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Abstract

This thesis examines the work of Afro-Puerto Rican artist Nitza Tufifio through Yoruba
iconography, diasporic memory, and gendered Nuyorican identity. Grounded within the cultural
and political context of the Nuyorican Movement of the 1960s and 1970s and, this study argues
that Tufifo’s visual practice reframes suppressed African spiritual symbols through a
woman-centered perspective, positioning Black femininity and spiritual labor as sites of
resistance to colonial erasure and racial marginalization. Drawing upon Yoruba-derived
cosmologies, Santeria, and processes of visual syncretism, Tufifio integrates African, Indigenous
Taino, and Caribbean traditions to articulate a gendered visual language rooted in care, ritual, and

collective memory.

Using close visual analysis, archival research, and postcolonial and iconographic
methodologies, this thesis examines Tufifio’s engagement with printmaking and public art as
extensions of Yoruba concepts of ritual repetition, reproduction, and communal labor, processes
historically associated with women’s cultural knowledge. Her practice challenges dominant
narratives in Puerto Rican art history that privilege Spanish colonial heritage and male-centered
artistic canons while marginalizing Afro-diasporic and feminine modes of visual expression. By
situating Tufifio’s work within institutions such as El Museo del Barrio and Taller Boricua, this
study positions her as a critical yet underexamined figure in Afro-Latinx visual culture.
Ultimately, this thesis demonstrates how Yoruba iconography operates as a gendered visual
system through which Black womanhood, spirituality, and diasporic identity are actively

reclaimed and reimagined within the Nuyorican experience.
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Chapter One: Introduction

Afro-Puerto Rican artist Nitza Tufifio (b. 1949) occupies a critical yet understudied
position within Nuyorican visual culture, where her work enacts a gendered process of visual
syncretism' rooted in Afro-Caribbean spiritual traditions. The term “Nuyorican” has historically
occupied an unstable and contested position. Initially deployed as a pejorative to mark Puerto
Ricans born or raised in New York as culturally inauthentic or estranged from the island, it was
later reclaimed as a declaration of diasporic specificity and cultural agency. To identify as
Nuyorican was therefore not merely to indicate geography, but to inhabit a subject position
structured by migration, racialization, bilingualism, and urban marginality. As Tai B.
Caragol-Barreto argues, the cultural production of Puerto Ricans in New York emerged from a
condition of social displacement in which subjects were suspended between the remembered past
of Puerto Rico and the racialized realities of life in the United States.” This condition produced a
fractured yet generative sense of belonging: Puerto Ricans in New York were often positioned as
outsiders within the United States while simultaneously regarded by some on the island as
insufficiently Puerto Rican. The Nuyorican Movement arose from this unresolved doubleness,
compelling artists and writers to reconstruct identity across fractured geographies, languages,
and histories.

Through her sustained use of Yoruba-derived iconography Tufifio reclaims spiritual
symbols historically suppressed by colonial and Eurocentric frameworks, repositioning them

within a visual language shaped by Black womanhood and Nuyorican experience. In works such

! In this thesis, syncretism is understood not merely as the blending of cultural forms, but as a dynamic process of
reinterpretation shaped by diasporic identity, historical displacement, and the negotiation of cultural meaning.
Charles Stewart and Rosalind Shaw, eds., Syncretism/Anti-Syncretism: The Politics of Religious Synthesis (London:
Routledge, 1994), 5-6.

2 Tai B. Caragol-Barreto, “Aesthetics of Exile: The Construction of Nuyorican Identity in the Art of El Taller
Boricua,” Centro Journal 17, no. 2 (2005): 8,

https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true& AuthType=sso&db=asn& AN=19964626&site=eds-live.



as The Protection Dolls series (2024), a monoprint (Fig. 1) and Juanita Rodriguez (2023), a
woodcut relief print (Fig. 2), Tufifio mobilizes Yoruba cosmologies to center Black female
figures as sites of spiritual authority, ancestral memory, and cultural resistance.

In The Protection Dolls series, we observe a series of three images each featuring the
same subject albeit presented in different colors. The composition is flattened and frontal, with
the two subjects, facing directly at the viewer. There is no perception of depth in the background
with the saturated color choice of the artist. The flat ground removes any kind of spatial context,
giving the impression that the figures are contained within the space. The larger of the two
figures is assumed to be a mother figure, with the smaller being a child. The scaling alludes to
matriarchal hierarchy, along with the slightly angled composition of the maternal figure
protecting the smaller figure. The maternal figure stretches her arm signifying this, and also
alludes to spiritual guardianship. The contrast between the bright chromatic color choices is what
is most striking when observing this piece. The black skin is not modeled or highly defined,
outside of the facial features that we immediately see. Tufifio’s use of a monoprint operates in a
unique space, in which both printing and painting are combined. This gives the composition a
graphic, flattened appearance to the figures and is unconventional. This choice is representative
of resisting typical Western artistic portraiture conventions and gives the impression of graphic
art, in addition to symbolically visualizing the hybridity of Puerto Rican identity. The bright blue
on the maternal figure is structured with square, patchwork-like shapes, while the child’s pink
garments are designed with small fish symbols and cowrie shells. Tufifio repeats the same
geometric elements on the blue garment on the headwear of the maternal figure, signaling an
intentional connection between the design choices. When observing the facial features, we see

minimal details. Thin pink lips, asymmetrical small almond shaped eyes, and simplified noses



which make the composition feel less like a portrait, but rather a visual representation. Tufifio
also incorporates earrings that are lightning bolt shaped, adding a moment of angularity to the
painting which would otherwise not exist due to the curved nature of her use of lines. These
figures operate within a feminine framework grounded in care, protection, and embodied
spirituality, emphasizing the role of Black women as agents of cultural transmission within

postcolonial and diasporic contexts.

When compared to Juanita Rodriguez by Tufifio, we encounter a markedly different
approach to visualizing Nuyorican identity and Yoruba-derived iconology. Rendered in
black-and-white on Fabriano paper, the work emphasizes the interplay of line, form, and tonal
contrast rather than color. The composition centers a female figure prominently, establishing an
immediate focal point. Surrounding her are additional female and child figures, along with
stylized flora commonly associated with Nuyorican visual language and design. As a woodcut
relief print, the image relies on bold black-and-white contrasts that heighten the visual impact of
the central female figure and reinforce the graphic quality often associated with Nuyorican print
culture. The stark contrast and emphasis on line create a sense of monumentality, allowing the
figure of Juanita Rodriguez to function not only as an individual subject but potentially as a
symbolic maternal or ancestral presence. Juanita Rodriguez appears in other works by Tufifio,
suggesting that the subject may represent either a specific individual within the artist’s personal

circle, perhaps a grandmother figure, or a recurring symbolic figure within her visual vocabulary.

Rendered through printmaking techniques associated with collective production and
accessibility, Tufifio’s works merge African diasporic symbolism with Caribbean and Latin
American visual traditions, producing a distinctly Afro-diasporic Nuyorican visuality. In The

Protection Dolls and Juanita Rodirguez are active sites through which Afro—Puerto Rican and



Nuyorican subjectivities are constructed, negotiated, and made visible. Each selected work by
Tufifio operates as a visual articulation of the theoretical frameworks outlined in the preceding
literature, translating concepts such as syncretism, diasporic identity, and Afro-Caribbean
spirituality into material and iconographic form. Through her use of Yoruba-derived symbols,
Indigenous Taino references, and community-centered imagery, Tufifio’s compositions function
as layered visual texts in which multiple cultural histories coexist and interact. These works
make legible the processes of cultural retention and transformation that define diasporic
experience, particularly within the Nuyorican context. Rather than presenting identity as fixed or
singular, the artworks instead reveal it to be fluid, relational, and continuously negotiated across
time and space. Moreover, Tufifio’s engagement with printmaking as a medium reinforces the
political and communal dimensions of her practice. By working within a tradition historically
tied to activism and accessibility, her prints extend beyond aesthetic objects to become vehicles
for cultural affirmation and resistance. In this way, the selected artworks do not simply reflect the
themes of this study, they actively produce meaning, offering critical insight into how

Afro—Puerto Rican identity is visually constructed and sustained.

Through this syncretic process, Tufifio asserts Black femininity not as a marginal
presence within latinidad, but as a foundational force through which Nuyorican identity, memory,
and resistance are visually articulated. In this thesis, femininity is understood not as a fixed
biological category but as a culturally constructed set of social roles and symbolic associations
connected to care, protection, and spiritual labor. The concept of gender-fluidity, drawn from
Yoruba cosmology and Afro-diasporic spiritual traditions, refers to the capacity of spiritual
figures and symbolic systems to move between masculine and feminine attributes rather than

remaining confined within Western binary categories. Rather than existing in opposition,



femininity and gender-fluidity operate together within Tufifio’s work. Her female figures embody
traditionally feminine roles of protection and care while simultaneously invoking Yoruba

cosmological systems in which divine forces transcend fixed gender binaries.

Growing up, my mother often spoke about her grandfather, sharing memories of a man
she never knew only through stories shared to her by her mother. Hearing these stories of my
grandmother’s childhood in Puerto Rico, growing up on a coffee farm with her brother, I could
picture it as if I were there. Playing with pigs, running barefoot, the sounds of coqui floating in
the air. As a little girl, I envisioned this magical childhood growing up far away from New
England storms, honking cars, and crammed apartment buildings, always wondering about that
grandfather my mom spoke of. My grandmother never spoke of her father, only of her mother
who was known as the local medicine woman, and rumored by family members as having
practiced Santeria. These gaps in my family’s history are not unique; they reflect a broader
pattern experienced by many Puerto Ricans. The far-reaching effects of colonialism, beginning
with Spain’s violent colonization of the island, play a significant role in this erasure. The caste
system established under Spanish rule and later reinforced by the United States fostered a
cultural hierarchy in which African heritage was stigmatized, Taino identity was selectively
embraced, and Whiteness was positioned as the most desirable form of identification, as
explored by Isar Godreau later in this thesis. It wasn’t until one day as a teenager, where my
mother shared that she saw a picture one time of her grandfather, a picture that no longer exists.
Hearing the description used by my mother through racialized language — emphasizing his dark
skin and tightly coiled hair — was deeply unsettling, prompting a reckoning with how Blackness
has been acknowledged, distanced, and remembered within my own family. Never once has race

been brought up within my family up until that point, and it was if [ had opened a door to a past



that wanted to be forgotten. Confronting this familial history prompted questions central to this
study: how is Blackness remembered, visualized, and reclaimed, and what happens when
suppressed African diasporic histories resurface through art? It is within this space, between
memory and erasure, personal inheritance and collective history, that the work of artist Nitza

Tufino becomes especially significant.

Puerto Rican art history has long been framed through narratives that give preference to
Spanish colonial heritage while marginalizing or obscuring the island’s African and Indigenous
roots. Within dominant scholarship, African-derived visual traditions, particularly those rooted in
Yoruba religion and spirituality, are often sidelined or considered symbolic rather than as
foundational cultural forces. This imbalance reflects broader colonial and racial hierarchies that
have shaped how Puerto Rican identity has been constructed, visualized, and historicized. As a
result, Afro-Puerto Rican artistic production, especially by women artists, remains
underexamined within art historical discourse, despite its central role in articulating cultural
memory, resistance, and diasporic identity. In 1898, following the Spanish—American War, Spain
ceded control of Puerto Rico and the Philippines to the United States. During the early period of
U.S. colonization, Puerto Rico underwent significant political and social transformation. The
shift from Spanish colonial rule to U.S. governance introduced new legislative policies,
administrative reforms, and debates surrounding the island’s political status and capacity for
self-government. In 1917, Puerto Ricans were granted U.S. citizenship through the
Jones—Shafroth Act, marking a pivotal moment in the reconfiguration of Puerto Rican identity.
Although colonial dynamics had shaped Puerto Rican society for centuries, the twentieth century

ushered in a new era in which migration and diaspora profoundly transformed cultural identity.



10

The forced migration of enslaved Africans to Puerto Rico, and the subsequent
development of Afro-Caribbean religious practices such as Santeria, embedded Yoruba
cosmology, iconography, and aesthetics deeply within Puerto Rican cultural life. These traditions
persisted and evolved through processes of syncretism, blending African orishas with Catholic
saints and Indigenous Taino belief systems. Within this context, Afro-Puerto Rican artist Nitza
Tufino emerges as a critical yet understudied figure whose work engages Yoruba iconography
and Afro-diasporic visual systems as a means of reclaiming suppressed African spiritual symbols
and female representation. A founding member of both El Museo del Barrio and Taller Boricua,
Tufifno has consistently articulated a practice rooted in arte comprometido, or “art with a
purpose,” emphasizing community engagement, public accessibility, and cultural affirmation.’
Within this broader movement culture, visual art assumed a particularly important role because it
offered a public and accessible means of circulating identity. Murals, posters, prints, banners, and
community exhibitions could reach audiences beyond elite art spaces, embedding political and
cultural messages directly within the urban environments Puerto Rican communities inhabited.
As Diogenes Ballester explains, “Puerto Rican artists began to develop an aesthetic that
addressed the values of their community while also adapting to the avant garde currents of the
City.”* This emphasis on accessibility distinguished much Nuyorican visual production from
more conventional art historical models centered on the singular masterpiece or the isolated
studio artist. Public art installations throughout Spanish Harlem- including murals, mosaics, and
sculptures- demonstrate how art functioned not only as aesthetic expression but also as a

collective and pedagogical force within neighborhood life. In this context, visual art became a

3 Felice Caivano, Press Release for Nitza Tufifio Exhibition (Trinity College, Hartford, Connecticut), September
19—October 24, 2001, documents, Nitza Tufifio: Thirty Years in Public Art (Hartford, CT: Trinity College, 2001),
accessed via Trinity College Digital Repository, JSTOR Community Collections,
https://jstor.org/stable/community.39919879

* Ballester, “Aesthetic Development of Puerto Rican Visual Arts in New York as Part of the Diaspora,” 28.



https://jstor.org/stable/community.39919879
https://jstor.org/stable/community.39919879
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means of asserting the legitimacy of Puerto Rican and Afro-diasporic cultural identity within the
city’s public sphere. Nitza Tufifio’s mosaic installation at the 103rd Street subway station offers a
compelling example of this approach, using public art to affirm social and cultural identity in

New York.

Drawing upon Caribbean and Latin American visual traditions alongside printmaking
methodologies grounded in collective production, her work reflects diasporic modes of
knowledge transmission shaped by Yoruba-derived cosmologies. Through the translation of
print-based designs into large-scale public artworks, Tufifio uses reproducibility, ritual labor, and
symbolic continuity as strategies of resistance against colonial erasure. Tufifio’s engagement
with Afro-Caribbean symbolism was not only visual but also intellectual, as evidenced in her
correspondence with master printmaker Lorenzo Homar, which reveals her active participation in
debates surrounding cultural identity, artistic responsibility, and Puerto Rican visual language
during the Nuyorican era.’ This thesis argues Tufifio’s use of Yoruba iconography reflects a
gendered process of visual syncretism rooted in colonial Latin American artistic traditions,
reframing suppressed Afro-Caribbean spiritual symbols into markers of Nuyorican identity,
memory, and resistance through a Nuyorican woman'’s perspective. Her visual language draws
upon the spiritual, aesthetic, and gender-fluid dimensions of Yoruba cosmology to articulate a
Nuyorican identity shaped by race, gender, colonial history, and migration, resisting reductive
notions of Puerto Rican identity by foregrounding Blackness, femininity, and spirituality as

dynamic and interconnected forces rather than marginal or contradictory elements.

