those
clues, she is forced into a relationship of play with the
work. She can be angry at the deception, or dismissive of
the thinness of the reality facade, or charmed by the fictive
elaboration (to name only three possible attitudes), but in
9
all cases she must engage with it.”

Klein cites Hurricane Katrina in 2005 as an event that is
thought of as a natural disaster, despite its most
calamitous outcomes having been caused by
governmental neglect, racism, and human failure. The
displacement of the most underserved residents of New
Orleans allowed developers to build trendy condos that
“revitalized” the cultural hub of the Louisiana Delta—at the
cost of those residents’ homes and public schools, and
5
environmental regulations. Mike Pence, then an Indiana
congressperson, led the Republican Study Committee,
which developed a list of “Pro-Free-Market Ideas for
Responding to Hurricane Katrina and High Gas Prices.”
Klein states clearly that “the so-called solutions proposed
by the group Pence headed at the time were the very
things that would inevitably exacerbate climate change
and weaken public infrastructure even further. He and his
fellow ‘free-market’ travellers were determined, it seems,
to do the very things that are guaranteed to lead to more
6
Katrinas in the future.” The Eisbergfreistadt series is being
made amid this wanton profiteering, so when thinking
about the revelers in 3 Musicians, the question that stands
out is, are these creatives looking to establish a cultural
utopia—or are these “free-market travellers” looking to
profit from disaster capitalism? To answer, Kahn &
Selesnick’s parafictional Eisbergfreistadt follows a strategy
long employed by artists who engage global trauma by
blurring fiction and reality or, as art historian Carrie
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Yet although the chaotic mood of the twenty-first century
is particularly heightened, economic systems (including
the one happening on and around this iceberg) have
always been attempts to instill some kind of order on a
messy and irrational world, to quantify things that just
inherently are not, for example, the idea of “health” via
corporate healthcare, or “justice” through for-profit
prisons. Disaster capitalism provides a system for
quantifying loss and recovery. Eisbergfreistadt, about an
attempt to establish that control and the failure to do so, is
uniquely situated within And I Must Scream, in which the art
displayed depicts the horror or the complications of
monsters running wild, beyond human control.
While the Eisbergfreistadt financial experiment ultimately
fails, the mythology around it begins to take shape, and
the cast of characters becomes increasingly complex. The
real-life German architect Bruno Taut (1880-1938),
disillusioned by the atrocities of WWI, creates a utopian
alternative to recent history, expressed in this story as the
“Crystal Chain,” based on his own design of a glass
pavilion he envisioned as a cultural center, inspired by the
crystalline structures of the iceberg. Indeed, while Taut
historically designed plenty of practical housing
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complexes, he is featured here as a dreamer, where the
glass house could have, as art historian Noam Elcott

2.

Notgeld, or emergency money, is issued by institutions other
than the central bank during a crisis to stabilize the economy.

suggests, “no purpose other than the viewing of beautiful
10
forms.” What better place to establish a utopian

German institutions issued notgeld during WWI and the
interwar periods. Khan & Selesnick’s story coincides with a

community than on an iceberg? Then again, perhaps there
are a number of better alternatives, because the revelers

moment of hyperinflation in 1922 and the mark was made
completely valueless in November 1923 and therefore notgeld

who came to celebrate “caused the berg to split into two
pieces. One of these eventually collapsed and melted,
causing considerable damage to Lübeck’s industrial zone;
the other drifted back out into the Baltic, where it was
11

swept back to the arctic by the Norwegian current.” This
incredible tale creates a narrative for the monster beyond

Khan & Selesnick. “Eisbergfreistadt Gefunden, Endlich.”

value was tied to commodities and foreign currencies.
3.

Khan & Selesnick. “Eisbergfreistadt Gefunden, Endlich.”

4.

Naomi Klein, “How power profits from disaster,” The
Guardian, July 6, 2017, [https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/
2017/jul/06/naomi-klein-how-power-profits-from-disaster]

disruption, one in which pleasure-seekers and speculators
are willing to take advantage of destructive systems

(https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2017/jul/06/naomiklein-how-power-profits-from-disaster). See also Klein, The

already in place.

