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Constructing return      
 
 Magdalyn asimakis

there can, therefore, be no simple ‘return’  
or ‘recovery’ of the ancestral past which is  
not re-experienced through the categories  
of the present: no base for creative enuncia-
tion in a simple reproduction of traditional 
forms which are not transformed by the tech-
nologies and the identities of the present.1

Last year, Curtis santiago began drawing with 
black pastel and charcoal. He marked paper  
with spare, deliberate lines and used red aerosol 
spray to render faces that seemed to radiate 
beyond their surfaces. the Ancestor drawings 
visually explore his spiritual and genealogical 
lineage with unknown predecessors. the fluid 
and gestural lines at once intimate a substantive 
presence and ambiguous movement. the move-
ment of the body that santiago represents,  
indeed, gestures to the life of the imagined  
ancestor. However, he also alludes to the insta-
bility that movement necessitates both theoreti-
cally and physically. as an artist whose past 

1 stuart Hall, “new Ethnicities” in David Morley, ed. Stuart Hall:  
Critical Dialogues in Cultural Studies (new York: routledge, 1985), 448.



disparate yet related truths – both real and imag-
ined – up against each other, refiguring the orga-
nizing principles of narrative structure.

that santiago’s drawings look to histories of 
bodily and cultural movement is complimented 
by his ongoing series of sculptural works in found 
jewelry boxes that index and facilitate physical 
movement. under the artist’s ideal circumstanc-
es, the boxes are meant to be closed and opened  
by the viewers’ hands. this activating gesture  
is more catalytic than it is performative in its 
revealing and hiding of the contained narratives. 
it mirrors methods of resistance and retreat used 
to destabilize structures and for self-preserva-
tion; ‘i must be heard’ versus ‘i will be silent.’ the 
works further explore acts of cultural movement 
in the ways they are transported: with the artist 
as he travels and without external organizational 
support. the doubled physical mobilization of  
the works – both when stationary and travelling –  
points to a deliberate instability that the artist 
creates. this results in an avoidance of static art 
object status as well as an agility that under-
mines museum practices of art movement.

the dioramas in the exhibition Constructing 
Return explore spaces of cultural transition 
through scenes of heightened tension. in Deluge 
VII – part of santiago’s greater Deluge series –  
a ship full of migrants navigates tumultuous  
waters. By contrast, 1663 John Elliot’s Algonqin 
(Native American Bible) statically depicts a room 

involves varied instances of migration, concepts 
of movement and practices of locating are built 
into santiago’s process as modes of accessing 
the past that connects to his present. Works such 
as these drawings question and collapse tempo-
ral, genealogical and spatial distance as well  
as the ways we look at and narrativize the past.

in his seminal paper New Ethnicities, stuart 
Hall argued that in order to understand and rep-
resent the black experience as the ‘diaspora 
experience’– one that is made up of a myriad of 
ethnicities – one must utilize the technologies  
of the present to access the past; there is no 
simple return to one’s ancestry without this inter-
vention. the past is not static in that it is not de-
tached from the unstable present. our ancestral 
histories are not fixed for the same reason. santi-
ago, in the Ancestor drawings and in his practice 
at large, acknowledges this necessity through a 
visual language that is thread with references to 
past artistic practices. the work Mother and Child, 
for instance, cites Bantu culture through the 
imagined mother’s hairstyle. However, santiago 
does not exclusively locate the passing down of 
culture in the visual, as articulated through the 
mother feeding her child and the intent gaze 
between them. in the context of the exhibition 
Constructing Return, this work also illustrates the 
fluidity between the Ancestor series and santia-
go’s drawings of his mother, Monica, both as her-
self and as other characters. these works place 



in an empty colonial Philadelphia home. Within 
themselves and amongst each other these works 
are charged by the politics of movement and 
power. the works’ imaginary and multilayered 
historical references are imbued with the conse-
quences of diaspora that stuart Hall describes  
as a “process of unsettling, recombination, hybrid-
ization and ‘cut-and-mix’.”2 in drawing parallels 
between global conditions and distilling the ten-
sions of in-betweeness – as in the case of Mother 
Protecting Child, a woman cradling her child while 
twisting her body to look back at an unknown 
scene – santiago locates the diasporic experience 
in unfixed space. the poignancy of this volition, 
in addition, negates the colonial rationale of  
the ‘other’ as a homogenous, fixed and entirely 
knowable being.3