> Nitza Tufifio, letter to Lorenzo Homar, March 16, 1977, private archives of Laura and Susan Homar Dimm, San
Juan, Puerto Rico; courtesy of Nitza Tufifio, South Orange, NJ.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review

This literature review is organized into four interrelated areas of scholarship that together
frame the intellectual and historical context of this study. While each section engages a distinct
body of literature, they collectively map the interdisciplinary terrain through which Afro—Puerto
Rican, Nuyorican, and Afro-diasporic visual culture has been theorized, historicized, and
interpreted. The first section examines the current state of Puerto Rican and, more specifically,
Nuyorican art historical scholarship. As a rapidly expanding field, recent studies and exhibitions
have begun to challenge earlier Eurocentric frameworks that privileged Spanish colonial
narratives while marginalizing African and Indigenous contributions. By foregrounding key texts
this section highlights both the growth of the field and its shifting priorities, particularly the
increasing attention to diasporic identity, migration, and cultural hybridity. The second section
turns to theoretical frameworks surrounding race, identity, and representation in contemporary
art, with a particular focus on Afro-Caribbean and Afro—Puerto Rican identity. Drawing on
scholarship in postcolonial studies, Black feminist theory, and Afro-diasporic studies, this section
establishes the conceptual foundation for analyzing how race, gender, and spirituality intersect
within visual culture. Here, concepts such as syncretism, diasporic identity formation, and “triple
consciousness” are explored as critical tools for understanding the cultural and political
dimensions of artistic production. The third section focuses specifically on the scholarship
surrounding Afro—Puerto Rican artist Nitza Tufifio. It surveys key texts, exhibitions, and critical
interpretations of her work, assessing how she has been positioned within Puerto Rican and
Nuyorican art histories. While Tufifio is recognized as a foundational figure—particularly
through her involvement with institutions such as El Museo del Barrio (a Latinx cultural museum

in New York) and Taller Boricua (a Puerto Rican artist collective and printmaking



workshop)—this section also identifies the relative gaps in sustained scholarly attention to her
practice, especially in relation to Yoruba-derived iconography, gender, and Afro-diasporic
spirituality. Tracing its lineage from nineteenth-century European political print culture to its
adoption within the Chicano, Black Power, and feminist movements in the United States, this
section underscores printmaking’s significance as a tool of resistance, accessibility, and
collective production. Within this context, the work of Taller Boricua is examined as a critical
site in which these histories converge, and through which Tufifio’s practice can be more fully
understood. Taken together, these four areas of scholarship provide the foundation for this
study’s central argument: that Tufifio’s use of Yoruba iconography operates within a broader
diasporic, gendered, and politically engaged visual tradition that both draws from and expands

existing frameworks in Puerto Rican and Afro-diasporic art history.

Much of the scholarship on Puerto Rican art has historically emphasized the island’s
cultural and historical ties to Spain, often placing European influence at the center of analysis
while giving comparatively less attention to the violence through which colonial society was
established. As the colonial power responsible for the subjugation of the Taino population and

the forced enslavement of an estimated 30,000 Africans from West and Central Africa, Spain

played a central role in structuring the social, political, and cultural foundations of Puerto Rico.

European contact began in 1493 with Christopher Columbus’s arrival, and Spanish rule was
further institutionalized under Juan Ponce de Ledn in 1509. In the process, the island’s original
Taino name, Borikén, was replaced, a change that reflected the broader colonial project of
erasure and domination. As Milagros Denis-Rosario notes, colonial governance relied on

evolving legal mechanisms that were “used to control certain population sectors such as poor

13
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farmers, women, and black slaves and freedmen.”® These mechanisms were further reinforced
through the political authority exercised by the Catholic Church over the island and its residents.
The caste system imposed by the colonial government divided the population according to race
and social class and shaped nearly every aspect of life on the island. This hierarchy generally
placed Spaniards at the top, followed by Creoles, poor whites, free people of color, Taino people,
and, at the bottom, enslaved Africans. Denis-Rosario further argues that the conditions
experienced by women within this patriarchal society were shaped by caste position, as forms of
subjugation, exposure to harassment, and access to economic opportunity differed across racial

and social categories during the colonial era.

Scholarship on Puerto Rican art has often marginalized African and Indigenous Taino
traditions, minimizing the richness and complexity of the cultural influences that have shaped
Puerto Rican visual culture. The Yoruba people, a West African ethnic group originating in
present-day Benin, Nigeria, and Togo, have been identified as a significant cultural influence in
Puerto Rico, particularly in religious and spiritual practices as well as in visual traditions related
to figuration and facial representation. The emergence of Afro—Puerto Rican art as a defined
cultural movement is inseparable from the mid-twentieth-century migration that reshaped the
social and cultural landscape of U.S. cities such as New York, Chicago, and Newark. As Puerto
Rican communities transformed formerly European immigrant neighborhoods into diasporic
barrios, new forms of cultural expression emerged that challenged dominant narratives of
American identity. Beginning in the 1940s, more than 20,000 Puerto Ricans migrated from the
island to the mainland United States through programs such as the Contract Farm Worker

Program and in response to mounting colonial and economic pressures. Regina Bernard-Carrefio

% Denis-Rosario Milagros, “The Perpetual Colony: Historical Memory and Inequalities in Puerto Rican Society,” in
Postcolonial Archipelagos: Comparing the Legacies of Spanish Colonialism in Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the
Philippines, ed. Hans-Jiirgen Burchardt and Johanna Leinius (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2022), 204.
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details these migration patterns in Puerto Ricans in New York, situating them within broader
structures of labor demand, displacement, and colonial governance. Bernard-Carrefio analyzes
the historical and cultural experiences of Puerto Rican communities in New York City,
emphasizing the intersections of migration, identity formation, and structural inequality. She
further argues that Nuyorican identity developed through the combined pressures of colonial
history, economic displacement, and racialization in the United States, placing Puerto Ricans in a
complex position between Black and Latino identities.The long-term effects of poverty also
shaped the lives of Puerto Rican women in New York City, who were frequently represented in
dominant media and cultural discourse through racist and misogynistic stereotypes, including
depictions of them as "promiscuous whores who led their men to becoming lazy, ignorant,
abusive, poor, drunk, and lazy”.” Bernard-Carrefio also underscores the role of cultural
production, community formation, and political activism in resisting marginalization and
articulating a distinct diasporic identity. A related argument appears from Edgardo Meléndez,
author of Sponsored Migration: The State and Puerto Rican Postwar Migration to the United
States. Meléndez argues that the extension of U.S. citizenship to Puerto Ricans altered their legal
status without resolving their political subordination, functioning instead as a mechanism for
managing Puerto Rico’s economic and social instability under colonial rule. In particular, the
United States government was selective in determining which Puerto Ricans were permitted or
encouraged to migrate to the mainland, often favoring younger, single, and skilled men. In some

regions, especially in the South, access to settlement was further shaped by racialized standards

7 Regma Bernard Carreio, “Puertoricans in New York,” Counterpoints 366 (2010): 61-75,

. 64. Cited from Oscar Lewis in “La Vida: A Puerto Rican Family in the
Culture of Poverty-San Juan and New York” (1966). Bernard-Carrefio shares that this work is often cited by
anthropologists and sociology, even though it carries significant racial and gendered stereotypes.


http://www.jstor.org/stable/42981349
http://www.jstor.org/stable/42981349
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in which Puerto Ricans who could be identified as white were more readily accepted.® This
history is crucial for understanding how Puerto Rican identity was rearticulated not only on the
island, but also through diaspora, particularly in urban centers such as New York. In 1952, the
establishment of the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico marked a new political era, one that
coincided with increasing migration to the mainland United States and the growing formation of
a Nuyorican identity. Puerto Rico’s political status remained deeply connected to the cultural and
social conditions through which its people understood identity, belonging, and

self-representation, both on the island and across the diaspora.

The Nuyorican Movement of the 1960s and 1970s should be understood not simply as a
period of cultural flourishing, but as a critical response to displacement, racialization, and
systemic marginalization. Bernard-Carrefio notes that activism surrounding education and
broader social issues intensified in the 1970s, contributing to the implementation of bilingual
education within the New York City public school system. This marked a significant shift, as
“English Only” instruction was prohibited and Puerto Rican children growing up in 1970s New
York were no longer subjected to the same institutional pressures of forced linguistic and cultural
assimilation. These developments illustrate the extent to which New York City functioned, and
continues to function, as a central site of Puerto Rican political and cultural struggle. Such
moments have also been reflected in visual culture through representations of identity, resistance,
and reclamation. Like the Harlem Renaissance before it, the Nuyorican Movement mobilized
artistic production as a means of asserting visibility, agency, and self-definition within a hostile
sociopolitical context. Like the Harlem Renaissance before it, the Nuyorican Movement

mobilized artistic production as a means of asserting visibility, agency, and self-definition within

8 Edgardo Meléndez, Sponsored Migration: The State and Puerto Rican Postwar Migration to the United States
(Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 2017), 25-48.
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a hostile sociopolitical context. This broader cultural and political framework is essential for
understanding how Puerto Rican artists engaged questions of race, identity, and representation,

particularly in relation to the visual construction of Blackness.

Another important contribution to this scholarship is the work of Hilda Lloréns and Rosa
E. Carrasquillo. In their essay, they examine two sculptures by David Aponte installed in Caguas,
Puerto Rico as part of a larger exhibition Ritmo. Lloréns and Carrasquillo argue that Puerto
Rican visual representations of Blackness have historically positioned Blackness as passive,
foreign, and primitive. In contrast, they contend that works produced by Black or Afro—Puerto
Rican artists often articulate Blackness through frameworks of agency, modernity, and resistance.
Rather than reproducing primitivist visual conventions, these artists depict Black bodies as
modern, self-possessed, and resistant. Notably, the essay makes repeated use of the term criollo
(or Creole) to describe Puerto Rican identity, a framework that did not appear as explicitly in the
other sources considered in this review. They conclude that the sculptures reproduce
long-standing stereotypes of Africans and Blackness, thereby illustrating Puerto Rico’s
enduringly fraught relationship to race. Ultimately, Lloréns and Carrasquillo argue that, despite
the sculptures’ contemporary aesthetic, colonial and racial logics continue to structure the visual
language of state-sanctioned art. Attending to the differences in racial identity formation between
island Puerto Ricans and Puerto Ricans living on the U.S. mainland-particularly during and after
the Nuyorican Movement-helps clarify the ideological frameworks that informed artistic
production during this period and shaped the visual representation of Afro-Puerto Rican identity.
Extending the discussion of Puerto Rican visual representations of Blackness beyond the

Nuyorican Movement, scholars have also examined how Afro-Puerto Rican artists incorporate
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Yoruba cultural practices to explore identity, resistance, and the continuity of African diasporic

traditions.

Much scholarship on Yoruba influence in the Caribbean has emphasized Cuba,
particularly in relation to music and religious practice. Afro-Caribbean Connections by
Marina Reyes Franco discusses the ties between Spanish, African, and Taino cultures that
make up the racial and cultural identity for Puerto Ricans. She cites the 2000 United States
Census, which reported that 80 percent of the island’s population identified as White and
only 8 percent identified as Black or African American, raising questions about the
visibility and representation of Afro-Puerto Rican identity.” Given the small proportion of
Puerto Ricans identifying as Black or African American, it is important to examine how
Blackness is represented in Puerto Rican art and how Yoruba cultural influences from the
African Diaspora are reflected within it. Franco analyzes Afro-Puerto Rican art in her
essay and seeks to analyze how race, and more importantly Yoruba culture, are represented
in the works of Awilda Sterling Duprey, a multidisciplinary artist engaged with African
spiritual traditions. Sterling Duprey’s 2014 multidisciplinary piece, Transparente
desnudez, merges dance and sculpture, drawing on African dance, Yoruba traditions, and
Santeria. Her work has been credited with “celebrating blackness”, positioning it within
broader conversations surrounding Afro-Caribbean identity and cultural affirmation.'
Franco’s scholarship underscores the importance of examining Yoruba-derived traditions
in Puerto Rican art to address historiographic gaps in the study of Afro-diasporic visual

culture. While studies of Afro—Puerto Rican artists highlight the incorporation of

? Marina Reyes Franco, “Afro-Caribbean Connections,” A7t in America 107, no. 3 (2019): 37,
https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true& AuthType=sso&db=ulh& AN=1348 60844 &site=ehost-live.
10 Franco, “Afro-Caribbean Connections,” 39.
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African-derived practices in contemporary art, frameworks rooted in Yoruba cosmology,
including the concept of Ase, offer critical tools for interpreting the spiritual and symbolic

dimensions of these works.

Yoruba Orishas and Feminine Cosmology

In Ashé at the Intersection of Art & Spirituality, Arturo Lindsay analyzes the spiritual and
aesthetic dimensions of Yoruba artistic production, arguing that these works are inseparable from
their metaphysical foundations. Building on Babatunde Lawal’s scholarship, Lindsay emphasizes
the importance of Yoruba cosmology as an interpretive framework, particularly the concept of
Ase, a generative spiritual force associated with vitality, authority, and creative power. Lawal
contends that Yoruba visual traditions are inseparable from this cosmology, with artistic
production serving not only aesthetic purposes but also spiritual functions. As Lawal observes,
“the special skills involved in its creation, art is often associated with the supernatural and
thought to embody a kind of ase,”indicating that artworks function both as visual forms and as
mediums for spiritual power."" Building on this foundation, Lindsay reflects on his dual role as
artist and art historian, proposing Ase as a critical framework for evaluating Yoruba-inspired
works and, more broadly, African diasporic art. His glossary of key terms and orishas, including
Shango, the orisha of thunder and lightning, and Eshu, the divine messenger, highlights the
importance of symbolic literacy in interpreting these visual and spiritual systems. Extending the
examination of Yoruba influence from visual arts to religious practice, Raquel Romberg
demonstrates how cosmological principles, including gendered fluidity, continue to inform

contemporary Afro—Puerto Rican spirituality and the syncretic practices of Santeria.

" Arturo Lindsay, “Ashé at the Intersection of Art & Spirituality: An Artist in the First Person Statement,” Fire!!! 6,
no. 2 (2020): 2, h
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Extending the discussion to the Caribbean, Romberg examines the transformation and
persistence of Yoruba religious practices in Puerto Rico. In 7oday, Chango Is Chango: How
Africanness Becomes a Ritual Commodity in Puerto Rico, Romberg analyzes the syncretic
processes through which Yoruba orishas were aligned with Catholic saints, resulting in the
Afro-Caribbean religion known as Santeria. Rather than portraying this syncretism as a
straightforward fusion, Romberg emphasizes how these transformations are shaped by colonial
histories, tourism, and commodification, thereby complicating notions of authenticity and
cultural continuity.'> Romberg also addresses the fluidity embedded within Yoruba cosmology,
particularly regarding gender. Orishas frequently embody traits that transcend fixed masculine or
feminine identities, a characteristic that is reflected in their visual and ritual representations. This
gendered and cosmological fluidity supports interpretations of Africanness as dynamic,
adaptable, and contextually mediated across spiritual and socio-economic spheres. Romberg’s
analysis of orisha fluidity in Puerto Rican Santeria highlights the adaptability of Yoruba
cosmological principles in religious practice, a concept further explored by Olajubu, who
demonstrates that Yoruba gender constructs similarly resist rigid Western binaries, emphasizing
multiplicity, complementarity, and fluidity across social and spiritual life.Yoruba cosmology and
its constructions of gender have been the focus of extensive scholarly analysis. Oyeronke
Olajubu contends that Yoruba gender constructs resist rigid Western binaries, emphasizing
multiplicity, complementarity, and fluidity across social and religious contexts. Olajubu shows
that, in orisha narratives, deities frequently embody traits categorized as both masculine and
feminine within Western frameworks. For example, Oya, the orisha of winds, storms, and

transformation, is associated with thunderbolts and shares symbolic attributes with her consort

12 Raquel Romberg, “‘Today, Chango6 Is Chang6’: How Africanness Becomes a Ritual Commodity in Puerto Rico,”

Western Folklore 66, no. 1/2 (2007): 78, http://www.jstor.org/stable/25474846.
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Shango. As Olajubu observes, “Oya’s characteristics point to the fluidity of the Yoruba gender
construct and confirm that multiplicity is a feature of Yoruba gender relations,” a principle that
extends beyond religion into broader social structures.'®* Recognizing this fluidity requires
moving beyond Western binary frameworks of masculinity and femininity, enabling more
nuanced interpretations of artistic production. In the context of Nuyorican women artists, this
perspective allows their work to be understood not simply as gendered expression, but as
dynamic visual interventions that engage spirituality, identity, and resistance simultaneously.
Tufino’s artistic practice embodies this Yoruba-inspired fluidity, employing forms, symbols, and
spatial arrangements that challenge fixed interpretations of gender, identity, and diasporic

belonging.