Shock Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster Capitalism (London:
Picador, 2008).
5.

Klein. “How power profits from disaster.” See also Klein, The
Shock Doctrine.

6.

Klein. “How power profits from disaster.” See also Klein, The
Shock Doctrine.

7.

This is not a new strategy; many Greek tragedies create
mythical worlds, creating a space to expose real world traumas
and the failures of the real to heal from them.

8.

Carrie Lambert-Beatty, “Make-Believe: Parafiction and
Plausibility,” in OCTOBER 129 (Summer 2009): 54-55.

9.

Antoinette LaFarge, “Eisbergfreistadt: The fictive and the
sublime,” Visual Communication Quarterly 16, no. 4

10.

Noam M. Elcott, “Kaleidoscope Architecture: Sheerbart, Taut,
and the Glass House,” in Glass! Love!! Perpetual Motion!!! A
Paul Scheerbart Reader, eds. Josia McElheny and Christine
Burgin (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2014), 117.

Bruno Taut, The Glass House, 1914, Cologne Werkbund exhibition. Public
Domain.

11.

Khan & Selesnick. “Eisbergfreistadt Gefunden, Endlich.” There
is an additional note that some of the revelers were stranded
on the iceberg as it made its way back to the arctic circle,
including painter Wenzel Hablik, whose crystal-inspired work

NOTES
1.

comprises utopian land- and cityscapes. All were rescued.

Khan & Selesnick, “Eisbergfreistadt Gefunden, Endlich,”
accessed April 28, 2021, http://www.eisbergfreistadt.com.

Nicholas Kahn (American, b. 1964) …
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Amie Esslinger, Catching, Caught, Keep. Mixed media. 2022. Courtesy of the Artist. Photo: Amanda Hellman.

Amie Esslinger, Catching, Caught, Keep, Detail. Mixed media. 2022. Courtesy of the Artist. Photo: Amanda Hellman.

Amie Esslinger, Pile Up Pile On It Never Ends. Mixed media. 2022. Courtesy of the Artist. Photo: Amanda Hellman.

Amie Esslinger, Pile Up Pile On It Never Ends, Detail. Mixed media. 2022. Courtesy of the Artist. Photo: Amanda Hellman.

Amie Esslinger, Pile Up Pile On It Never Ends, Detail. Mixed media. 2022. Courtesy of the Artist. Photo: Amanda Hellman.

Amie Esslinger, Before the Hit, Left Side, 2022, mixed media. Installation photograph, Michael C. Carlos Museum, Emory
University. Photo credit: author.

Amie Esslinger, Before the Hit, Right Side, 2022, mixed media. Installation photograph, Michael C. Carlos Museum, Emory
University. Photo credit: author.

Amie Esslinger, Before the Hit, Detail. Installation photograph, Michael C. Carlos Museum, Emory University. Photo credit:
author.

Amie Esslinger, Oh my Battleground. Mixed media. 2022. Courtesy of the Artist. Photo: Amanda Hellman.

Amie Esslinger, Oh my Battleground, Detail. Mixed media. 2022. Courtesy of the Artist. Photo: Amanda Hellman.

Amie Esslinger, Oh my Battleground, Detail, 2021, Mixed media, Courtesy of the artist.

Amie Esslinger, Oh my Battleground, Detail. Mixed media. 2022. Courtesy of the Artist. Photo: Amanda Hellman.

Amie Esslinger, Oh my Battleground, Detail. Mixed media. 2022. Courtesy of the Artist. Photo: Amanda Hellman.

