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Voodoo Sacrifices At
Lady Liberiy’s Feet

By Elizabeth Hanly

[t New York City is a sacred landscape, it's
notexactly dbvious. Butin certain spiritual ra-
ditions, places and things become more than
themselves. Take the Statue of Liberty. In the
Afro-Caribbean and Alro-Brazilian communi-
ties of New York, where people practice the re-
ligions of Santeria, Candomblé and Umbanda,
many look at the hulking female form, rising
as she does ont of the sea, and see nothing less
than a giant icon of Yemanja, West African
goddess of deep waters and motherhood. It's
no surprise, then, that candles, flowers and sac-
rifices are often found around her base.

From time to time, candles also appear
mysteriously around an uptown police sta-
tion, or “Handeutf City,” as it's known in the
neighborhood. Like Lady Liberty, the station
has become a found aitar, this time to Ochosi,
god of traps (including, presumably, hand-
cuffs), and hunting (Ochosi is especially gift-
ed in “snaring” good luck). With ever
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increasing mlgmuons from the Caribbeari,

“the whole city is: becoming ‘wired:for spiri-

tual sound;” according 1o, Yale art history pro-

fessor Robert Farris Thormpson, who curated
the current show.of Yoruba‘and: Kongo al-
tars, &5 well as their New ‘World i incamations::
the altars of Santerfa; Umbando: and Paloat
the Museumi for African Art. (It runs:through'
Jan: 9)Asd1cprofessornomd,ﬂmemeblock
parties for the godsin the Bronx; the down-
town jazz club S.0.B."s offers classes in sa
cred Afro-Cuban darice; and the ancient
deities have long penetrated the avant-garde
esthetic of such artists as José Bedia and the
late Keith Haring; who have become initiates
in the Afro-Atlasitic faiths.,

Mr. Thompson origi
art in Africa but he didn’t stop there, focus-
ing instead on how those world views have
survived'in the. Amencm via: thc dxaspom

-and just causes, as’ o column’ draped:with’ |+

leopard skin covered with feathers and beads;
alongside itis what might! have! beenawed::

-ding bower of lace and doves dedicated 10
“Obatala;god of mercy and purity; and all

that stands amid a profusion of peacock

feathers, sunflowers and gold cloth mirror-

ing Ochtin, the goddess of love.
Althoughthe altarshow-has been publicly

applauded by the art' world; there'have also -

been some private doubis; Paced with the altar
to Chanigé, Obatala and Ochiin;a visiting cu-
rator.froma major U.S. museum tumed tohis
companion and muttered; “This has got-to

have been all gussied up for the museum. This

can't be the kind'of work people; make just
for themselves.”

Agl!
p]y a5 “Spirit,” ‘he dellghts most in: showmg
- how that xmngmauo ‘has: mﬂuenced main-

Allofhis work; for example; began wuh
-mambo ‘Mri 'I‘homps
“a:young squirt living in Wast Texas who
went toMexico on'a lark in 1950; got caught
inthe: mlddlcoﬂhe‘mambo raze, and.was
sweptaway: lcume home to myjob at'the
gas company-and: ‘proceeded to-blow just
 about-every ‘gent I .earned’ on mambo

actually a;masque having to:do with acti
vating sacred: mcdxcmes" Butall the hmxs
were there inithe music.” =
When he pumlad lhose hlms, 1hey led to

+cular symbols jard 'shows and '
markers with theit tires and pmwheels all over:

recatled himseifas |

records. Wha; knew then that mambo: was'

faithy”* said John'Mason,a Harlem-born Yoru-

a priest w € chy the Yoruba The-
ological Amhmxmstry, i Bmoklyn (Twoof
Mr, Mason'§altars are included in'the Muse-
um for African At shows) ‘Whenhebegan 0
¢] library o Yoruban thought
couldn’t have been more than'two feet wide.”

- son’s role'as-a: pmneer scholaron-African’

: Drums beganto; puncmate his Yale lectures.
| (Today, Mr. Thompson is quoted: almost as:
Continually: éxpanding -outward froms | i i art hi

mambo, his Rosetta stope, Mt, Thompson* |-

i itsieyclicjourney—on
of pottery found: by éncheologustsm thc Car.
y th

olina lowlands. A

the rural: South;

; bnndu ina mnmbn Mr Thompson first

heard around 40 years ago.) The fi igure that
serves as his altaricarries a veritable'rain
forest of sacred herbal:medicines in his
belly; Sarabandais regarded by Kongo

faithful-as so potent thata devotee walked

‘before him'as he entered the' muselm: spmy-
mg -cool:water-along his: path! - 5
“When 1 saw hlm shdmg into. thc museum

on:that secret river,'! said Mr. Thompson,*1
knew 1 dxdn t'have to worry. about the'show
. anymore.” In'what may be a first forany mu-

seun show, atleastin the United States, the al-:
ars are Now. quite: %ponu.mcously receiving -

.devotions: That is; many visitors-are; leaving
* smallisumg of money at their bases, s is cus-*
: -"lomary inAfro-Atlantic tadition. *The ltars

are ‘muaintaining  their own upkeep" Mr.