Building on these frameworks, Stacy Schultz examines the intersections of
Yoruba-derived spirituality, the body, and Latina identity in Latina Identity: Reconciling Ritual,
Culture, and Belonging. Schultz contends that in both Yoruba religious practice and Santeria, the
human body is considered divine, functioning as a medium through which spiritual energy is
embodied and expressed.'* Female bodies in particular are explored without shame or imposed
upon by Western beliefs of beauty. This understanding is especially significant for Latina artists,
whose work challenges dominant narratives shaped by colonialism, racism, and patriarchal
structures such as machismo. By framing the female body as sacred rather than subordinate,
these traditions provide a framework for artists to reclaim agency and redefine identity.
Representations of the female body extend beyond aesthetic choices, serving as acts of cultural

affirmation and resistance grounded in the spiritual logic of ase. These Afro-diasporic

3 Oyeronke Olajubu, “Seeing through a Woman’s Eye: Yoruba Religious Tradition and Gender Relations,” Journal
of Feminist Studies in Religion 20, no. 1 (2004): 41-60, accessed via EBSCOhost. 52.

14 Stacy E. Schultz, “Latina Identity: Reconciling Ritual, Culture, and Belonging,” Woman's Art Journal 29, no. 1
(2008):14.
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frameworks inform artistic practices in which the body functions as an active site of
meaning-making, linking visual culture to broader discussions of colonial legacies, gender, and
diasporic identity. Together, these frameworks, examining Yoruba-derived cosmology, gender
fluidity, spiritual embodiment, and Afro-diasporic cultural practices, illuminate how
contemporary Puerto Rican and Nuyorican artists, including Nitza Tufifio, engage the body,
identity, and spirituality in ways that both challenge colonial and patriarchal legacies and create

dynamic visual interventions rooted in multiplicity, resilience, and cultural affirmation.
Enter Latinadad

Marina Reyes Franco critiques the notion of racial harmony embedded within Puerto
Rican identity, noting that “racial harmony through the unique mix of three ‘roots’- Spanish,
African, and Indigenous Taino- was central to the concept of a modern Puerto Rican identity at
the heart of a Commonwealth ideology.”'® Arguing that the idea of a unified identity emerges
from the balanced mixture of Spanish, African, and Indigenous Taino “roots” obscures the
inequalities and hierarchies that structure racial formation. Eurocentrism is reinforced across
politics, education, media, and cultural practices, while simultaneously marginalizing Afro-Taino
connections.While racism is not widely acknowledged in Puerto Rico, the racism faced by
Puerto Ricans in the United States is undeniable. Sharing her experiences as an Afro-Puerto
Rican in Trigueriita to Afro-Puerto Rican: Intersections of the Racialized, Gendered, and
Sexualized Body in Puerto Rico and the U.S. mainland, Maritza Quifiones Rivera highlights that
Puerto Ricans who identify themselves as Black face considerably more challenges, with women
experiencing intensified marginalization. She attributes these difficulties primarily to media

representations, which perpetuate harmful stereotypes, and reinforce colonial-era narratives of

15 Franco, 37.
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racial inferiority.'® These dynamics are further shaped by colorism, in which darker-skinned
individuals are deemed less desirable, producing compounded marginalization by both race and
gender within a patriarchal society. In a similar fashion, Omar Eaton-Martinez challenges
reductive constructions of racial identity in Constructing Blackness in “jPresente! The Young
Lords in New York” Exhibition from the New York perspective. Eaton-Martinez disputes the
assumption that “blackness can only be expressed through a singular African American lens”,
instead emphasizing the multiplicity of Afro-diasporic identities within Puerto Rican
communities, though his analysis gives less attention to the experiences felt by women within
these communities.'” Building on frameworks of Afro-diasporic identity, gendered fluidity, and
cultural affirmation explored through Yoruba cosmology and artistic practice, these discussions
of race, inequality, and resistance extend into the political and social arenas, where organizations
like the Young Lords and Afro—Puerto Rican women artists navigate systemic oppression while

asserting agency and redefining Puerto Rican identity.

Influenced by the Black Panther Party, the Young Lords Organization shaped discussions
of Puerto Rican identity in the 1960s by emphasizing racial justice, community activism, and
diasporic solidarity. Their political interventions highlighted systemic discrimination, inadequate
housing, limited employment opportunities, and educational inequality affecting Puerto Ricans in
mainland urban centers. One of its founding members, Juan Gonzalez, shares the experiences
faced by Puerto Ricans in New York City and refers to the lack of acceptance of Puerto Ricans

by American society in Gendered Fault Lines: A Demographic Profile of Puerto Rican Women in

!¢ Maritza Quifiones Rivera, “From Trigueiiita to Afro-Puerto Rican: Intersections of the Racialized, Gendered, and
Sexualized Body in Puerto Rico and the U.S. Mainland,” Meridians 7, no. 1 (2006): 167,
http://www.jstor.org/stable/40338721

7 Omar Eaton-Martinez, “Constructing Blackness in ¢jPresente! The Young Lords in New York’ Exhibition,”
Afro-Hispanic Review 37, no. 1 (2018): 107,
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the United States by Maura Toro-Morn and Ivis Garcia. Toro-Morn and Garcia analyzed
socioeconomic issues faced by Puerto Ricans, particularly women across the mainland United
States and Puerto Rico from the beginning of the United States’ acquisition of the island and to
the present. This scholarship asserts that Puerto Rican women living on the U.S. mainland
experience disproportionately high rates of poverty compared to other racialized female groups,
while also examining how Puerto Rican women'’s identities are shaped through access to
education and employment. Their work situates identity formation within material conditions
shaped by colonialism, migration, and labor inequity. Expanding these discussions of structural
inequality and identity formation, Yomaira Figueroa, in her essay “Your Lips: Mapping
Afro-Boricua Feminist Becomings ", introduces the concept of “triple consciousness.”'® Drawing
on W. E. B. Du Bois’s theory of double consciousness, Figueroa examines the lived experiences
of Afro-Puerto Rican women who exist in a continual negotiation of identity, compelled to
defend both their Blackness and their Latina heritage, whether on the island or within the
mainland United States. As Afro-Puerto Rican women, these artists and writers occupy a
marginalized position within dominant U.S. racial hierarchies while also remaining
underrecognized within traditional narratives of Puerto Rican art and culture. This theoretical
framework is further grounded by Petra Rivera, who conceptualizes “triple consciousness” as an
awareness shaped by the intersecting forces of colonialism, diaspora, and anti-Black racism.
Within this context, the works produced by Afro-Puerto Rican artists serve as acts of
self-definition and resistance, expressing Black feminist thought and challenging both national
and racial indifference. Alongside Rivera’s articulation of triple consciousness and Figueroa’s

feminist interventions, postcolonial scholars such as Jamil Khader examine “subaltern

'8 Yomaira C. Figueroa, “Your Lips: Mapping Afro-Boricua Feminist Becomings,” Frontiers: A Journal of Women
Studies 41, no. 1 (2020): 2.
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cosmopolitanism” to describe how Caribbean women’s cross-boundary mobility and community
formation generate hybrid identities and modes of resistance that challenge both nationalist and
colonial narratives.'” Khader demonstrates how narratives by Afro—Puerto Rican women writers,
including Esmeralda Santiago, articulate the challenges faced by those who migrate to the United
States, such as forced assimilation and the burden of over-explaining Puerto Rican identity in
contexts where skin color leads to assumptions of Black or African American identity. Khader’s
analysis underscores how diasporic cultural production becomes a critical site through which
Afro—Puerto Rican women assert agency, negotiate belonging, and resist the erasures produced

by both colonial and racialized systems of representation.

Building on these frameworks, syncretism can be understood not simply as the blending
of cultural forms, but as a dynamic process of reinterpretation shaped by power, displacement,
and diasporic experience. As Charles Stewart and Rosalind Shaw argue, “syncretism may be (or
perhaps only looks like) a form of resistance, because hegemonic practices are never simply
absorbed wholesale through passive ‘acculturation’; at the very least, their incorporation involves
some kind of transformation...which converts them to people’s own meanings and projects.”” In
this sense, the visual and cultural production of Afro—Puerto Rican artists reflects syncretic
practices in which inherited traditions are reinterpreted into new forms of meaning, aligning with
broader strategies of resistance and self-fashioning. Such processes are particularly evident in the
Nuyorican Movement and its subsequent iterations, where artists employ diasporic visual
languages to negotiate identity across cultural and geographic boundaries. Together, these

scholars provide a theoretical framework for understanding Afro—Puerto Rican women’s cultural

¥ Jamil Khader, “Subaltern Cosmopolitanism: Community and Transnational Mobility in Caribbean Postcolonial
Feminist Writings,” Feminist Studies 29, no. 1 (2003): 63—86, https://www.jstor.org/stable/3178473
%0 Stewart and Shaw, Syncretism/Anti-Syncretism, 18-19.
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production as emerging from layered structures of marginalization, while also expressing
alternative modes of belonging and resistance. These theoretical frameworks provide a lens
through which the visual markers in Nuyorican art can be analyzed, revealing how artists
translate layered identities, diasporic experience, and syncretic cultural practices into tangible

forms of representation.

Visual Markers in Nuyorican Art

The Young Lords movement also highlighted the historical erasure of African diasporic
connections within dominant narratives of Puerto Rican identity. In this context, Omar
Eaton-Martinez analyzes the work of African American artist Sophia Dawson (b. 1988), who
was commissioned to create a Pa lante paint-and-collage work for the 2015 ;Presente! The
Young Lords in New York exhibition at the Bronx Museum of the Arts. Created in collaboration
with women affiliated with the Young Lords Organization, Dawson’s composition centers an
Afro—Puerto Rican female figure flanked by male counterparts (fig. 3), visually asserting Black
Puerto Rican presence within the movement’s political history. While the work does not explicitly
reference Yoruba iconography, its focus on Black embodiment and diasporic solidarity aligns
with broader Nuyorican cultural production efforts to highlight African ancestry as a constitutive
element of Puerto Rican identity. By placing an Afro—Puerto Rican female figure at the visual
center, the composition challenges narratives of racial homogeneity and positions Blackness as
foundational to the political and cultural formation of the community. Eaton-Martinez’s analysis
contributes to understanding how Nuyorican art addresses questions of race, visibility, and
diasporic affiliation within activist contexts. Building on these examples of Afro—Puerto Rican

artistic expression, Marta Moreno Vega’s scholarship situates the Nuyorican Movement within
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broader Caribbean and African diasporic cultural frameworks, providing historical and

institutional context for the visual and ritual practices that shaped the movement.

Turning to the work of Moreno Vega, her scholarship provides important context for
understanding the cultural foundations of the Nuyorican Movement. As the second director of El
Museo del Barrio from 1971 to 1975, Vega contributed to the institutional acknowledgment of
Afro-Caribbean cultural histories in New York. In her essay “Interlocking African Diaspora
Cultures in the Work of Fernando Ortiz”, Vega examines the contributions of Cuban
anthropologist Fernando Ortiz, whose theories emphasize the interconnectedness of African and
Caribbean cultural traditions, particularly in relation to religious syncretism.While considering
the position of the Yoruba within Afro-Cuban culture, Vega identifies connections with Puerto
Rican culture through masks, or vejigantes, and religious celebrations. La Regla de Ocha
(commonly known as Santeria), a Yoruba-derived religious tradition, became prominent not only
in Cuba but across the Caribbean during the nineteenth century. Within this syncretic framework,
Yoruba orishas were associated with Roman Catholic saints, allowing African religious systems
to endure within colonial religious structures.?! In this context, Yoruba-based orishas, or the gods

and goddesses of their religion, were integrated with Roman Catholic saints across the region.

In the community of Loiza, Puerto Rico, the annual Fiesta de Santiago Ap6stol has been
interpreted by some scholars as reflecting Afro-diasporic continuities. Celebrated each July over
several days, the festival includes processions and masked performances that dramatize the

medieval conflict between Christian Spaniards and Moors. Drawing on the work of Ricardo

2! Marta Moreno Vega, “Interlocking African Diaspora Cultures in the Work of Fernando Ortiz,” Journal of Black
Studies 31, no. 1 (2000): 39, http://www.jstor.org/stable/2645931. Vega notes that the continuous influx of Africans
born on the continent to Cuba continued even after the abolishment of slavery in 1880. This makes Cuba one of the
last nations within the Western Hemisphere to formally end slavery in 1888, as Cuba instituted an 8-year tutelage for
enslaved Africans.
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Alegria, Marta Moreno Vega suggests that parallels between the Yoruba deity Shangd, associated
with thunder, lightning, and warfare, and the Christian figure Santiago Matamoros may have
facilitated symbolic fusion within Afro—Puerto Rican communities.?* Vega cites Alegria that,
“The similarity between the attributes of the African god and Christian Saint is such that it could
well have led to a fusion of the two conceptions among the Negro population of Loiza.”*® This
integration of Yoruba religious elements with Christian saints resembles the associations formed
between Yoruba deities and the spiritual practices of the Indigenous Taino who inhabited Puerto
Rico. However, the connection to Shango is disputed by Max Harris in Masking the Site: The

Fiestas de Santiago Apostol in Loiza, Puerto Rico.

Similar to Vega, Harris also recounts Alegria’s work on the small community of Loiza,
but does not believe that the presence of Yoruba culture is anything of significance to
modern-day Puerto Rican culture. He notes that Puerto Rico has historically had a larger
demographic of Bantu peoples, originating from Congo and Angola, and that Yoruba enslaved
individuals primarily arrived in the Americas later, mostly in Brazil or Cuba during the late 18th
and early 19th centuries.** Venturing into Mediania, another town close to Loiza and with similar
demographics, Harris seeks to determine if any Yoruba spirituality or tradition is tied to these
elaborate festivals. Venturing into these spaces and speaking with locals he observes masks that
were once believed by Alegria to be Yoruba-influenced due to the ovoid nature of the eyes and
exaggerated facial features. However, this is discredited by Harris who reveals that Yoruba do

not traditionally place horns on their masks like the ones in Puerto Rico.? Harris concludes that

22 Vega, “Interlocking African Diaspora Cultures in the Work of Fernando Ortiz,” 48.
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these features do not align with traditional Yoruba mask-making, which typically does not
incorporate horns. According to Harris, these festivals are better understood as cultural
expressions that reflect Carnival traditions, Christianity, and the community’s engagement with
African-derived aesthetics, rather than direct Yoruba ancestry. Considering Harris’s work within
the context of postcolonial studies, he frames Afro-Caribbean, and more specifically Afro-Puerto
Rican, culture as a site where religious syncretism and symbolic resistance operate symbiotically.
Within a postcolonial framework, he frames Afro-Caribbean and Afro—Puerto Rican culture as a
site where religious syncretism and symbolic practices coexist. While he rejects a direct Yoruba
origin for the Loiza festivals and the creation of vejigantes, he recognizes that African-derived
structures and symbolic conventions continue to influence cultural practices. These elements are
reinterpreted in Nuyorican art, where they persist and adapt within diasporic contexts. Debates
concerning origin, syncretism, and symbolic continuity extend beyond Loiza to broader
discussions of Nuyorican art, with scholars such as Yasmin Ramirez examining the emergence of
Afro-Taino aesthetics in diasporic artistic spaces, particularly in her essay “Nuyorican Visionary:

Jorge Soto and the Evolution of an Afro-Taino Aesthetic at Taller Boricua.”

Ramirez examines the cultural and intellectual movement of the 1960s and 1970s known
as the Nuyorican Movement, centered on New York—born Puerto Ricans seeking to articulate
identity through visual art and literature. In her study of Jorge Soto (1947-1987), Ramirez
addresses what she identifies as a gap in art historical scholarship concerning Taller Boricua (the
Puerto Rican Workshop) in East Harlem. Through interviews with long-standing members of the

collective, she positions Soto as a central artistic figure whose work embodies the movement’s



30

aesthetic and ideological commitments.?® Emphasizing the importance of Taller Boricua, Tai
Caragol-Barreto, an art historian and curator specializing in Latinx, Caribbean, and diasporic art,
explores how the Nuyorican identity is expressed and constructed through the art of Taller
Boricua. “Aesthetics of Exile: The Construction of Nuyorican Identity in the Art of Taller
Boricua” analyzes how themes of exile, cultural hybridity, and resistance inform the group’s
artistic production, reflecting the experiences of Puerto Ricans navigating life between the
United States and Puerto Rico. Carragol- Barreto defines the key elements of the Nuyorican

movement as:

the use of Taino and African imagery, the critique of Spanish colonization in Puerto Rico,
the reference to the social displacement of Puerto Ricans as immigrants in the United States, and
the subversion of artistic conventions such as traditional artistic genres and media. These
characteristics will be best understood as an expression of the sociocultural identity of an exiled
or emigrated people.”’