Amie Esslinger (American, b. 1984)

But we knew that something was wrong, that the world

Ultimately, the conversation around environmental

was wrong (catastrophically), that we were wrong
(catastrophically), that something (anything) was

destruction today cannot be examined through just one
lens—through the loss of a species’s habitat, polluted

catastrophically wrong everywhere. We were sick in a gloss
of total health, and totally healthy in a sickening world. We

water, or corporate greed—because all aspects are
interconnected, tied to our very existence. Esslinger’s

were lonely, but unable to form the bonds necessary to end
our loneliness. We were overworked, but intoxicated by our

forms, reduced to basic artistic elements, draw out these
entanglements, but she also offers a model for

own working. I thought I had become sick (in a manner),
that I was unwell (in the spirit), that I was collapsing in a fit

questioning the interrelationships of these seemingly
isolated incidents (the loss of a habitat, or a body of water

of Faustianism in a devil’s bargain world.

polluted): “I research images of diatoms, viruses, bacteria,
cells, parasites. I sift out the shapes, colors, and functions
that I find visually compelling and dramatic. To me, these
images resemble growth and carnage, endless complexity.
I use scale to enlarge these microscopic worlds, building
quixotic creatures and battlegrounds that are tethered to
2
the reality of our physical world." When you enlarge the
microscopic world it becomes intoxicating and
disorienting, a space often occupied by the sublime—the
space that makes one feel fully alive and question their
very existence.

–Anne Boyer, The Undying

1

It is often difficult to process the effects of corruption,
displacement, and human rights violations that occur in
faraway countries. In 2020, however, the culmination of
these abuses emerged in the form of a global pandemic.
We know that global man-made deforestation that
displaces animals leads to a prevalence of viruses not
previously encountered. New strains and variations of
circulating viruses are continuously being spread across
the globe, but if the factors of high transmissibility and
high mortality coexist, as we have seen with COVID-19, it
can lead to a global pandemic that brings the world to a
standstill. When environmental devastation causes an
outbreak, public health experts have protocols for
controlling the spread. Where factors such as
governmental corruption, human displacement, and the
politicization of public health are introduced, a monster is
unleashed. We understand viruses can make us sick, or
even kill us, but the virus itself is not the most monstrous
aspect of the COVID-19 pandemic. Rather, it has been the
human response to it.
This is where Amie Esslinger’s haunting biological forms
take over. Viruses infiltrate the body and use our systems
for their own benefit, which is horrifying because of how
destructive these opportunists can be, and because the
invasion happens without our knowing it, until it is too late.
This is why the pandemic we are living through at the time
of writing, in late 2021, is by its very nature monstrous.

Amie Esslinger (American, b. 1984)

The concept of the sublime enters the art historical
discourse in Edmund Burke’s 1757 treatise A Philosophical
Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and
Beautiful, in which terror serves as the basis for the
sublime: “the strongest emotion which the mind is capable
3
of feeling." The sublime is the moment you step off the
precipice but before you begin to fall; a moment in which
your fate has been decided, but before you are able to fully
understand the consequences. This can be exhilarating
and terrifying; beautiful and grotesque; limitless and
isolating; knowable and unknowable. Above all, the
sublime is a moment that cannot be undone, in which
one’s balance is destabilized. For a cell, the moment in
which it divides into two is a moment that cannot be
undone, but its effects are yet to be determined. Of course,
the sublime is about a metaphysical transformation that
moves one’s consciousness away from the plane of mere
mortality.
Esslinger examines the aesthetics of microbiology in viruslike installations in which the disease co-opts the normal
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processes of cell reproduction. Duplication is a critical
function of life: it is how an embryo develops into a fetus

ecosystem can withstand significant changes to its
environment, but there is a tipping point. Is the virus like a

and then into a baby, also how viruses make us sick, or
cancer metastasizes. These forms, which feel so familiar in

corrupt government, waiting for the right host to spread it
effectively? The sublime moment between action and

our own circulatory system and cells, transform from
beautiful and life-affirming into something that borders on

consequence is an existential one: is this a moment of
doom, or of creation? Could a tipping point that decimates

monstrous and terrifying in a large-scale installation that
envelops us. Anne Boyer writes in The Undying, “The

the world as we know it also lead us back to balance? Will
the pandemic—like the Black Death, which led to

sonogram that can find a new life in a person’s womb can
4
also find an embryonic death there." Cellular processes

reforestation and to a population reduction—result in
another mini-ice age that could offset the effects of global

are contained so neatly within our bodies that their
disruption feels invasive, even horrific. Esslinger is drawing

warming?