2 stuart Hall, “new Ethnicities” in David Morley, ed. Stuart Hall: 
Critical Dialogues in Cultural Studies (new York: routledge,  
1985), 447.
3 Homi Bhabha, “the other Question,” in Frances Barker,  
ed., The Politics of Theory (university of Essex: Department of  
government, 1983), 23.





remediating 
Defacement 

 nomaduma rosa Masilela 

a swirl of contradiction pervades the stories that 
recount the disappearance of the sphinx’s nose. 
the 15th century historian al-Maqrizi provides  
an archaeologically plausible but still debated 
history of iconoclastic defacement, one enacted 
by a religious man in the 14th century outraged  
by local devotion to the sphinx’s believed meteo-
rological powers. Lore maintains that this act of 
vandalism was followed by years of crop failure 
and expanding desert sands. these sands are 
also often blamed for the missing nose. such 
politically neutral stories of environmental wear 
are in turn contradicted by more dramatic tales  
of British target practice and napoleonic cannon-
balls. However, archival materials show that if 
such military actions were performed, they were 
enacted on an already existent void. this void 
provides a fertile ground not only for the fabrica-
tion of disappearance myths, but also for contra-
dictory re-imaginings of the nose before its disap-
pearance. Despite archival materials that suggest 
otherwise, racially divergent imaginings of the 
shape of the sphinx’s nose reflect the racial, ideo-
logical and empiric agendas that determine aes-
thetic standards and shape historical narratives.



the highly racialized standards of beauty that 
have lead to certain defacements. His noses, 
refabricated for those who lack these organs  
of reception, confront these iconoclastic deface-
ments and the oppressive narratives and hierar-
chies that these acts enable. 

there is a certain chilling poetry in the socio- 
constitutive power of the voided nose, and it’s 
close relation to the function of olfaction in medi-
ating brain networks that effect memory and 
emotion. the void which is produced through 
such a defacement is a constitutive force in the 
formation of social and political life. and the act 
of defacement not only operates to undermine, 
but also such an act reaffirms that which it is 
attempting to erase. By refabricating the noses 
that have been effaced, santiago works to reme-
diate this defacement, to reconstitute the powers 
of reception lost, but also to suggest tangible 
possibilities of enunciation. 

the sphinx, of course, is not alone – many 
ancient greek, roman, Egyptian, and Etruscan 
sculptures are missing noses, for similarly varying 
reasons of accidental or environmental wear,  
or through iconoclastic and racialized gestures  
of disempowerment. Writer nikolai gogol’s  
absurdist story of a state bureaucrat’s missing 
nose, further outlines the social anxiety endured 
through such a loss. gogol’s protagonist, Major 
Kovalyov explains, as he frantically scours the 
city with a flattened face: “a man without a nose, 
though, is god knows what, neither fish nor fowl. 
Just something to be thrown out of the window.”1  

thus, a nose, it seems, is a most important thing; 
not only as constitutive of both historiography 
and myth, but also one that determines social 
worth, both of which can be undermined through 
its defacement.

these anecdotes of missing noses have been 
written to serve as introduction to a series of 
noses sculpted by the multimedia artist Curtis 
santiago. Fist-size and hand-sculpted from  
clay, these noses expand upon santiago’s  
research-based practice, which works to remedi-
ate traditions of cultural defacement long  
deployed in the service of silencing and disem-
powering specific narratives, bodies, and cultural 
production. santiago’s clay noses make visible 

1  gogol, nikolai. “the nose” in Diary of a Madman and Other  
Stories. trans. ronald Wilks. new York: Penguin Books, 1987.   
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1. Mumala on Veranda, 2016, tablet drawing
2. Deluge VII. Mixed media diorama in  
 reclaimed jewelry box. 6 x 4 x 4.5 inches.  
 Collection of Carla shen and Chris schott
3. stills from the artist’s film footage taken  
 in south africa.
4.  Mumala, 2016, Pastel on paper
 11 x 15”, Collection of the artist
5.  Self as Wooden Figure, 2016
 Pastel and charcoal on paper, 22 x 30”
 Collection of the artist
6.  Ghost Wst (Self Portrait), 2016
 Charcoal and watercolor on paper
 9 x 12”, Collection of the artist
7.  Mother and Child, Ancestor Drawing II and  
 Ancestor Drawing III, in Curtis santiago’s  
 studio at Pioneer Works, Brooklyn 2016
8.  Zulu Ancestor, 2016
 spray paint and charcoal on arches paper
 30 x 22 inches, Collection of the artist
9.  1663 John Elliot’s Algonquin (Native  
 American Bible), 2016, 2.625 x 2 x 2.5”
 Collection of the artist
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