These formal and thematic characteristics also create a framework through which Afro-diasporic
spiritual traditions can be interpreted within Nuyorican art. In particular, the recurring use of
African-derived imagery, ritual symbolism, and syncretic cultural references opens space for
considering how Santeria and Yoruba cosmology inform the visual language of artists working

within and beyond Taller Boricua.

Turning more directly to Santeria and its relationship to Yoruba-derived traditions in the
Caribbean, Ramirez identifies motifs in their work that are quoted from iconography related to

the Afro-Cuban practice of Santeria within Puerto Rican art.® As one example, Soto’s drawing,

%% Yasmin Ramirez, “Nuyorican Visionary: Jorge Soto and the Evolution of an Afro-Taino Aesthetic at Taller
Boricua,” Centro Journal 17, no. 2 (2005): 24,
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El matrimonio del Atabeya y Chango (Fig. 4) depicts the Yoruba/Santeria deity Chango
alongside the Taino deity Atabeya and two children. In the composition, Atabeya holds one child
to her breast while Changé appears to pull another from her vagina, suggesting a symbolic fusion
between the two deities and a broader process of cultural syncretism between Taino and Yoruba
traditions. When considered alongside Yoruba visual culture, such as a wooden staff associated
with the deity (Fig. 5), the formal parallels become more apparent, particularly in the presence of
the double-headed axe, a key attribute of Chang6. Additional visual markers include Atabeya’s
almond-shaped eyes, which recall Yoruba sculptural conventions, as well as facial features that
suggest African-derived aesthetic influence.”” By emphasizing the fusion of Taino and Yoruba
symbolism in Soto’s work, Ramirez situates the Nuyorican movement within a wider
Afro-diasporic visual tradition that extends beyond Puerto Rican identity alone. Through
Santeria’s strong connections to music, dance, and regalia, Soto’s visual art proves to be an
allegory to the syncretization of Nuyorican identity. Examining Afro-Taino and Yoruba
iconography within Nuyorican art, it becomes clear that these references function as more than
visual markers. Rather, they operate as culturally embedded systems of meaning that depend

upon embodied knowledge, ritual practice, and historical memory.
Nuyorican Movement: Early Beginnings

Building on Ramirez’s work, Abigail Dardashti’s essay “Afro-Latinx Intersections:
Nuyorican and Afro-Brazilian Art and Activism in New York City” examines the work of Jorge
Soto, Marcos Dimas, and Abdias do Nascimento as artists who incorporate African religious
symbolism into their visual production as a form of social activism and political protest against

racism in the New York City landscape of the 1960s and 1970s. Supporting this context,

¥ Ramirez, “Nuyorican Visionary,” 30.
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Diogenes Ballester notes that following the onset of World War II and Operation Bootstrap on
the island, large numbers of Puerto Ricans migrated to New York City, with East Harlem
becoming a major cultural center.*® Within this environment, Puerto Rican communities in New
York developed a syncretic visual aesthetic that combined traditional Puerto Rican cultural
references with the experimental language of the New York avant-garde. Dardashti does not
explicitly distinguish the work of Soto and Dimas from that of Nascimento, as her analysis
considers their practices within a broader Afro-Latinx framework rather than a strictly Nuyorican
one. Even when accounting for Nascimento’s Brazilian background, notable overlaps remain
between his work and the visual language employed by Soto and Dimas. Dardashti analyzes the
cultural, racial, and religious dimensions of their work to demonstrate similarities in the
representation of Yoruba-derived symbolism. As Santeria has remained central to this discussion,
the essay also introduces its Brazilian counterpart, Candomblé. Rooted in related orixd traditions,
Candomblé “mixes elements from Roman Catholicism and Brazilian Indigenous traditions with
Yoruba, Congo, or Angolan faiths (depending on the denomination).”' The religious syncretism
of Yoruba-derived traditions across the Caribbean and Latin America provides an important
framework for understanding how multiple cultural histories were preserved and rearticulated in
response to the suppression of African heritage. Dardashti argues that Nascimento, Dimas, and
Soto all do this to “protest religious intolerance, racism, and the widespread censorship and
erasures of African diasporic heritage in Latin American and Caribbean.”* We can identify this

through many of Soto’s works, as he makes sense of identifying certain Yoruba visual motifs

3% Ballester, Diogenes, “Aesthetic Development of Puerto Rican Visual Arts in New York as Part of the Diaspora:
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within his drawings. A reoccurring deity that is highly representational for both Brazilian and
Puerto Rican artists of this time is Changd, a deity that carries significant symbolic weight for

both Brazilian and Puerto Rican artists of this period®’.

In her analysis of Soto’s El matrimonio del Atabeya y Chango Dardashti offers an
interpretation that complements yet diverges from Ramirez’s reading. While Ramirez argues that
the facial features of Atabeya, the Taino deity associated with fertility and water, appear more
closely aligned with African physiognomy, Dardashti instead relates the faces of both deities to a
specific zemi sculpture (Fig. 6). She describes the zemi as “a sculpture that embodies an
all-encompassing Taino spirituality and political power,” noting its ceremonial function within
Taino ritual practices. ** During such rituals, the consumption of herbs could induce tears, which
she connects to the tear-like forms visible on both the zemi and Soto’s depiction of Atabeya.
Despite these differing visual interpretations, both Ramirez and Dardashti understand the
drawing as an attempt to combine the three primary elements of Puerto Rican heritage,
presenting a new cultural identity in which African and Indigenous Taino traditions are brought
into visual and symbolic alignment. Dardashti sees Soto’s thick and thin lines, use of geometric
shapes, Surrealism, and overuse of blotted ink as representative of Martinique philosopher
Edouard Glissant’s ideals of creolization as “the definition of limitless, timeless, messy, and
diffracted conjoining of heritages.”** Within this framework, Nuyorican art emerges as an
aesthetic articulation of diasporic hybridity, shaped by overlapping African, Indigenous, and

Caribbean influences. Soto himself is quoted, “what has survived of Africa in Puerto Rico and

33 Also spelled as “Shango” in some texts.

34 Ibid, 113. Also can be referred to as a cemi.
35 Ibid, 114.
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the other Caribbean islands, and what these objects, artifacts, and sculptured pieces tells us about

our ancestors.””*¢

Dardashti also examines another drawing by Soto, EI Nacimiento de mi hijo, which is
deeply informed by Yoruba visual and spiritual traditions. The composition features six figures
oriented toward the viewer, creating a sense of direct confrontation that transforms the scene into
an active spiritual encounter rather than a passive image. In the background, a towering male
figure bears a double-ax atop his head, an established symbol associated with Shango, the orisha
of thunder, power, and divine authority. However, Soto complicates this reference by rendering
two faces within each side of the ax, suggesting not only the multiplicity inherent within the
deity himself but also the layered and non-singular nature of diasporic identity. This visual
doubling can be understood through the framework of syncretism, not as a simple blending of
cultural forms, but as an active process of reinterpretation in which Yoruba cosmological
symbols are rearticulated within a Puerto Rican context. The doubled faces evoke a simultaneity
of identities, African, Caribbean, and colonial, that coexist rather than resolve into a unified
whole. At the same time, the image can be read as a manifestation of ashé (ase), the vital
spiritual force that animates form and enables transformation, as the repeated facial imagery
suggests a generative, multiplying energy rather than a fixed representation. In this way, Soto’s
depiction of Shango does not merely reference Yoruba belief, but mobilizes its spiritual and
aesthetic principles to visualize identity as dynamic, relational, and continuously in the process

of becoming.

Nuyorican and Diasporican Visual Art: A Critical Anthology serves as an important

reference for scholarship on Nuyorican artists, the movement itself, and communities shaped by

3 Ibid, 114.
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the African diaspora. Edited by anthropologist Arlene Dévila and art historian Yasmin Ramirez,
the anthology brings together essays by multiple scholars and, in many ways, recalls Alain
Locke’s The New Negro: An Interpretation in its effort to define and historicize the Nuyorican
Movement. The volume addresses the emergence of the first major Puerto Rican art movement in
New York and emphasizes the importance of Taller Boricua in establishing both a physical
gallery and a communal space for Puerto Rican artists and other racialized communities
connected to the African diaspora. It also notes Nitza Tufifio’s continued involvement with Taller
Boricua, underscoring the enduring significance of the institution within Puerto Rican and
diasporic artistic networks. Additional essays in the anthology address related communities in
cities such as Philadelphia and Chicago, suggesting that the Nuyorican Movement extended
beyond New York and influenced broader Puerto Rican artistic and cultural production across the
United States. The anthology is particularly valuable for situating individual artists within
broader networks of migration, activism, and Afro-diasporic cultural exchange, all of which are

central to understanding the visual language of Nuyorican art.

One of the contributors to this anthology is Joseph Anthony Caceres, whose essay,
“Visual Artists, Surrealists Communions: Lois Elaine Griffith and Jorge Soto Sanchez at the
Nuyorican Poets Café”, examines the artistic and intellectual relationship between Lois Elaine
Griffith and Jorge Soto. Céceres situates their work within a framework of Caribbean Surrealism
associated with Aimé Césaire and considers Soto’s role in shaping Griffith’s artistic
development. He concludes by identifying the need for further research on the cross-cultural
exchanges that occurred at the Nuyorican Poets Café, positioning it as an important site of
aesthetic and cultural production. A key work examined in the essay is Soto’s E/ Nacimiento de

mi hijo (Fig. 7), which Céceres uses to further explore Yoruba influence within Soto’s visual
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language, drawing in part on direct interviews with the artist. His analysis is particularly
significant in that it frames Yoruba-derived references in Nuyorican art as part of a broader effort
to address the historical marginalization and whitening of African roots within Puerto Rican art
and culture. More broadly, Caceres’s scholarship reinforces the argument that the Nuyorican
Movement should be understood not only as an artistic movement, but also as a cultural and
intellectual formation through which Afro-diasporic histories, aesthetics, and spiritual references
were rearticulated in the mainland United States. With these broader artistic and theoretical
frameworks in place, attention can now shift to printmaking and the work of Nitza Tufifio, whose
artistic practices offer an important lens through which to examine Nuyorican identity and

Afro-diasporic visual culture.

Enter the Tufiios

Up to this point, much of the scholarship has centered on the work of Jorge Soto, whose
contributions were foundational to the early development of Taller Boricua. While his role has
been widely acknowledged, Nitza Tufifio, the collective’s first female member, has received
comparatively limited scholarly attention. Born in Mexico to a Puerto Rican father and Mexican
mother and moving between Puerto Rico, New York, and Mexico throughout her life, Tufifio
offers a distinct perspective through which questions of gender, diaspora, and artistic lineage can
be examined within Nuyorican art history. Her work in printmaking and muralism complicates
and expands prevailing narratives of the collective by foregrounding forms of cultural memory
and visual expression that have often remained peripheral in existing scholarship. Carlos Rivera
Santana’s concept of “art as history” further clarifies the significance of examining artists such as
Tufifio, whose practice developed within diasporic spaces such as Taller Boricua and El Barrio,

where printmaking, community workshops, and collective production functioned as forms of
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historical documentation and resistance. This framework is exemplified in the interview
conducted by Rivera-Santana and Claudia Diaz with Didgenes Ballester, in which Ballester
emphasizes that diasporic art operates as history in the present, continually shaped by movement,
memory, and lived experience across Puerto Rico and the U.S. mainland. By situating artistic
practice within both personal and communal histories, Ballester foregrounds the ways in which
printmaking and collective artistic production function as sites of political consciousness and
cultural affirmation. Within this context, printmaking, and particularly the influence of Robert
Blackburn’s studio, can be understood as a critical site for the development of political

consciousness, cultural affirmation, and artistic self-definition.

Deborah Cullen-Morales highlights the pivotal contributions of Black printmaker Robert
Blackburn (1920-2003), who taught Rafael Tufifio (1922-2008), Puerto Rico’s “Painter of the
People,” at the Robert Blackburn Printmaking Workshop (RBPMW) in Chelsea, New York,
beginning in 1947. According to Cullen-Morales, printmaking holds particular significance
within Puerto Rican art, due to its accessibility and reproduction qualities, especially in works
produced during and after the Nuyorican Movement.?” The workshop maintained strong ties to
the Puerto Rican artist community, in part due to Blackburn’s own Caribbean heritage as the
first-generation child of Jamaican immigrant parents. Through his teaching, Blackburn instructed
numerous artists, both at RBPMW—which functioned as a communal and collaborative
space—and at the School of Visual Arts (SVA) from 1967 to 1971, where many of the founding
members of Taller Boricua studied. In 1970, Rafael Tufifio and his daughter Nitza settled in New

York after returning from Puerto Rico. Cullen-Morales notes that “Nitza has remained a steady

%" Deborah Cullen-Morales, “Creative Camaraderie: Puerto Rican/Nuyorican Artists and Robert Blackburn’s
Printmaking Workshop,” in Nuyorican and Diasporican Visual Art: A Critical Anthology, ed. Arlene Davila and
Yasmin Ramirez (Durham, NC, and London: Duke University Press, 2025), 170.
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institutional leader, and she has created key visual icons of Nuyorican art.”*® In addition to
black-and-white graphics, Tufifio has explored color printmaking, using layered pigments to
enhance the vibrancy and symbolic resonance of Indigenous Taino iconography, including
petroglyphs, cemis, duhos, and environmental symbols drawn from the Puerto Rican landscape.*’
Printmaking was especially important within this context, not only as a formal medium but as a
political and ideological one. Unlike singular, elite art objects, prints could be reproduced,
circulated, posted, distributed, and encountered within everyday public life. This reproducibility
made printmaking especially suited to the needs of activist and community-based cultural
movements, where accessibility and visibility were central concerns. Within Nuyorican visual
culture, printmaking functioned as a medium of collective address: one capable of reaching

beyond the gallery and into neighborhoods, schools, workshops, and community organizations.

These works reclaim forms of identity long suppressed by colonial systems that
privileged Eurocentric Spanish perspectives. Today, Nitza Tufifio serves as the director of the
Rafael Tufifio Printmaking Workshop at Taller Boricua, continuing her family’s legacy of
diasporic artistic engagement and community leadership. Building on her technical mastery and
engagement with printmaking at Taller Boricua, Tufifio’s work can also be read through the lens
of Afro-Caribbean cosmologies, where Indigenous Taino and Yoruba-derived visual and spiritual
traditions converge to shape diasporic strategies of cultural memory and resistance.
Cullen-Morales’s discussion of Nitza Tufifio’s printmaking practice can be further illuminated
through the lens of Yoruba-derived visual and spiritual traditions embedded across the
Caribbean. Tufifio’s incorporation of Taino petroglyphs, cemis, duhos, and environmental motifs

does more than reference Indigenous heritage; it enacts a broader diasporic strategy of visual

38 Cullen-Morales, “Creative Camaraderie,” 172.
¥ Ibid, 174.



39

reclamation, resonating with Afro-Caribbean cosmologies shaped by Yoruba belief systems.
These symbols serve as conduits of ancestral memory, ritual presence, and spiritual
continuity—concepts central to Yoruba-derived practices throughout the Caribbean, including
Santeria and other syncretic traditions within Puerto Rican cultural life. Isar Godreau describes
challenges faced in shaping Puerto Rican identity in both the mainland United States and Puerto
Rico itself in Scripts of Blackness: Race, Cultural Nationalism, and U.S. Colonialism in Puerto
Rico. These frameworks recast Black communities as symbolic “sites of slavery” without fully
acknowledging their lived experiences, elevate Hispanic whiteness as normative, and obscure
racial inequality under the rhetoric of harmonious cultural blending. Within this context,
Godreau identifies“the symbolic displacement of the African by Taino culture in scholarly
analyses and public representations”a dynamic that reveals how indigeneity is often privileged in
ways that sideline Afro—Puerto Rican identity.*’ Tufifio’s work can be read as a deliberate
intervention in this displacement. Rather than reproducing a hierarchy that privileges Taino
heritage over African diasporic presence, her visual language collapses these distinctions,
presenting Indigenous and Afro-Caribbean forms as interconnected rather than oppositional.
Through her use of a black-and-white printmaking aesthetic, Tufifio aligns herself with the
political urgency of the Nuyorican movement while invoking a visual vocabulary historically
associated with resistance in Afro-diasporic art. Furthermore, the accessibility and
reproducibility of printmaking parallel the communal modes of knowledge transmission found in
Yoruba traditions, where meaning is circulated collectively through ritual, symbol, and oral

practice. In this way, Tufifio’s work bridges Taino iconography and Afro-Caribbean spiritual

4 Isar P. Godreau, Scripts of Blackness: Race, Cultural Nationalism, and U.S. Colonialism in Puerto Rico (Urbana:
University of Illinois Press, 2015), 219.
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frameworks, advancing a model of identity grounded in shared diasporic consciousness rather

than colonial hierarchies of difference.