a version of biology that supersedes that which is actually
discoverable in the human body; likewise monsters are
something uncontrollable that have mutated away from
the human. Esslinger’s striking multimedia compositions
elicit the sense that the virus is natural and of us, and
simultaneously a creature that can take over and destroy
the human race. This makes her installation an effective
visual interpretation of the themes found in Harlan
Ellison’s “I Have No Mouth, and I Must Scream,” in which
the computer that tortures and destroys the human race
was built by humans to serve them. Esslinger’s cellular
forms spread into the corners of the gallery, threatening to
consume the space. It’s an apt illustration of how
COVID-19 has played out politically: disease may
disproportionately impact underserved communities, but it
is only a matter of time until the repercussions are
universally felt.
Esslinger’s visual metaphor echoes the difference between
a balanced ecosystem or a healthy government and a
decimated ecosystem or a rotting government. A balanced
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In the moment when we step off the precipice, but before
we begin to fall, we live fleetingly in a world of both doom
and creation. Inherent in this moment is potential. The
millions dead of COVID-19 can never be justified by the
resolution that follows. And yet the proliferation of
Esslinger’s cells across the gallery are a reminder that
terror can lead us many places; let it be toward the
sublime moment where we harbor all potentials, becoming
more than human.
NOTES
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Anne Boyer, The Undying (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux,
2019), 18-19.
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Cannupa Hanska Luger, Muscle, Bone, and Sinew. 2020. Mixed media. © Cannupa Hanska Luger. Photo credit: Ginger
Dunnill, 2021.

Cannupa Hanska Luger, Film Still, Cinematographer Lucas Mullikan. 2021. Muscle, Bone, and Sinew. 2020. Mixed media. ©
Cannupa Hanska Luger. Courtesy of the artist.

Cannupa Hanska Luger, Video still: Shadow holding shape to experience the energy of the sun (Future Ancestral Technologies
// Muscle Bone & Sinew). 2021. © Cannupa Hanska Luger. Courtesy of the artist.

Cannupa Hanska Luger (United States – Mandan, Hidatsa, Arikara,
Lakota, b. 1979)

Born on the Standing Rock Reservation, artist Cannupa
Hanska Luger makes clear that this is not the right way to
categorize where he is from: “a Reservation is a geopolitical border, but the land, the river, the plains, the
prairies, the coulis, the grasses, all of these things, they
don’t necessarily follow the geo-political border that my
people are subject to, and it wasn’t until I was much older
that I realized our relationship to place is not one of
1
possession—it does not belong to me; I belong to it.”
Luger applies this philosophy of our place on earth to artmaking. When humans try to control the natural order of
things for their own profit, the result is monstrous, but by
reorienting the monster as a creature that belongs to the
land, the artist is potentially able to transform the beast
into one that helps restore balance.
Luger’s ongoing series Future Ancestral Technologies is the
active approach to art-making that this exhibition calls into
being. The result of engaging different media—film,
sculpture, site-specific interventions—is the connection of
ideas and stories that can alter our global consciousness.
By combining features of science fiction with Indigenous
receptivity, the artist creates a new genre that includes
monstrous forms that defy a monstrous characterization, a
feature similar to Harlan Ellison’s characters. “I Have No
Mouth, and I Must Scream,” like most speculative fiction,
frames humans as protagonists. Luger’s works seem to
treat humanity as supporting characters among a whole
cast of creatures and elements. Arguably, they appear to
dispel the trope of monster as villain, looking instead
toward a more holistic future where the distinction
between human and nonhuman is blurred.
Muscle, Bone, and Sinew are the forms that cast seeds
across a scorched landscape. They are monsters of
renewal representative of what the artist describes as
“future dreaming, rooted in a continuum,” emphasizing
that we cannot understand the meaning of the work as
mere objects, in a way that reflects how land
acknowledgements as they are employed by institutions
today cannot fully encompass the multivalence of the land
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itself, which transcends objectification, or single
2
moments. Intentionally or unintentionally, Muscle, Bone,
and Sinew defies what scholar Elizabeth Freeman calls
chrononormativity, or the use of time to standardize
human activity and the “visceral pull of the past on the
3
supposedly revolutionary present.” The past and present
of Muscle, Bone, and Sinew only define their future because
of our limitations in how we understand time. Their
crocheted bodies are armored with hockey gloves and shin
guards, making them fiercely competitive, and their
sneakers keep them fast and agile. Their oversized,
faceless heads are connected with wool and felt collars or
manes. Their enormous horns may call to mind tatanka,
the Lakota word for bison, but these hybrid forms could be
here to serve the land and support the regeneration and
the healing of the earth. Muscle, Bone, and Sinew are not
interpretations or representations of Buffalo Dancers;
rather, they are what Luger calls a “future ancestral
technology.” They transcend a man-monster dichotomy,
using human craft and technology restoratively instead of
destructively.
Until resettlement by the U.S. government in the late
nineteenth century, buffalo were central to the survival of
Indigenous tribes of the North American Plains, including
the Mandan. Buffalo would migrate in herds through the
4
Missouri River Basin. The annual Buffalo Dance was about
chasing away famine and in service of creating a healthy
ecosystem. Luger’s Muscle, Bone, and Sinew can be viewed
as reducing the deprivation of the land and in service of
regenerating growth in an environment decimated by the
destructive efforts to maintain balance. Perhaps this
interpretation is best made in dialogue with Silent Spring, in
which Rachel Carson examines the imbalance brought by
humans who disrupt intricate ecosystems. One critical
“natural check is a limit on the amount of suitable habitat
for each species. Obviously then, an insect that lives on
wheat can build up its population to much higher levels on
a farm devoted to wheat than on one in which wheat is
intermingled with other crops to which the insect is not
5
adapted.” Once we begin to use the land rather than to
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live among the land, creatures that were once participants
in a system become pests. This is not to say that