- Thompson said:witha grin: "You can't ex-
. pect to have an altar, areal; allm'“und for nt 10
stand'there inert.””

Notin New York, at lensL A formerstu-
ent of Mr, Thompson’s, Emory: Uniyversi-
y professor ‘David! Hilary Brown; who
“discovered"' through his doctoral workthe
altars at the Statueof L rty and.other pub-
lic'sites, s estiriat i ns of!

* thousandsof the faithful in-the. rhgtropoli-

tan-area: Mr; Mason judges:the ﬁgum tobe:
closer to a million. There are so.many,be-
lievers here that; for & time, Lincolh Hospi="
tal in the Bronx initiated a referrali system

of spiritists, Paleros (Kongo priests) and San-i

o teros (Yorubu priests) for out-panems wh

Kezth Hdrtng

ditions; as-a living nllnr tmd to undcrsmnd |
lic

verbal punning, yehicles that enabled sacmd :

traditions to survive lhmughout slnvery
«centuries:”’ “‘Converted'; Yoruba

Catholic saints who seemed somehow par-

allel to those gods: Thus thuhderous Changé:
becarmié St. Barbara, whose} persecutom were,

struck by lightning,
Secn:t Message in Black Eyed Peas ;
Usmg&lx:sa.mc logic; Mr. ’[hompson beg;.m
to see-Afro-Atlantic foods for what they were:

disguised cosmograms of spirit. He:describes
the black-eyed| peas brought

them, but had no idea—and most still don't—
that they, embodied secret writings
“Africa hns agenius fo mean
This:

15Hips fromithe |
motherland as *natural‘ideographs-of mystic™

‘ “continuity:the word éwa, bluckfyed peas,is
apun onewa orwa, the essence of existence.” -
Whites:tasted these foods and’learmed tolove -

¢

the Bible, We're going (0 see
‘what do youl know?”"

ison asthe pursues his next, pm]ccts He

dilemmas-seemed more %pmtual’ than
psychologlcal

‘Goodbye, Post “Modernism

Museum directer Susan chcl has’ smd.
“What'f would love; would be if every non-!

" ‘believer saw 2 believer at the showand vice

versa," and she has been getting her wish. Just
aboutany.time one visits Mr. Thompson's ex-
Hibition; chances are that somebody will be:
there dressed all'in white. (Santerfa tradition
asks:its followers to wear white for one year
‘after initiation,) *I'd Jove for cach person's ex-

‘pu'lenoembctempaedbylheom”wdm

Vogel. “Thisis, afterall; the major tension of

ithe show: where the boundary is, if indeed
| thereis a beund.ary between arf and rehgxon"
dressed up:their gods in the clothes of (he i

Atone point in the show's 300-puge color
catalogue; Mr. Thompson: writes, Goodbya
post=-modemism, hello spirit.”’

“These ‘altars are a declnmuon _of.war on
fashion, " he explained. “First there was struc-
turalism. Then: there was post-structuralism.

‘There was post-modernism. Thénwhat? Post-

post-modernism?. After a while, vertigo sets

‘in. For, such:a-long time:art hag beeru_: pack
-of fashionable cards,” Spml, he:sai
‘ferent. Spirit is forever."

difs,

With the Afro-Atlantic u:hg;ons clmmmg

| ‘more,and more.practitioners, he;predicted,

“We!re gaing to,see more-and more artists:

“like Ciban José Bedia"—currently representegt;

by:the Frumkin- Adam-;-Gnllcry hehas an

don’t ask about training; stylcbuh ‘thel'.

“That ion is
work on a'study of the wofnen painiters of the' -
Pygmies, as well as an introduction to the di-
aries of Haring, (As Mr. Thompson putsiit,;
Just as for me ‘everything else came froni”
what Tlearned at.the Palladium, so it was for
Keith at the Parad:se Gamgc a blnck dance

hall in SoHo."y’

s\ble “he saxd thus

by pricsts and puestesses,.f
or "nctivated” them: Perhaps the mos
~ase-is that of an altar to Sarabanda;

Tha:sanuldmambomxdmlh:wal]
ofithe rooms Mr. Thompson ‘uses as Master

| (in.charge of culural affairs) of Timothy.
DwtgthoUegeal Yale. It's from the 1950's,

when the possibility of nuclear war seemed
veryreal indeed. ‘Take all those headlines.””

ol advises the mambo, “‘and make yourself a shart
| out of them.”

*Talk about cuumg fear ds»m o size”
Mumbo Mr. Thompspa said. *is i kind cﬂ
massive psychoanalytic act; ali bt sass”
So are the traditional faiths from which it

~springs.-To look at his show is to leam that

“Mambo and Afro-Atlantic faiths are all'about
getting up and getting on with'it,” Mr. Thomp-
son said. “How much is that worth? Surely