Considering this framework, the importance of the Robert Blackburn Printmaking
Workshop takes on added significance. Blackburn’s Caribbean lineage and commitment to
collective artistic practice fostered an environment in which Afro-diasporic visual languages
could circulate freely and inform the development of Nuyorican aesthetics. Tufifio’s work thus
emerges not only as a key contribution to Nuyorican print culture, but as a visual articulation of
Yoruba-inflected diasporic identity, situating Puerto Rican art within a wider Black Atlantic
framework. Considering the context of Ballester, who makes mention of Nitza’s father as part of
this first generation of artists in New York City, nothing is mentioned of her. Rafael’s
contributions to the movement are mainly in the form of serigraphy, linoleum, and wood cuts.
“Primitive” is the word selection indicating that while the initial artists of the movement were
focused on themes of Puerto Rico and an attempt to solidify identity in a new environment, Nitza
adopted these themes and integrated a new identity that is both true to Puerto Rican culture,
womanhood, and the African diaspora that is Yoruba influenced.*" Extending this notion of
Afro-diasporic articulation, Stacey E. Schultz’s work on Latina femininity frames “defining
identity while maintaining ties to Latin America” as an intentional and metaphorical process

through which Latina women in the United States remain “rooted” in their culture.*

During the 1990s, Nuyorican art evolved into an increasingly political and self-affirming

movement. This shift is examined by Yasmin Hernandez in her essay “Painting Liberation: 1998

“'Diogenes Ballester, “Aesthetic Development of Puerto Rican Visual Arts in New York as Part of the Diaspora: The
Epitaph of the Barrio,” in Homenaje Taller Alma Boricua, XXX Aniversario: Presentacion Portafolio
Conmemorativo Taller Alma Boricua (San Juan, Puerto Rico: Galerias Prinardi, 2001), 28.

2 Stacy E. Schultz, “Latina Identity: Reconciling Ritual, Culture, and Belonging,” Woman's Art Journal 29, no. 1
(Spring—Summer 2008): 14.
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and Its Pivotal Role in the Formation of a New Boricua Political Art Movement”, which analyzes
what she identifies as an “identity-driven” artistic movement. Hernandez situates the
Post-Nuyorican period as a moment marked by an influx of U.S.-based Puerto Rican artists
producing socially engaged work that raised awareness of Puerto Rican liberation struggles.
Hernandez characterizes artists such as Rafael Tufifio and Lorenzo Homar as “pioneering,” a
designation that appears across multiple scholarly sources. Her essay also adopts explicitly
political language, referring to the United States’ acquisition of Puerto Rico as an “invasion” at
several points. In doing so, her essay frames the movement within a broader discourse of
colonialism and resistance. Hernandez highlights Taller Boricua and its Philadelphia counterpart
as key sites of Puerto Rican cultural production and activism in the mainland United States,
emphasizing their role in advancing liberationist politics. Through examples of street art and
graffiti, Hernandez demonstrates how Puerto Rican visual culture functioned as a vehicle for
political expression and activism. This emphasis on militant aesthetics parallels Dawson’s
Pa’lante painting, which depicts a politically charged scene reminiscent of the Black Panther
Party, including a central female figure dressed in black and wearing a black beret. Taken
together, Herndndez’s analysis strengthens the connection between the Nuyorican movement, the
Harlem Renaissance, the Black Panther Party, and the Young Lords by situating them within a

shared history of social justice activism and collective struggle for liberation.

It will be remiss of this review to not include scholarship presented by Rosito Scerbo in
Centering Black Women, Challenging Latinidad: Harmonia Rosales’ Black Decolonial
Aesthetics and AfroARTivism, which focuses on contemporary Afro-Puerto Rican artist
Harmonia Rosales, based in Chicago. “Decolonial feminism” is a term used by Scerbo that

“refers to a theoretical and practical framework that seeks to challenge and transform the



42

structures of power and knowledge that have been shaped by colonialism and imperialism.”*

The article foregrounds Rosales’ reappropriation of Western art historical canons, particularly
Renaissance and Baroque compositions, which she reimagines by centering Black women and
African diasporic spiritual figures. Through this strategy, Rosales disrupts Eurocentric standards
of beauty, divinity, and authority, exposing how colonial aesthetics have historically excluded
Black bodies while positioning whiteness as universal. Scerbo emphasizes that this visual
inversion is not merely symbolic but actively challenges epistemological hierarchies embedded
in art history and cultural identity formation. While Scerbo focuses on Harmonia Rosales’
contemporary re-centering of Black women through Afro-diasporic spiritual imagery, her
analysis provides a critical framework for understanding how Nitza Tufifio similarly mobilizes
Yoruba iconography to reclaim suppressed Afro-Caribbean symbols, using visual syncretism to
assert Nuyorican identity, cultural memory, and resistance within a decolonial artistic lineage.
Building on these frameworks of Afro-diasporic visual reclamation and decolonial feminism,
Nitza Tufifio’s practice, both in printmaking and murals, asserts Nuyorican identity by weaving
Yoruba and Taino iconography into communal spaces, transforming them into sites of cultural
memory, resistance, and diasporic continuity. Rooted in a rich artistic lineage shaped by her
father, Rafael Tufifio, and her training under Robert Blackburn at the Printmaking Workshop,
Tufifo situates her work within Taller Boricua, where printmaking, collaboration, and
community engagement converge to preserve and transmit Nuyorican cultural and spiritual

knowledge. In this way, her art extends the decolonial and Afro-diasporic strategies observed in

4 Rosita Scerbo, “Centering Black Women, Challenging Latinidad: Harmonia Rosales’ Black Decolonial Aesthetics
and AfroARTivism,” Confluencia: Revista Hispanica de Cultura y Literatura 39, no. 2 (2024): 4,
https://doi.org/10.1353/cnf.2024.2a925989.
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contemporary practitioners like Harmonia Rosales while foregrounding the historical and

ongoing contributions of Puerto Rican artists in the diaspora.

In addition, the work of Juana Maria Rodriguez offers a critical lens for understanding
how Latinidad is not only constructed through race and diaspora, but also through embodied
practices of gender and sexuality. In Sexual Futures, Queer Gestures, and Other Latina
Longings, Rodriguez foregrounds the experiences of racialized queer Latina subjects,
emphasizing how identity is performed through gesture, movement, and the body itself. Rather
than treating identity as stable or legible within dominant frameworks, she argues that it emerges
through ongoing negotiations between social constraint and individual agency. The very category
of “woman” is constructed through political formations and “socially authorized”, and this
provides insight into how Tufifio has exercised her own agency into shaping identity through her
artwork.* This methodology is particularly useful for considering how visual representations of
women in Puerto Rican and Nuyorican art may encode meanings that exceed heteronormative or
nationalist readings. By attending to the body as a site of cultural and political expression,
Rodriguez’s work allows for a more expansive understanding of Latinidad, one that includes not
only racial and diasporic identity, but also the complexities of gendered and potentially queer

embodiment.
Final Takeaways

This literature review brings answers, but also questions into what other key elements are
present within the Nuyorican movement. Yoruba influence has been indeed noted to be a part of

that, but what of Surrealism? As Caceres briefly touched on the subject within his essay “Visual

“Juana Maria Rodriguez, Sexual Futures, Queer Gestures, and Other Latina Longings (New York: New York
University Press, 2014), 23.
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Artists, Surrealists Communions: Lois Elaine Griffith and Jorge Soto Sanchez at the Nuyorican
Poets Café,” Surrealism was a component behind Soto’s drawings with Yoruba and Taino
iconography. One of the challenges found in researching the subject of Yoruba religion was the
recency of scholarship done, as much of the sources were much older. Yoruba orishas and music
were seen as the African cultural tie for Puerto Rico, but can anything else be said of these
deities mythologies and myths that can be directly tied to specific story telling through the visual
art for Puerto Rican art? The purpose for this review was to see what has been researched already
on the subject of Yoruba religion within contemporary Puerto Rican Art, but one might also want
to study the differences in art for a Puerto Rican artist raised in the US, and then moved back to
the island, compared to those who stay in the US. Would that cause a change in their works as
they are removed from the Nuyorican influence? As noted earlier in the essay by Lloréns and
Carrasquillo, Puerto Rican artists on the island often project racial stereotypes on African
American and Black Puerto Rican within their work. These are good topics to explore in the
future; it can be determined that there is still more research needed in the field of Puerto Rican

and African Diasporician affected communities in the visual arts.
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Chapter Three: Research Methodology

To examine how the cultural diversity of Puerto Rico is articulated in visual form, this
thesis employs an interdisciplinary methodological approach that integrates close visual analysis,
iconographic and iconological interpretation, archival research, and postcolonial and Black
feminist theory to examine the work of Afro—Puerto Rican artist Nitza Tufifio. Together, these
methods address the cultural, spiritual, and gendered dimensions of Tufifio’s visual practice,
which emerges from Afro-diasporic, Indigenous Taino, and Nuyorican contexts shaped by
colonialism, migration, and racialized marginalization. Building on this interdisciplinary
framework, the following section situates close visual analysis as the foundational
methodological lens, demonstrating how formal qualities and material strategies in Tufifio’s

work convey cultural memory, spiritual practice, and diasporic identity.

Close visual analysis serves as the primary methodological tool. This study examines
Tufino’s work through attention to composition, repetition, scale, materiality, and process, with
particular emphasis on printmaking and public art. Formal elements are considered in relation to
their cultural and historical contexts, allowing visual form to be understood as a means through
which memory, identity, and resistance are articulated. Printmaking’s reproducibility and
accessibility are approached as deliberate aesthetic strategies that align with diasporic traditions
of collective labor, circulation, and knowledge transmission. Adding to this, iconographic and
iconological analysis is employed to interpret Yoruba-derived symbols, cosmologies, and
spiritual references within Nuyorican visual culture. Drawing on scholarship by Babatunde
Lawal, Arturo Lindsay, and other scholars of Yoruba visual traditions, this thesis treats
iconography as a system of meaning shaped by embodied practice, ritual activation, and

historical continuity. Concepts such as ashé are therefore understood not as static motifs, but as
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expressions of spiritual vitality activated through repetition, ritual use, and communal

engagement.

A diasporic framework guides the interpretation of Yoruba-derived iconography
throughout this study, emphasizing that the visual syncretism present in Tufifio’s work should not
be read as evidence of direct lineage or unbroken continuity. Rather than locating a singular
origin, this thesis examines how symbolic repetition, scale, placement, and thematic emphasis
signal engagement with Afro-diasporic cosmology within Tufifio’s visual language. Scholarly
debates concerning Yoruba influence in Puerto Rican cultural practices, particularly in Loiza,
vejigante traditions, and mask iconography, are approached as shaped in part by colonial archival
silences and contested historical memory. In this context, Yoruba-derived symbols are
understood not as passive survivals, but as reactivated systems of meaning operating within
diasporic modernity as vehicles for cultural memory and resistance. This interpretation is
informed by scholarship such as Nzewi et al., who argue that sacred meaning in Yoruba art is
activated through use, performance, and communal engagement rather than through formal

resemblance alone.

Juana Maria Rodriguez’s work provides an additional framework for analyzing the visual
and material presence of The Protection Dolls and Juanita Rodriguez. Rather than approaching
these works as static representations of cultural identity, this thesis treats them as sites where
gender, spirituality, and Latinidad are actively produced through embodied form. This involves
attending closely to gesture, adornment, posture, and material composition as modes through
which meaning is enacted rather than simply depicted. In the case of The Protection Dolls, their
physical construction, scale, use of color, and assemblage of symbols invite an understanding of

the subject not simply as image, but as a woman imbued with presence and agency. Through
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Rodriguez’s lens, these figures can be read as engaging socially authorized forms of femininity
while simultaneously reworking them. Their stylized bodies, often marked by symbolic elements
and spiritual signifiers, suggest forms of protection and care that are not confined to normative
gender roles, but instead gesture toward alternative and potentially queer modes of embodiment

rooted in diasporic and Afro-Caribbean traditions.

Similarly, the figure of Juanita Rodriguez can be analyzed not only as a representation of
womanhood, but as a performative construction shaped through visual cues such as stance, gaze,
and relational positioning. By focusing on how the body is articulated, how it occupies space,
confronts the viewer, and engages with cultural symbols, this methodology allows for an
interpretation of identity as contingent and negotiated rather than fixed. In this way, Juanita
Rodriguez becomes a site through which the boundaries of gender and Latinidad are both
asserted and destabilized. By centering embodiment as a critical analytic lens, this approach
expands the interpretive possibilities of these works beyond nationalist or purely racial
frameworks. It allows for a reading of Latinidad that incorporates the complexities of gendered
and potentially queer embodiment, emphasizing how identity is not only represented, but

performed, materialized, and continuously reconfigured through artistic practice.

Postcolonial and feminist frameworks further also structure this analysis. Black feminist
thought and Latinx feminist theories of “triple consciousness” illuminate how race, gender,
diaspora, and coloniality intersect within visual production. Yoruba gender scholarship, including
the work of Opéyemi Muraina and A. J. Ajimatanraeje, challenges Western feminist assumptions
by demonstrating how colonialism reconfigured Indigenous Yoruba gender systems through
Euro-Christian patriarchal hierarchies. This perspective enables the analysis of Yoruba

cosmology, including the fluidity and multiplicity of orishas such as Oya and Shango, outside



48

rigid Western gender binaries. Latina feminist scholarship, particularly Schultz’s work on ritual,
culture, and belonging, further emphasizes that identity is actively negotiated through embodied
religious practice and communal memory. Within diasporic contexts, women frequently serve as
custodians of ritual knowledge, mediating cultural continuity across migration and displacement.
In addition, Quifiones Rivera argues: “Re/asserting Blackness along with Latino or Spanish
origins in the United States challenges the identity politics surrounding U.S. Latinidad and the
Latin American emphasis on social harmony resulting from mixed race heritage.” This
intervention demonstrates how the diasporic conditions Puerto Ricans encountered during and
after migration to the United States were pivotal to the formation of a Nuyorican identity

grounded in negotiations of race, heritage, and belonging.

Through this combined framework, Tufifio’s engagement with Yoruba-derived imagery is
interpreted as a gendered process of visual syncretism in which spiritual symbolism becomes a
means of articulating Black womanhood, diasporic belonging, and reclamation. Rather than
reading Tufifio’s female figures solely as symbols of cultural identity or nationalist
representation, they can also be understood through the lens of embodied subjectivity. The
emphasis on the female body, its posture, gesture, and symbolic surroundings, invites a reading
that aligns with Rodriguez’s notion of identity as something performed and negotiated rather
than fixed. In this sense, Tufifio’s work opens a space for considering how Afro—Puerto Rican
womanhood may encompass forms of expression that exceed normative gender roles, gesturing
toward a more fluid and expansive conception of Latinidad. In addition, archival research
supplements visual and theoretical analysis by situating Tufifio’s practice within specific

institutional and community-based contexts. Primary sources include correspondence, exhibition

4> Quifiones Rivera, “From Trigueiiita to Afro-Puerto Rican,” 174.
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materials, and workshop histories associated with El Museo del Barrio, Taller Boricua, and the
Robert Blackburn Printmaking Workshop. These materials are used to contextualize artistic
production within networks of mentorship, collaboration, and political engagement that shaped

Nuyorican art practices.
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Chapter Four: Visual Analysis

Woman-Centered Visual Language and Embodied Syncretism

This chapter examines how Nitza Tufifio constructs Black femininity, spirituality, and
diasporic identity through composition, figuration, and symbolic form in The Protection Dolls
and Juanita Rodriguez. Across both works, meaning is produced through visual structure—scale,
spatial organization, color, and symbolic repetition—rather than through narrative illustration or
portrait likeness. Within the broader Afro-diasporic visual field shaped by the forced
displacement of Africans to the Caribbean, systems of cosmology, ritual practice, and embodied
knowledge survived through adaptation, syncretism, and visual form. To read her work fully,
then, is to recognize that its imagery is inseparable from these layered histories of displacement
and reclamation. These traditions remain legible not only in explicitly religious contexts, but also
in gesture, ornament, and symbolic imagery, which inform the visual languages of Afro—Puerto
Rican and Nuyorican cultural production. Drawing on Black feminist and Afro-diasporic
approaches to visual culture, as well as Juana Maria Rodriguez’s theorization of embodiment and
performativity, this chapter reads Tufifio’s figures as constructed and enacted subjects rather than
passive representations. Femininity in these works is produced through relation, posture, and
symbolic density, making identity discernible as a visual and embodied condition. Womanhood
in her work does not function as a passive emblem of culture, but as an active locus of

preservation, transmission, and resistance.