future in which AI, which “can survive toxic places ruined
by our ancestors,” may actually be guided by the lessons

agriculture inevitably results in this kind of disruption, but
mono-agriculture and disruptive land management do.

of balance within the earth, rather than exploitation. The
voice informs the viewer that the etymology of “monster”

With the increasing frequency and intensity of forest fires
across the western United States, many schools in

is Latin—monstrum or monster drawn from monere, “to
warn.” As these future ancestors, given shape as

Indigenous communities are turning to land-based
learning to foster Indigenous knowledge as it relates to

therianthropic creatures, warn, “AI will develop for its own
survival.” But it is possible that they could also give agency

land management.

back to us in the present by positing, “what if it could learn
from a civilization that lives with the environment rather

6

Traditionally, Mandan Buffalo Dancers engaged in an
annual pact to call on the buffalo to return, but the
ceremony was outlawed in 1904 and remained illegal until
the passing of the American Indian Religious Freedom Act
in 1978, just one year prior to Luger’s birth. As Muscle,
Bone, and Sinew cast seed on a scorched earth, they are
sowing a potential future abundance that reflects the

8

than capitalizing on it?” This glimpse into a potential
future can help us address the most pressing issues of
today.
NOTES
1.

critical cycle that allows humans to thrive, reinforcing how
people are part of a larger cast of characters that reflect
annual cycles of life. The artist’s interpretation of this landbased action in Muscle, Bone, and Sinew creates a monster
with incredible influence. Just as the Buffalo Dance is
meant to bring the prosperity and the life force of the
buffalo back to the Mandan, Luger’s Muscle, Bone, and
Sinew were created to sow seeds to replenish and renew
across Turtle Island (North America), where a controlled
7
burn previously scorched the earth. This land-based
action for which they were created has yet to occur,
evidence that we cannot comprehend the future on the
basis of what we see today.
Muscle, Bone, and Sinew is accompanied by a video, Shadow
Holding Shape To Experience The Energy Of The Sun. In it, the
Muscle, Bone, and Sinew scan the landscape as though they
have just arrived at their destination before becoming one
through their shadows in an abandoned water tank. In a
jarring robotic voice, the narrator makes a series of
proclamations that expose a past and present of exploiting
the earth and human identity, imagining an action-based

Cannupa Hanska Luger (United States …
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Anida Yoeu Ali, The Old Cinema, The Buddhist Bug Series. (Photo taken by Vinh Dao). 2014. Archival Inkjet Print. © Studio
Revolt. Lent by the artist.

