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Phyllis Galembo: Masquerade, a Decade at Steven Kasher Gallery Sept 10 – Oct 25

Phyllis Galembo has been photographing masked participants of ritual performances for over ten years during her travels throughout Africa and Caribbean.  Initially, these photographs were considered to be anthropological and shown at non-art museums such as the American Museum of Natural History, but her distinctive compositions have carved out a space for her in the fine arts community.  This exhibition at the Steven Kasher Gallery includes eighteen color prints, ranging from 30” x 30” to 60” x 60”.  Exploring the elements of public display and spiritual transformation within ritual practices, Galembo focuses her attention on the creative choices of materials for costumes and the expressivity of performative gestures.  She effortlessly navigates the fine line of representation by avoiding objectification or exoticization of her subjects and portraying them as elegant, transformed entities.

Flaunting vibrant colors, unflinchingly central compositions, and life-size scale, Galembo’s portraits bombastically confront her audience and seductively invite a lingering gaze.  Whether a studio backdrop or an out-of-focus outdoor setting, the flattened backgrounds provide expectant stages for the performing subjects.  While the figures show few indications of movement, the scenes feel non-posed, as if these figures are stoic, monumental representations of events larger than reality.  As if the human form is merely the vehicle for the costume, a vessel for the transformative spiritual world.  Many costumes, including body painting, only provide brief glimpses of human anatomy.  The costume becomes an active entity, while the human body plays coy games of hide-and-seek.

By choosing it as her medium, Galembo is certain to encounter the stereotypes of the documentary nature of photography.  She does not attempt to avoid these stereotypes of photography as a mode for capturing and categorizing her subjects, perhaps leading the previous labeling of her work as anthropological.  Her lack of specificity in defining her parameters of what “masquerade” entails, as well as who can be a “masquerader,” only exacerbates a negative reading of her work as a palatable overview of heathen rituals designed for a Western audience.  “Masquerade” as a practice ranges from a form of spiritual purification, as with the Ekpo, or a way to control evil forces, as with the Edo, or a political amalgamation of the Holy Week of Christianity and ancestoral traditions, as with Carnival in the Caribbean.  

Her celebration of aesthetic differences and lack of incorporation of these practices into a larger cultural setting equates rituals throughout the African diaspora without addressing the distinct historical forces which caused the rituals to take such unique forms.  Only a few photographs provide evidence that the outside world shifts and changes with time, including the red unitard in Living Well, the phone in Man with Gun and Phone, and the sneakers in Three Men with Chains.   While the gun suggests a violent reality, little else reveals the political and economic struggles plaguing many of the areas in which she photographs. Perhaps this lack of reference to the outside world strengthens her argument that “masquerade” provides a time for the participants to be transported to a new spiritual realm, separate from daily life, and therefore more pure.  However, is her focus on the surface value of masquerades, with little differentiation, simply perpetuating stereotypes of peoples of African descent as savagely spiritual?   

Of additional significance, a conspicuous omission forces us to ask: where are the women?  In all of Galembo’s photographs, no women are noticeably depicted.  While it is possible that a woman could be hidden under the elaborate masks and costumes which cover entire bodies save the eyes, male chests proudly pose in body paint and slight wisps of cloth.  Perhaps the obvious absence of the female body is a commentary on the widespread exclusion of women from the masquerading practice.  Perhaps not.  Either way, the stereotypical masculine “gaze” has been reversed. While Galembo negotiated a spot as an active participant in these rituals, her audience is given a specific role as spectator to the ritual.  Women are the inherent audience and supportive participants in masquerades, and the viewers of these photographs in turn take on the feminine role and gaze onto, capturing and relishing, the male body.  

With seductive colors and monumental poses, the masqueraders invite us to gaze upon them, but not to join them.  For they exist in a non-existent realm, a realm only present within the photograph.  A realm of spirits and conjoined costume-men.  This generalized depiction of such deeply cultural practices can be problematic, but Galembo avoids objectifying her subjects.  Although it may seem like a contradiction, not objectified but still edible, Galembo turns the “gaze” around, placing the power to consume the (certainly) male, transformed spiritual entities in the hands of a feminine audience.
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Phyllis Galembo

Okpo Masquerade, Calabar South, Nigeria, 2005
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Phyllis Galembo

Man with Gun and Phone, Jacmel, Haiti, 2004
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Phyllis Galembo

Zombi, Jacmel, Haiti, 1997
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Phyllis Galembo

Creek Town Youth Group, Ekpo Masquerade, Calabar, Nigeria, 2005
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Phyllis Galembo

Living Well, Jacmel, Haiti, 2004

Ilfochrome, printed 2008 Signed and numbered 1/3 by photographer verso

50 x 50 inches

[image: image6.jpg]



Phyllis Galembo

Three Men with Chains, Jacmel, Haiti, 2004
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