The Protection Dolls: Black Femininity, Spiritual Protection, and Maternal Presence

Among the clearest examples of Tufifio’s woman-centered visual language is The

Protection Dolls, a monoprint series in which maternal and child figures are rendered through
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flattened form, bold color, and symbolic adornment. At first glance, the work appears
deceptively simple. The composition is frontal and compressed, with little to no illusionistic
depth, and the figures occupy the pictorial space in a direct and immediate manner. The
background remains largely undefined, functioning less as a representational setting than as a
vibrant field of color that intensifies the presence of the figures themselves. Yet this visual
simplicity is structured by a deeper Afro-diasporic logic of representation in which meaning is
carried through form, relation, and symbolic inscription rather than naturalistic detail. Across the
Caribbean, Yoruba-derived visual and spiritual systems persisted not as static religious
iconography, but as adaptive forms of embodied knowledge expressed through gesture,
ornament, and visual symbolism. The visual relationship between the two forms evokes care not
simply as an emotional condition, but as a cultural and diasporic mode of survival.* In this
sense, maternity in The Protection Dolls exceeds biological reference and becomes a visual
structure through which intergenerational continuity is imagined. In this sense, the image does
not simply depict motherhood; it constructs a culturally specific visual grammar of protection

and continuity.

The composition centers two female-coded figures, one larger and one smaller, strongly
suggesting a maternal and child relationship. Their difference in scale immediately establishes
hierarchy, though not one grounded in domination. Instead, the larger figure’s extended arm
suggests protection, containment, and spiritual guardianship. The visual relationship between the
two forms evokes care not simply as an emotional condition, but as a historically embedded

mode of survival shaped by diasporic displacement and racialized vulnerability. Formally, the

* Quifiones Rivera, “From Triguefiita to Afro-Puerto Rican,” 164-165. Emphasis on racist national ideologies and
preference for “whiteness” is emphasized traditionally across Latin American and the Caribbean. She shares that
those who identify as Black in Puerto Rico are encouraged to have children with those that are lighter complexion to

produce children with whiter skin.
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work resists Western portrait conventions historically associated with Eurocentric standards of
representation and embedded racial hierarchies that have privileged whiteness within Puerto
Rican visual culture.*’ By rendering both figures in a unified deep black tone, Tufifio refuses the
visual fragmentation of Black identity and instead constructs a continuous visual field of African
diasporic presence. The figures are flattened and stylized, reducing individualized facial
specificity while enhancing symbolic readability. This abstraction is significant. By refusing
naturalistic representation, Tufifio shifts the image away from portrait likeness and toward
emblematic presence. The figures become vessels of memory and spiritual force rather than
individualized subjects, aligning with Afro-diasporic visual strategies in which representation

functions through symbolic condensation rather than realism.

Color intensifies this structure. The contrast between saturated blue and pink elements
produces a visual field that resists sentimentalization. Rather than softening motherhood into
domestic imagery, color operates as a structural force that produces tension between intimacy
and visual insistence. Symbolic adornment further expands the Afro-diasporic visual logic of the
work. Cowrie shell references and patterned garments evoke systems of African-derived
spirituality in which the cowrie shell is associated with protection, divination, and feminine
spiritual power. The lightning-shaped earrings introduce a contrasting angular energy that
suggests force and activation rather than ornament. These elements operate within a broader
Yoruba-derived symbolic field in which visual form carries spiritual meaning rather than

decorative function.

47 Dardashti, “Afro-Latinx Intersections,” 114. Line work and Surrealist style, noted in artists such as Jorge Soto, is
also evident in Nitza Tufifio.
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Read through this lens, The Protection Dolls articulates a visual language in which Black
femininity is constructed as spiritual labor and protective force. The figures do not merely
symbolize care; they materialize it as a culturally specific and historically charged practice
shaped by Afro-diasporic survival systems. This is where Juana Maria Rodriguez’s framework
becomes especially useful. Rather than treating these figures as static representations of
womanhood, the work invites a reading of femininity as something visually produced through
gesture, adornment, and bodily relation. Rodriguez’s critique of dominant visual economies of
Latina femininity—often shaped by servitude, domesticity, or hypervisibility—helps clarify how
Tufifio resists these constraints through compositional structure.*® The larger figure’s posture, the
relational proximity between the bodies, and the symbolic density of their construction suggest
that identity here is enacted rather than merely depicted. Femininity in this work is not simply
shown,; it is performed through protection, presence, and spiritual embodiment. This complexity
resonates with Yoruba gender traditions, which recognize fluid and expanded roles for women
within social and spiritual life. That expanded conception of womanhood carries into Tufifio’s
visual practice, where Black femininity emerges not as passive nurture but as active cultural,

spiritual, and ancestral labor.

The figures are rendered in a flattened, graphic style, with Blackness expressed through
silhouette-like forms rather than illusionistic modeling. In doing so, Tufifio breaks away from the
racialized hierarchies historically embedded in Puerto Rican culture: by using the same deep
black tone for both mother and child, she emphasizes a shared connection to Africa and resists
any form of visual “whitewashing.” The facial features are minimal and stylized, reducing

individual specificity while enhancing their symbolic clarity and legibility. This abstraction is

8 Rodriguez, Sexual Futures, Queer Gestures, and Other Latina Longings, 155.
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significant. By refusing naturalistic representation, Tufifio shifts the image away from portrait
likeness and toward emblematic presence. The figures become vessels of memory and spiritual
force rather than simply individualized subjects. Their abstraction does not diminish their

humanity; rather, it expands their symbolic and cultural resonance.

Color plays an especially important role in this process. The bright chromatic contrasts of
the composition create a visual intensity that prevents the image from being read as passive or
decorative. The maternal figure’s garment, composed of geometric blue patchwork-like forms,
contrasts sharply with the pink elements associated with the smaller figure. These color
relationships generate a tension between tenderness and power, intimacy and visual insistence.
Rather than softening the image into sentimental motherhood, Tufifio mobilizes color to create a
charged field of presence in which care and protection appear as active and forceful conditions.
In addition, the symbolic adornment of the figures further deepens this reading. The child’s
garments include fish-like motifs and cowrie shell references, while the maternal figure wears
lightning bolt-shaped earrings that introduce a sharp angularity into an otherwise curved and
rhythmic composition.* These elements are not incidental decorations. Within a Yoruba-derived
visual framework, they suggest a layered symbolic vocabulary tied to spiritual protection,
ancestral continuity, and sacred force. The cowrie shell, long associated across African and
diasporic traditions with divination, protection, and feminine spiritual power, reinforces the
work’s emphasis on embodied guardianship. Read through an iconographic framework attentive
to Yoruba-derived symbolic systems, the lightning bolt motif can be interpreted as an index of

sacred energy rather than a merely decorative accent. Likewise, the lightning bolt imagery

4 Nzewi, Nzewi, Thompson, and Mejorado, “Embodying the Sacred in Yoruba Art,” 36-37.
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evokes the presence of charged spiritual energy, suggesting that the maternal figure is not only

caretaker but also a vessel of force and protection.

Read through Afro-diasporic symbolic frameworks, The Protection Dolls articulates a
visual language in which Black femininity is constructed as spiritual labor and protective force.
The figures do not merely symbolize care; they materialize it as a culturally specific and
historically charged practice shaped by Afro-diasporic survival systems. This reading aligns with
Juana Maria Rodriguez’s theorization of embodiment, which emphasizes femininity as
something produced through visual relation rather than fixed identity. The larger figure’s posture,
proximity between bodies, and symbolic density suggest that identity is enacted rather than
depicted. Within Yoruba-derived gender frameworks, women are understood as capable of
occupying expanded social and spiritual roles that exceed fixed gendered categorization. This
expanded conception of womanhood is visually echoed in Tufifio’s work, where Black
femininity appears as both nurturing and forceful, intimate and protective. This complexity
resonates with Yoruba gender traditions, which, as Olajubu notes, do not confine women to
narrowly defined feminine roles, but instead recognize their capacity to inhabit both feminine
and masculine social and spiritual functions in service of the community.>® Ultimately, The
Protection Dolls positions Black womanhood not as peripheral to Puerto Rican identity, but as

central to the visual articulation of memory, spirituality, and diasporic continuity.

Juanita Rodriguez: Syncretic Womanhood, Spiritual Authority, and Diasporic Identity

50 Olajubu, “Seeing Through a Woman’s Eye,” 46.
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If The Protection Dolls emphasizes intimacy, care, and maternal protection through
chromatic and symbolic density, Juanita Rodriguez develops a more monumental and overtly
syncretic visual language. Rendered as a woodcut relief print in black and white, the work relies
less on color and more on line, contrast, and compositional layering to construct meaning. The
shift in medium is significant. Where the monoprint’s painterly qualities allow for softness and
chromatic tension, the woodcut introduces a graphic force that aligns closely with the political
and communal histories of Nuyorican print culture. The result is a work that feels at once
intimate and declarative, personal and collective. At the center of the composition stands a
prominent female figure whose frontal placement immediately establishes her as the visual and
symbolic anchor of the work. Her scale and positioning confer authority, while the surrounding
imagery expands her meaning beyond individualized portraiture. Rather than functioning solely
as a named subject, Juanita Rodriguez appears as a layered figure through whom multiple
histories and symbolic systems converge. Her body becomes a site of visual synthesis, bringing

together maternal, spiritual, racial, and diasporic meanings within a single compositional field.

The black-and-white format intensifies this effect. Without the mediation of color, the
viewer’s attention is directed toward line, silhouette, and relational form. The bold contrasts
heighten the monumentality of the figure, allowing her presence to dominate the visual field.
This graphic starkness is especially important in relation to printmaking as a medium of public
address. The woodcut’s visual language echoes traditions of accessibility, reproducibility, and
collective circulation, reinforcing the political dimensions of Tufifio’s practice even as the image
itself remains deeply symbolic and intimate. Iconographically, Juanita Rodriguez is especially
rich. The central female figure is flanked by the familiar motif of the Madonna and Child, while

above or behind her appears the signifying form of Chango, suggested through the presence of
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the double-headed axe. The juxtaposition of these symbols is crucial. Rather than simply
combining Christian and Yoruba references as evidence of “hybridity” in a generalized sense,
Tufifio constructs a visual field in which multiple spiritual traditions coexist without being
collapsed into sameness. Puerto Rican identity cannot be meaningfully affiliated with one
cultural root more than another, but must instead be understood as a continually redefined and
negotiated formation. The image therefore operates through syncretic layering, but not
simplistically. It stages spiritual continuity as a diasporic condition in which inherited systems of

belief remain active, negotiated, and visually rearticulated.

The centrality of the female body is what ultimately organizes this symbolic convergence.
Rather than functioning as a passive vessel onto which cultural meaning is projected, Juanita
Rodriguez emerges as an active bearer of ancestral and spiritual authority. Positioned as the
compositional anchor of the image, her figure mediates between visual symbols, diasporic
histories, and sacred traditions, gathering them into a single embodied presence. In this way, the
work does not merely depict womanhood, but constructs it as a combination of preservation,
translation, and continuity. It is through this central figuration that the work’s engagement with
diasporic identity becomes especially legible. Juanita Rodriguez can be read as embodying the
layered pressures historically placed upon Puerto Rican women within migratory and
postcolonial contexts: care, labor, survival, cultural preservation, and the carrying of communal
memory. As Hilda Lloréns and Rosa E. Carrasquillo note, “Hierarchy and notions of stability are
embedded in Puerto Rican conceptions of national ‘roots.”” Yet, as they further invoke Dick
Hebdige, “roots themselves are in a state of constant flux and change... They change shape.

They change colour. And they grow.”' Although developed in relation to public art in Caguas,

*! Lloréns and Carrasquillo, “Sculpting Blackness,” 109.
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Puerto Rico, Lloréns and Carrasquillo’s framework is productive here because it helps articulate
how Tufifio transforms diasporic and gendered pressures into visual form rather than reducing

them to sociological description. Instead, it renders them symbolically and formally through the
compositional weight, frontal presence, and visual authority granted to the central body. Juanita

Rodriguez thus becomes a figure through whom diaspora is not simply narrated, but represented.

Drawing on Juana Maria Rodriguez’s theorization of embodiment, femininity here can be
understood as something produced through visual performance rather than static depiction. The
figure’s authority is not inherent but constructed through posture, scale, and relational
positioning within the image. This reading is further supported by Afro-diasporic frameworks of
spiritual continuity, in which visual systems operate through layered coexistence rather than
synthesis. In this context, the image reflects a broader diasporic condition in which inherited
religious and cultural systems remain active, distinct, and visually negotiable. Ultimately,
Juanita Rodriguez positions Black womanhood as a mediating force through which spiritual,
cultural, and historical systems are brought into visual relation. Rather than functioning as a
symbolic vessel, the figure operates as a structuring presence, making diasporic identity visible

through composition itself.

Conclusion: Tufifio’s Visual Reclamation of Afro—Puerto Rican Identity

Taken together, The Protection Dolls and Juanita Rodriguez demonstrate that Tufifio’s
visual practice is not simply concerned with representing Puerto Rican identity, but with actively
reconfiguring the terms through which that identity can be seen. Across both works, Black
femininity functions not as a symbolic supplement, but as a primary visual and conceptual

structure through which spirituality, ancestry, and diasporic belonging are articulated. These
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works reveal that Tufifio’s use of Yoruba-derived iconography is neither ornamental nor
ethnographic. Instead, it operates as part of a broader diasporic visual language through which
suppressed African inheritances are reactivated and made materially present. Her recurring
emphasis on female bodies, protective forms, and symbolic adornment further demonstrates that
cultural continuity in her work is inseparable from questions of embodiment, care, and spiritual

labor.

By mobilizing printmaking and figuration in this way, Tufifio expands the
representational terrain of Nuyorican visual culture. Her work not only participates in the
political and cultural imperatives of the Nuyorican Movement, but also complicates them by
insisting on the centrality of Black womanhood and Afro-diasporic spirituality within Puerto
Rican visual history. Through these formal and symbolic strategies, Tufifio offers a visual
reclamation of identity that is at once racial, spiritual, gendered, and diasporic. In doing so, she
positions Black femininity not at the margins of Latinidad, but at its generative and sustaining

center.
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Chapter Five: Conclusion

In returning to the personal questions of identity that initially motivated this research,
Nitza Tufino’s work reveals how artistic practice can operate as a site of cultural memory,
belonging, and reclamation. My mother’s description of my grandfather not only illuminated the
ways Blackness was marked and remembered within my own family history, but also exposed
how African ancestry has often been simultaneously acknowledged and distanced within Puerto
Rican cultural narratives. Shaped first by Spanish colonization and later by U.S. imperial rule,
Puerto Rican identity has long been formed through imposed systems of classification, erasure,
and negotiation. Yet, as this thesis has shown, that identity is not fixed; rather, it remains an

active and ongoing process of recovery, reinterpretation, and self-definition.

To understand the cultural stakes of this diasporic condition, it is also necessary to
recognize how race functioned differently for Puerto Ricans in the diaspora than it often had
within dominant nationalist discourse on the island. Puerto Rican identity has historically been
narrated through the myth of harmonious mixture, often expressed through the ideology of the

13

island’s “three roots”: Spanish, African, and Indigenous Taino. While this formulation has often
been celebrated as evidence of cultural richness or racial inclusivity, it has also operated as a
mechanism of erasure by flattening historical violence and minimizing the ongoing realities of
anti-Blackness. In practice, Blackness within Puerto Rican culture has frequently been
acknowledged only in abstract or symbolic terms, while whiteness remained the unspoken norm
of respectability, beauty, and national legibility. Within the diaspora, however, these
contradictions became harder to obscure. Puerto Ricans in the United States encountered racial

systems that often positioned them in relation to Blackness more explicitly, making visible the

racial tensions and suppressions that nationalist discourse on the island had long sought to soften
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or displace. This tension is critical for reading Tufifio’s work, which repeatedly foregrounds
Black femininity, spiritual symbolism, and ancestral memory in ways that challenge whitening
tendencies within official narratives of Puerto Rican identity. Rather than reproducing a sanitized
or folkloric image of Puerto Rican culture, her work insists upon the visibility of African-derived
traditions and their continuing force within diasporic identity. In doing so, Tufifio participates in
a larger Afro-diasporic visual tradition that understands cultural memory not as static inheritance,
but as an active process of reassembly and reclamation. This is one of the reasons her practice is
especially significant within both Puerto Rican and Nuyorican art histories, despite the relative

lack of sustained scholarship devoted specifically to her work.