Anida Yoeu Ali, On the River, The Buddhist Bug Series (Photo taken by Masahiro Sugano). 2013. Archival Inkjet Print. ©
Studio Revolt. Lent by the artist.

Anida Yoeu Ali, Roll Call, The Buddhist Bug Series. (Photo taken by Vinh Dao). 2014. Archival Inkjet Print. © Studio Revolt.
Lent by the artist.

Anida Yoeu Ali, Oxcart Grazing, The Buddhist Bug Series (Photo taken by Vinh Dao). 2014. Archival Inkjet Print. © Studio
Revolt. Lent by the artist.

Anida Yoeu Ali, Little Mosque on the River (with Filmmaker Masahiro Sugano). 2014. HD Color Video. © Studio Revolt. Lent
by the artist.

Anida Yoeu Ali, Spiral Cyclo (with filmmaker Adele Pham). 2012. HD Color Video. © Studio Revolt. Lent by the artist.

Anida Yoeu Ali, Campus Meal #1 (with filmmaker Adele Pham). 2012. HD Color Video. © Studio Revolt. Lent by the artist.

Anida Yoeu Ali, Into the Night (with filmmaker Masahiro Sugano). 2015. HD Color Video. © Studio Revolt. Lent by the artist.

Anida Yoeu Ali (Cambodian American, b. 1974)

They make their way up the spiral staircase toward home.

efficiency. The Bug, as Ali explains “is a displaced creature

They are sure this is their home, their body perfectly
formed to the caracol, though they haven’t been there for

destined to travel and wander amidst the ‘in-between.’”
The space, which exists between who s/he is and where s/

so long. A crowd starts to form and stares at the stranger.
They are as curious as they are a curiosity. In Spiral Alley,

he is, is in fact a powerful place for encounter, habitation
3
and reinvention.” This raises the question, does the pace

The Buddhist Bug, by their very nature, stands out, blends
in, and “provokes obvious questions of belonging and

of change within our decentralized world create even
bigger chasms of the in-between? The root of the Bug’s

displacement.” The power of the Bug is their ability to
stretch up to one hundred meters of saffron polyester-

displacement is trauma, embedded deep within their
experience. The Bug often finds themselves contorted

Lycra skin, making it impossible to overlook their invasion
of personal space. But the Bug also conforms to the
landscape and architecture around them, tucked in and
unable to distinguish themselves from the environment.

within a space that exists for all immigrants, “one that is
4
caught between memory and reinvention.” The Bug
explores this sense of otherness with humor, and should
you see the Bug interact with children, there is a sense of
inquisitiveness and play. The interactions between the Bug
and those around them point to the fact that we are all
beginning to live in the “in-between.”

1

The Bug’s artist, Anida Yoeu Ali, fled Battambang,
Cambodia, with her family to escape the terror of the
Khmer Rouge. The town was predominantly Muslim and Ali
was just five years old, an age at which you hear the
whispers of your parents, the snippets on the news, and
you see the acts of destruction. You know what the words
mean, but you don’t understand their depth. Perhaps what
the Bug teaches, as they struggle to fit in as they conform
to the space they occupy, is that regardless of our age, we
can never truly understand the act of destruction,
displacement from community, or governmental
corruption.
The migration of people and communities—through
displacement or in search of opportunity—and the shifts in
cultural and national identity that go with it have been
well-documented as a scholarly discourse on globalization
has developed. Arjun Appadurai’s seminal 1996 book
Modernity at Large shifted the conversation to suggest that
from the mid-1970s (around the time Ali’s family was
exiled), a new dimension of globalization occurred in which
long-distance nationalism created new decentralized
“scapes,” which serve as the foundation for imagined
worlds or “the multiple worlds that are constituted by the
historically situated imaginations of persons and groups
2
spread around the globe.” When Appadurai was writing
twenty-five years ago, he was moved by the pace of
exchange, which has only picked up in speed and
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Anida Yoeu Ali, The Buddhist Bug. Performance at Refuge Coffee, Clarkston,
Georgia, March 26, 2022. Photo: Dave Armistead.

This in-between is not just the sense of otherness one feels
when they have emigrated to a new country and culture; it
also speaks to the otherness that can occur within one’s
country, highlighted in Cambodia by the conflict between a
Muslim minority and Buddhist majority. Ali alludes to the
enduring internal and external conflict between Buddhism
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and Islam. The saffron-colored Bug references the orange
robes worn by Buddhist monks signifying their pledge of

source for refuge while on a perpetual search for home. S/
he is both a bridge and obstacle. S/he is a creature

devotion to their order and to simplicity. Under the Khmer
Rouge, religion was suppressed and they created

belonging in this world yet appearing to be from another
7
universe.”

antireligious policies, while at the same time executing
Muslims across the country along with educators and
alleged political and ideological opponents, resulting in the
genocide of between one million and three-and-a-half
5

million Cambodians. The Bug is born of this tragedy,
swallowing conflict and despair so that in performance
6

they influence “collective healing.” After the fall of the
Khmer Rouge, Buddhism became the official Cambodian
state religion, and while the government still asserts that
they support religious freedom, 95 percent of the country
identifies as Theravada Buddhist while the approximately
2.1 percent of Muslims are the second-largest religious
group.

Anida Yoeu Ali, The Buddhist Bug. Performance at Refuge Coffee, Clarkston,
Georgia, March 26, 2022. Photo: Dave Armistead.
Anida Yoeu Ali, The Buddhist Bug. Performance at the Michael C. Carlos
Museum, Atlanta, Georgia, March 20, 2022. Photo: Dave Armistead.

Focusing on the Khmer Rouge denies the complexity of
occupation in Cambodia, which the Buddhist Bug tackles in
their own subtle way. Cambodia was integrated into the
French Indochina colony from the mid-nineteenth century
until independence in 1953. The legacy of this enterprise
was certainly far-reaching, but what remains is the shell of
culture, remnants of French colonial cuisine and
architecture. For example, in The Old Cinema, the Bug sits
in the middle of a dilapidated theater, once a chic spot
representing contemporary cosmopolitanism. The jarring
visual contrasts expose all kinds of contradictions, and Ali
insists that “the Bug is an assertion of paradoxes, a result
of a hybrid refugee experience, embodying the fluctuating
inside/outside perspective of the transnational being. S/he
longs for stillness while on a constant journey. S/he is a

Anida Yoeu Ali (Cambodian American, …

The Bug, when seen in a photograph, on film, or even in
the gallery, is only a partial art form. The Bug is activated
through performance in the community, engaging with
others—strangers. Like the winged creature Malaïka Dotou
Sankofa, the Bug has a hybrid form, a wormlike inching
creature, visually insectoid, brought to life by human
performers inside. Ali’s lived experience shows the
connection among corruption, human rights violations,
and subsequent displacement, but the resulting work of
art, unnatural in form, shows that it is possible to take
ownership over monsters, and that they can be used to
examine our humanity and create a path to heal.
NOTES
1.

Anida Yoeu Ali, The Buddhist Bug: A Creation Mythology (Kuala
Lumpur: Wei-Ling Contemporary, 2019), 5.
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2.

Arjun Appadurai, Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of

5.

Office of International Religious Freedom, 2020 Report of

Globalization (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,

International Religious Freedom: Cambodia, May 12, 2021,

1996), 33.

https://www.state.gov/reports/2020-report-on-international-

3.

Ali, The Buddhist Bug, 5.

4.

Anida Yoeu Ali, “The Buddhist Bug: My Creation Mythology,”
Visual Anthropology 31 (2018): 150. See also Ali, The Buddhist
Bug, 5.
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religious-freedom/cambodia.
6.

Ali, The Buddhist Bug, 6.

7.

Ali, “The Buddhist Bug: My Creation Mythology,” 150. See also
Ali, The Buddhist Bug, 5.
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