Ultimately, this thesis contributes to a growing body of scholarship that seeks to
foreground Afro—Puerto Rican and Afro-diasporic perspectives within art history. By situating
Tufino within these conversations, it underscores the necessity of expanding the canon to include
artists whose work challenges inherited hierarchies of race, gender, and cultural value. Tufifio’s
visual language reminds us that identity is not fixed, but continuously negotiated, and that art
remains a powerful space through which histories of erasure can be confronted, reimagined, and

transformed.
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List of Figures

Fig 1. Nitza Tufifio, The Protection Dolls 3, 2024, monoprint, 23.5 x 17.5 in. Exhibited at the
Claire Oliver Gallery, New York, New York.
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Fig 2. Nitza Tufiflo, Juanita Rodriguez, 2023, woodcut on Fabriano paper, 30 X 20 in.
Exhibited at the Claire Oliver Gallery, New York, New York
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Fig 3. Sophia Dawson, Palante, 2015, acrylic on canvas.
https://www.artnews.com/art-news/news/presente-the-voung-lords-in-new-vork-at-bronx-museu



https://www.artnews.com/art-news/news/presente-the-young-lords-in-new-york-at-bronx-museum-4762/
https://www.artnews.com/art-news/news/presente-the-young-lords-in-new-york-at-bronx-museum-4762/
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Fig. 4. Jorge Soto, El matrimonio del Atabeya y Chango, c. 1975, pen and ink on paper. (Original
whereabouts unknown), As seen in: “Nuyorican Visionary: Jorge Soto and the Evolution of an
Afro-Taino Aesthetic at Taller Boricua.” Centro Journal 17 (2): 2241



Fig. 5. Staff for Shango, Oshe Shango (Nigeria). n.d. Wood, h.15".
https://jstor.org/stable/community.13755823.
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Fig. 6. Taino, Zemi Cohoba Stand, Wood (Guaiacum) and shell, 27 x 8 5/8 x 9 1/8 in.
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection.
Bequest of Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979.
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Fig. 7. El Nacimiento de mi hijo.

Jorge Soto. c. 1978, pen and ink on paper.
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Abstract

This thesis examines the work of Afro-Puerto Rican artist Nitza Tufifio through Yoruba
iconography, diasporic memory, and gendered Nuyorican identity. Grounded within the cultural
and political context of the Nuyorican Movement of the 1960s and 1970s and, this study argues
that Tufifo’s visual practice reframes suppressed African spiritual symbols through a
woman-centered perspective, positioning Black femininity and spiritual labor as sites of
resistance to colonial erasure and racial marginalization. Drawing upon Yoruba-derived
cosmologies, Santeria, and processes of visual syncretism, Tufifio integrates African, Indigenous
Taino, and Caribbean traditions to articulate a gendered visual language rooted in care, ritual, and

collective memory.

Using close visual analysis, archival research, and postcolonial and iconographic
methodologies, this thesis examines Tufifio’s engagement with printmaking and public art as
extensions of Yoruba concepts of ritual repetition, reproduction, and communal labor, processes
historically associated with women’s cultural knowledge. Her practice challenges dominant
narratives in Puerto Rican art history that privilege Spanish colonial heritage and male-centered
artistic canons while marginalizing Afro-diasporic and feminine modes of visual expression. By
situating Tufifio’s work within institutions such as El Museo del Barrio and Taller Boricua, this
study positions her as a critical yet underexamined figure in Afro-Latinx visual culture.
Ultimately, this thesis demonstrates how Yoruba iconography operates as a gendered visual
system through which Black womanhood, spirituality, and diasporic identity are actively

reclaimed and reimagined within the Nuyorican experience.
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Chapter One: Introduction

Afro-Puerto Rican artist Nitza Tufifio (b. 1949) occupies a critical yet understudied
position within Nuyorican visual culture, where her work enacts a gendered process of visual
syncretism' rooted in Afro-Caribbean spiritual traditions. The term “Nuyorican” has historically
occupied an unstable and contested position. Initially deployed as a pejorative to mark Puerto
Ricans born or raised in New York as culturally inauthentic or estranged from the island, it was
later reclaimed as a declaration of diasporic specificity and cultural agency. To identify as
Nuyorican was therefore not merely to indicate geography, but to inhabit a subject position
structured by migration, racialization, bilingualism, and urban marginality. As Tai B.
Caragol-Barreto argues, the cultural production of Puerto Ricans in New York emerged from a
condition of social displacement in which subjects were suspended between the remembered past
of Puerto Rico and the racialized realities of life in the United States.” This condition produced a
fractured yet generative sense of belonging: Puerto Ricans in New York were often positioned as
outsiders within the United States while simultaneously regarded by some on the island as
insufficiently Puerto Rican. The Nuyorican Movement arose from this unresolved doubleness,
compelling artists and writers to reconstruct identity across fractured geographies, languages,
and histories.

Through her sustained use of Yoruba-derived iconography Tufifio reclaims spiritual
symbols historically suppressed by colonial and Eurocentric frameworks, repositioning them

within a visual language shaped by Black womanhood and Nuyorican experience. In works such

! In this thesis, syncretism is understood not merely as the blending of cultural forms, but as a dynamic process of
reinterpretation shaped by diasporic identity, historical displacement, and the negotiation of cultural meaning.
Charles Stewart and Rosalind Shaw, eds., Syncretism/Anti-Syncretism: The Politics of Religious Synthesis (London:
Routledge, 1994), 5-6.

2 Tai B. Caragol-Barreto, “Aesthetics of Exile: The Construction of Nuyorican Identity in the Art of El Taller
Boricua,” Centro Journal 17, no. 2 (2005): 8,

https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true& AuthType=sso&db=asn& AN=19964626&site=eds-live.



as The Protection Dolls series (2024), a monoprint (Fig. 1) and Juanita Rodriguez (2023), a
woodcut relief print (Fig. 2), Tufifio mobilizes Yoruba cosmologies to center Black female
figures as sites of spiritual authority, ancestral memory, and cultural resistance.

In The Protection Dolls series, we observe a series of three images each featuring the
same subject albeit presented in different colors. The composition is flattened and frontal, with
the two subjects, facing directly at the viewer. There is no perception of depth in the background
with the saturated color choice of the artist. The flat ground removes any kind of spatial context,
giving the impression that the figures are contained within the space. The larger of the two
figures is assumed to be a mother figure, with the smaller being a child. The scaling alludes to
matriarchal hierarchy, along with the slightly angled composition of the maternal figure
protecting the smaller figure. The maternal figure stretches her arm signifying this, and also
alludes to spiritual guardianship. The contrast between the bright chromatic color choices is what
is most striking when observing this piece. The black skin is not modeled or highly defined,
outside of the facial features that we immediately see. Tufifio’s use of a monoprint operates in a
unique space, in which both printing and painting are combined. This gives the composition a
graphic, flattened appearance to the figures and is unconventional. This choice is representative
of resisting typical Western artistic portraiture conventions and gives the impression of graphic
art, in addition to symbolically visualizing the hybridity of Puerto Rican identity. The bright blue
on the maternal figure is structured with square, patchwork-like shapes, while the child’s pink
garments are designed with small fish symbols and cowrie shells. Tufifio repeats the same
geometric elements on the blue garment on the headwear of the maternal figure, signaling an
intentional connection between the design choices. When observing the facial features, we see

minimal details. Thin pink lips, asymmetrical small almond shaped eyes, and simplified noses



which make the composition feel less like a portrait, but rather a visual representation. Tufifio
also incorporates earrings that are lightning bolt shaped, adding a moment of angularity to the
painting which would otherwise not exist due to the curved nature of her use of lines. These
figures operate within a feminine framework grounded in care, protection, and embodied
spirituality, emphasizing the role of Black women as agents of cultural transmission within

postcolonial and diasporic contexts.

When compared to Juanita Rodriguez by Tufifio, we encounter a markedly different
approach to visualizing Nuyorican identity and Yoruba-derived iconology. Rendered in
black-and-white on Fabriano paper, the work emphasizes the interplay of line, form, and tonal
contrast rather than color. The composition centers a female figure prominently, establishing an
immediate focal point. Surrounding her are additional female and child figures, along with
stylized flora commonly associated with Nuyorican visual language and design. As a woodcut
relief print, the image relies on bold black-and-white contrasts that heighten the visual impact of
the central female figure and reinforce the graphic quality often associated with Nuyorican print
culture. The stark contrast and emphasis on line create a sense of monumentality, allowing the
figure of Juanita Rodriguez to function not only as an individual subject but potentially as a
symbolic maternal or ancestral presence. Juanita Rodriguez appears in other works by Tufifio,
suggesting that the subject may represent either a specific individual within the artist’s personal

circle, perhaps a grandmother figure, or a recurring symbolic figure within her visual vocabulary.

Rendered through printmaking techniques associated with collective production and
accessibility, Tufifio’s works merge African diasporic symbolism with Caribbean and Latin
American visual traditions, producing a distinctly Afro-diasporic Nuyorican visuality. In The

Protection Dolls and Juanita Rodirguez are active sites through which Afro—Puerto Rican and



Nuyorican subjectivities are constructed, negotiated, and made visible. Each selected work by
Tufifio operates as a visual articulation of the theoretical frameworks outlined in the preceding
literature, translating concepts such as syncretism, diasporic identity, and Afro-Caribbean
spirituality into material and iconographic form. Through her use of Yoruba-derived symbols,
Indigenous Taino references, and community-centered imagery, Tufifio’s compositions function
as layered visual texts in which multiple cultural histories coexist and interact. These works
make legible the processes of cultural retention and transformation that define diasporic
experience, particularly within the Nuyorican context. Rather than presenting identity as fixed or
singular, the artworks instead reveal it to be fluid, relational, and continuously negotiated across
time and space. Moreover, Tufifio’s engagement with printmaking as a medium reinforces the
political and communal dimensions of her practice. By working within a tradition historically
tied to activism and accessibility, her prints extend beyond aesthetic objects to become vehicles
for cultural affirmation and resistance. In this way, the selected artworks do not simply reflect the
themes of this study, they actively produce meaning, offering critical insight into how

Afro—Puerto Rican identity is visually constructed and sustained.

Through this syncretic process, Tufifio asserts Black femininity not as a marginal
presence within latinidad, but as a foundational force through which Nuyorican identity, memory,
and resistance are visually articulated. In this thesis, femininity is understood not as a fixed
biological category but as a culturally constructed set of social roles and symbolic associations
connected to care, protection, and spiritual labor. The concept of gender-fluidity, drawn from
Yoruba cosmology and Afro-diasporic spiritual traditions, refers to the capacity of spiritual
figures and symbolic systems to move between masculine and feminine attributes rather than

remaining confined within Western binary categories. Rather than existing in opposition,



femininity and gender-fluidity operate together within Tufifio’s work. Her female figures embody
traditionally feminine roles of protection and care while simultaneously invoking Yoruba

cosmological systems in which divine forces transcend fixed gender binaries.

Growing up, my mother often spoke about her grandfather, sharing memories of a man
she never knew only through stories shared to her by her mother. Hearing these stories of my
grandmother’s childhood in Puerto Rico, growing up on a coffee farm with her brother, I could
picture it as if I were there. Playing with pigs, running barefoot, the sounds of coqui floating in
the air. As a little girl, I envisioned this magical childhood growing up far away from New
England storms, honking cars, and crammed apartment buildings, always wondering about that
grandfather my mom spoke of. My grandmother never spoke of her father, only of her mother
who was known as the local medicine woman, and rumored by family members as having
practiced Santeria. These gaps in my family’s history are not unique; they reflect a broader
pattern experienced by many Puerto Ricans. The far-reaching effects of colonialism, beginning
with Spain’s violent colonization of the island, play a significant role in this erasure. The caste
system established under Spanish rule and later reinforced by the United States fostered a
cultural hierarchy in which African heritage was stigmatized, Taino identity was selectively
embraced, and Whiteness was positioned as the most desirable form of identification, as
explored by Isar Godreau later in this thesis. It wasn’t until one day as a teenager, where my
mother shared that she saw a picture one time of her grandfather, a picture that no longer exists.
Hearing the description used by my mother through racialized language — emphasizing his dark
skin and tightly coiled hair — was deeply unsettling, prompting a reckoning with how Blackness
has been acknowledged, distanced, and remembered within my own family. Never once has race

been brought up within my family up until that point, and it was if [ had opened a door to a past



that wanted to be forgotten. Confronting this familial history prompted questions central to this
study: how is Blackness remembered, visualized, and reclaimed, and what happens when
suppressed African diasporic histories resurface through art? It is within this space, between
memory and erasure, personal inheritance and collective history, that the work of artist Nitza

Tufino becomes especially significant.

Puerto Rican art history has long been framed through narratives that give preference to
Spanish colonial heritage while marginalizing or obscuring the island’s African and Indigenous
roots. Within dominant scholarship, African-derived visual traditions, particularly those rooted in
Yoruba religion and spirituality, are often sidelined or considered symbolic rather than as
foundational cultural forces. This imbalance reflects broader colonial and racial hierarchies that
have shaped how Puerto Rican identity has been constructed, visualized, and historicized. As a
result, Afro-Puerto Rican artistic production, especially by women artists, remains
underexamined within art historical discourse, despite its central role in articulating cultural
memory, resistance, and diasporic identity. In 1898, following the Spanish—American War, Spain
ceded control of Puerto Rico and the Philippines to the United States. During the early period of
U.S. colonization, Puerto Rico underwent significant political and social transformation. The
shift from Spanish colonial rule to U.S. governance introduced new legislative policies,
administrative reforms, and debates surrounding the island’s political status and capacity for
self-government. In 1917, Puerto Ricans were granted U.S. citizenship through the
Jones—Shafroth Act, marking a pivotal moment in the reconfiguration of Puerto Rican identity.
Although colonial dynamics had shaped Puerto Rican society for centuries, the twentieth century

ushered in a new era in which migration and diaspora profoundly transformed cultural identity.
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The forced migration of enslaved Africans to Puerto Rico, and the subsequent
development of Afro-Caribbean religious practices such as Santeria, embedded Yoruba
cosmology, iconography, and aesthetics deeply within Puerto Rican cultural life. These traditions
persisted and evolved through processes of syncretism, blending African orishas with Catholic
saints and Indigenous Taino belief systems. Within this context, Afro-Puerto Rican artist Nitza
Tufino emerges as a critical yet understudied figure whose work engages Yoruba iconography
and Afro-diasporic visual systems as a means of reclaiming suppressed African spiritual symbols
and female representation. A founding member of both El Museo del Barrio and Taller Boricua,
Tufifno has consistently articulated a practice rooted in arte comprometido, or “art with a
purpose,” emphasizing community engagement, public accessibility, and cultural affirmation.’
Within this broader movement culture, visual art assumed a particularly important role because it
offered a public and accessible means of circulating identity. Murals, posters, prints, banners, and
community exhibitions could reach audiences beyond elite art spaces, embedding political and
cultural messages directly within the urban environments Puerto Rican communities inhabited.
As Diogenes Ballester explains, “Puerto Rican artists began to develop an aesthetic that
addressed the values of their community while also adapting to the avant garde currents of the
City.”* This emphasis on accessibility distinguished much Nuyorican visual production from
more conventional art historical models centered on the singular masterpiece or the isolated
studio artist. Public art installations throughout Spanish Harlem- including murals, mosaics, and
sculptures- demonstrate how art functioned not only as aesthetic expression but also as a

collective and pedagogical force within neighborhood life. In this context, visual art became a

3 Felice Caivano, Press Release for Nitza Tufifio Exhibition (Trinity College, Hartford, Connecticut), September
19—October 24, 2001, documents, Nitza Tufifio: Thirty Years in Public Art (Hartford, CT: Trinity College, 2001),
accessed via Trinity College Digital Repository, JSTOR Community Collections,
https://jstor.org/stable/community.39919879

* Ballester, “Aesthetic Development of Puerto Rican Visual Arts in New York as Part of the Diaspora,” 28.



https://jstor.org/stable/community.39919879
https://jstor.org/stable/community.39919879
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means of asserting the legitimacy of Puerto Rican and Afro-diasporic cultural identity within the
city’s public sphere. Nitza Tufifio’s mosaic installation at the 103rd Street subway station offers a
compelling example of this approach, using public art to affirm social and cultural identity in

New York.

Drawing upon Caribbean and Latin American visual traditions alongside printmaking
methodologies grounded in collective production, her work reflects diasporic modes of
knowledge transmission shaped by Yoruba-derived cosmologies. Through the translation of
print-based designs into large-scale public artworks, Tufifio uses reproducibility, ritual labor, and
symbolic continuity as strategies of resistance against colonial erasure. Tufifio’s engagement
with Afro-Caribbean symbolism was not only visual but also intellectual, as evidenced in her
correspondence with master printmaker Lorenzo Homar, which reveals her active participation in
debates surrounding cultural identity, artistic responsibility, and Puerto Rican visual language
during the Nuyorican era.’ This thesis argues Tufifio’s use of Yoruba iconography reflects a
gendered process of visual syncretism rooted in colonial Latin American artistic traditions,
reframing suppressed Afro-Caribbean spiritual symbols into markers of Nuyorican identity,
memory, and resistance through a Nuyorican woman'’s perspective. Her visual language draws
upon the spiritual, aesthetic, and gender-fluid dimensions of Yoruba cosmology to articulate a
Nuyorican identity shaped by race, gender, colonial history, and migration, resisting reductive
notions of Puerto Rican identity by foregrounding Blackness, femininity, and spirituality as

dynamic and interconnected forces rather than marginal or contradictory elements.

> Nitza Tufifio, letter to Lorenzo Homar, March 16, 1977, private archives of Laura and Susan Homar Dimm, San
Juan, Puerto Rico; courtesy of Nitza Tufifio, South Orange, NJ.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review

This literature review is organized into four interrelated areas of scholarship that together
frame the intellectual and historical context of this study. While each section engages a distinct
body of literature, they collectively map the interdisciplinary terrain through which Afro—Puerto
Rican, Nuyorican, and Afro-diasporic visual culture has been theorized, historicized, and
interpreted. The first section examines the current state of Puerto Rican and, more specifically,
Nuyorican art historical scholarship. As a rapidly expanding field, recent studies and exhibitions
have begun to challenge earlier Eurocentric frameworks that privileged Spanish colonial
narratives while marginalizing African and Indigenous contributions. By foregrounding key texts
this section highlights both the growth of the field and its shifting priorities, particularly the
increasing attention to diasporic identity, migration, and cultural hybridity. The second section
turns to theoretical frameworks surrounding race, identity, and representation in contemporary
art, with a particular focus on Afro-Caribbean and Afro—Puerto Rican identity. Drawing on
scholarship in postcolonial studies, Black feminist theory, and Afro-diasporic studies, this section
establishes the conceptual foundation for analyzing how race, gender, and spirituality intersect
within visual culture. Here, concepts such as syncretism, diasporic identity formation, and “triple
consciousness” are explored as critical tools for understanding the cultural and political
dimensions of artistic production. The third section focuses specifically on the scholarship
surrounding Afro—Puerto Rican artist Nitza Tufifio. It surveys key texts, exhibitions, and critical
interpretations of her work, assessing how she has been positioned within Puerto Rican and
Nuyorican art histories. While Tufifio is recognized as a foundational figure—particularly
through her involvement with institutions such as El Museo del Barrio (a Latinx cultural museum

in New York) and Taller Boricua (a Puerto Rican artist collective and printmaking



workshop)—this section also identifies the relative gaps in sustained scholarly attention to her
practice, especially in relation to Yoruba-derived iconography, gender, and Afro-diasporic
spirituality. Tracing its lineage from nineteenth-century European political print culture to its
adoption within the Chicano, Black Power, and feminist movements in the United States, this
section underscores printmaking’s significance as a tool of resistance, accessibility, and
collective production. Within this context, the work of Taller Boricua is examined as a critical
site in which these histories converge, and through which Tufifio’s practice can be more fully
understood. Taken together, these four areas of scholarship provide the foundation for this
study’s central argument: that Tufifio’s use of Yoruba iconography operates within a broader
diasporic, gendered, and politically engaged visual tradition that both draws from and expands

existing frameworks in Puerto Rican and Afro-diasporic art history.

Much of the scholarship on Puerto Rican art has historically emphasized the island’s
cultural and historical ties to Spain, often placing European influence at the center of analysis
while giving comparatively less attention to the violence through which colonial society was
established. As the colonial power responsible for the subjugation of the Taino population and

the forced enslavement of an estimated 30,000 Africans from West and Central Africa, Spain

played a central role in structuring the social, political, and cultural foundations of Puerto Rico.

European contact began in 1493 with Christopher Columbus’s arrival, and Spanish rule was
further institutionalized under Juan Ponce de Ledn in 1509. In the process, the island’s original
Taino name, Borikén, was replaced, a change that reflected the broader colonial project of
erasure and domination. As Milagros Denis-Rosario notes, colonial governance relied on

evolving legal mechanisms that were “used to control certain population sectors such as poor

13
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farmers, women, and black slaves and freedmen.”® These mechanisms were further reinforced
through the political authority exercised by the Catholic Church over the island and its residents.
The caste system imposed by the colonial government divided the population according to race
and social class and shaped nearly every aspect of life on the island. This hierarchy generally
placed Spaniards at the top, followed by Creoles, poor whites, free people of color, Taino people,
and, at the bottom, enslaved Africans. Denis-Rosario further argues that the conditions
experienced by women within this patriarchal society were shaped by caste position, as forms of
subjugation, exposure to harassment, and access to economic opportunity differed across racial

and social categories during the colonial era.

Scholarship on Puerto Rican art has often marginalized African and Indigenous Taino
traditions, minimizing the richness and complexity of the cultural influences that have shaped
Puerto Rican visual culture. The Yoruba people, a West African ethnic group originating in
present-day Benin, Nigeria, and Togo, have been identified as a significant cultural influence in
Puerto Rico, particularly in religious and spiritual practices as well as in visual traditions related
to figuration and facial representation. The emergence of Afro—Puerto Rican art as a defined
cultural movement is inseparable from the mid-twentieth-century migration that reshaped the
social and cultural landscape of U.S. cities such as New York, Chicago, and Newark. As Puerto
Rican communities transformed formerly European immigrant neighborhoods into diasporic
barrios, new forms of cultural expression emerged that challenged dominant narratives of
American identity. Beginning in the 1940s, more than 20,000 Puerto Ricans migrated from the
island to the mainland United States through programs such as the Contract Farm Worker

Program and in response to mounting colonial and economic pressures. Regina Bernard-Carrefio

% Denis-Rosario Milagros, “The Perpetual Colony: Historical Memory and Inequalities in Puerto Rican Society,” in
Postcolonial Archipelagos: Comparing the Legacies of Spanish Colonialism in Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the
Philippines, ed. Hans-Jiirgen Burchardt and Johanna Leinius (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2022), 204.
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details these migration patterns in Puerto Ricans in New York, situating them within broader
structures of labor demand, displacement, and colonial governance. Bernard-Carrefio analyzes
the historical and cultural experiences of Puerto Rican communities in New York City,
emphasizing the intersections of migration, identity formation, and structural inequality. She
further argues that Nuyorican identity developed through the combined pressures of colonial
history, economic displacement, and racialization in the United States, placing Puerto Ricans in a
complex position between Black and Latino identities.The long-term effects of poverty also
shaped the lives of Puerto Rican women in New York City, who were frequently represented in
dominant media and cultural discourse through racist and misogynistic stereotypes, including
depictions of them as "promiscuous whores who led their men to becoming lazy, ignorant,
abusive, poor, drunk, and lazy”.” Bernard-Carrefio also underscores the role of cultural
production, community formation, and political activism in resisting marginalization and
articulating a distinct diasporic identity. A related argument appears from Edgardo Meléndez,
author of Sponsored Migration: The State and Puerto Rican Postwar Migration to the United
States. Meléndez argues that the extension of U.S. citizenship to Puerto Ricans altered their legal
status without resolving their political subordination, functioning instead as a mechanism for
managing Puerto Rico’s economic and social instability under colonial rule. In particular, the
United States government was selective in determining which Puerto Ricans were permitted or
encouraged to migrate to the mainland, often favoring younger, single, and skilled men. In some

regions, especially in the South, access to settlement was further shaped by racialized standards

7 Regma Bernard Carreio, “Puertoricans in New York,” Counterpoints 366 (2010): 61-75,

. 64. Cited from Oscar Lewis in “La Vida: A Puerto Rican Family in the
Culture of Poverty-San Juan and New York” (1966). Bernard-Carrefio shares that this work is often cited by
anthropologists and sociology, even though it carries significant racial and gendered stereotypes.


http://www.jstor.org/stable/42981349
http://www.jstor.org/stable/42981349
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in which Puerto Ricans who could be identified as white were more readily accepted.® This
history is crucial for understanding how Puerto Rican identity was rearticulated not only on the
island, but also through diaspora, particularly in urban centers such as New York. In 1952, the
establishment of the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico marked a new political era, one that
coincided with increasing migration to the mainland United States and the growing formation of
a Nuyorican identity. Puerto Rico’s political status remained deeply connected to the cultural and
social conditions through which its people understood identity, belonging, and

self-representation, both on the island and across the diaspora.

The Nuyorican Movement of the 1960s and 1970s should be understood not simply as a
period of cultural flourishing, but as a critical response to displacement, racialization, and
systemic marginalization. Bernard-Carrefio notes that activism surrounding education and
broader social issues intensified in the 1970s, contributing to the implementation of bilingual
education within the New York City public school system. This marked a significant shift, as
“English Only” instruction was prohibited and Puerto Rican children growing up in 1970s New
York were no longer subjected to the same institutional pressures of forced linguistic and cultural
assimilation. These developments illustrate the extent to which New York City functioned, and
continues to function, as a central site of Puerto Rican political and cultural struggle. Such
moments have also been reflected in visual culture through representations of identity, resistance,
and reclamation. Like the Harlem Renaissance before it, the Nuyorican Movement mobilized
artistic production as a means of asserting visibility, agency, and self-definition within a hostile
sociopolitical context. Like the Harlem Renaissance before it, the Nuyorican Movement

mobilized artistic production as a means of asserting visibility, agency, and self-definition within

8 Edgardo Meléndez, Sponsored Migration: The State and Puerto Rican Postwar Migration to the United States
(Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 2017), 25-48.
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a hostile sociopolitical context. This broader cultural and political framework is essential for
understanding how Puerto Rican artists engaged questions of race, identity, and representation,

particularly in relation to the visual construction of Blackness.

Another important contribution to this scholarship is the work of Hilda Lloréns and Rosa
E. Carrasquillo. In their essay, they examine two sculptures by David Aponte installed in Caguas,
Puerto Rico as part of a larger exhibition Ritmo. Lloréns and Carrasquillo argue that Puerto
Rican visual representations of Blackness have historically positioned Blackness as passive,
foreign, and primitive. In contrast, they contend that works produced by Black or Afro—Puerto
Rican artists often articulate Blackness through frameworks of agency, modernity, and resistance.
Rather than reproducing primitivist visual conventions, these artists depict Black bodies as
modern, self-possessed, and resistant. Notably, the essay makes repeated use of the term criollo
(or Creole) to describe Puerto Rican identity, a framework that did not appear as explicitly in the
other sources considered in this review. They conclude that the sculptures reproduce
long-standing stereotypes of Africans and Blackness, thereby illustrating Puerto Rico’s
enduringly fraught relationship to race. Ultimately, Lloréns and Carrasquillo argue that, despite
the sculptures’ contemporary aesthetic, colonial and racial logics continue to structure the visual
language of state-sanctioned art. Attending to the differences in racial identity formation between
island Puerto Ricans and Puerto Ricans living on the U.S. mainland-particularly during and after
the Nuyorican Movement-helps clarify the ideological frameworks that informed artistic
production during this period and shaped the visual representation of Afro-Puerto Rican identity.
Extending the discussion of Puerto Rican visual representations of Blackness beyond the

Nuyorican Movement, scholars have also examined how Afro-Puerto Rican artists incorporate
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Yoruba cultural practices to explore identity, resistance, and the continuity of African diasporic

traditions.

Much scholarship on Yoruba influence in the Caribbean has emphasized Cuba,
particularly in relation to music and religious practice. Afro-Caribbean Connections by
Marina Reyes Franco discusses the ties between Spanish, African, and Taino cultures that
make up the racial and cultural identity for Puerto Ricans. She cites the 2000 United States
Census, which reported that 80 percent of the island’s population identified as White and
only 8 percent identified as Black or African American, raising questions about the
visibility and representation of Afro-Puerto Rican identity.” Given the small proportion of
Puerto Ricans identifying as Black or African American, it is important to examine how
Blackness is represented in Puerto Rican art and how Yoruba cultural influences from the
African Diaspora are reflected within it. Franco analyzes Afro-Puerto Rican art in her
essay and seeks to analyze how race, and more importantly Yoruba culture, are represented
in the works of Awilda Sterling Duprey, a multidisciplinary artist engaged with African
spiritual traditions. Sterling Duprey’s 2014 multidisciplinary piece, Transparente
desnudez, merges dance and sculpture, drawing on African dance, Yoruba traditions, and
Santeria. Her work has been credited with “celebrating blackness”, positioning it within
broader conversations surrounding Afro-Caribbean identity and cultural affirmation.'
Franco’s scholarship underscores the importance of examining Yoruba-derived traditions
in Puerto Rican art to address historiographic gaps in the study of Afro-diasporic visual

culture. While studies of Afro—Puerto Rican artists highlight the incorporation of

? Marina Reyes Franco, “Afro-Caribbean Connections,” A7t in America 107, no. 3 (2019): 37,
https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true& AuthType=sso&db=ulh& AN=1348 60844 &site=ehost-live.
10 Franco, “Afro-Caribbean Connections,” 39.
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African-derived practices in contemporary art, frameworks rooted in Yoruba cosmology,
including the concept of Ase, offer critical tools for interpreting the spiritual and symbolic

dimensions of these works.

Yoruba Orishas and Feminine Cosmology

In Ashé at the Intersection of Art & Spirituality, Arturo Lindsay analyzes the spiritual and
aesthetic dimensions of Yoruba artistic production, arguing that these works are inseparable from
their metaphysical foundations. Building on Babatunde Lawal’s scholarship, Lindsay emphasizes
the importance of Yoruba cosmology as an interpretive framework, particularly the concept of
Ase, a generative spiritual force associated with vitality, authority, and creative power. Lawal
contends that Yoruba visual traditions are inseparable from this cosmology, with artistic
production serving not only aesthetic purposes but also spiritual functions. As Lawal observes,
“the special skills involved in its creation, art is often associated with the supernatural and
thought to embody a kind of ase,”indicating that artworks function both as visual forms and as
mediums for spiritual power."" Building on this foundation, Lindsay reflects on his dual role as
artist and art historian, proposing Ase as a critical framework for evaluating Yoruba-inspired
works and, more broadly, African diasporic art. His glossary of key terms and orishas, including
Shango, the orisha of thunder and lightning, and Eshu, the divine messenger, highlights the
importance of symbolic literacy in interpreting these visual and spiritual systems. Extending the
examination of Yoruba influence from visual arts to religious practice, Raquel Romberg
demonstrates how cosmological principles, including gendered fluidity, continue to inform

contemporary Afro—Puerto Rican spirituality and the syncretic practices of Santeria.

" Arturo Lindsay, “Ashé at the Intersection of Art & Spirituality: An Artist in the First Person Statement,” Fire!!! 6,
no. 2 (2020): 2, h
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Extending the discussion to the Caribbean, Romberg examines the transformation and
persistence of Yoruba religious practices in Puerto Rico. In 7oday, Chango Is Chango: How
Africanness Becomes a Ritual Commodity in Puerto Rico, Romberg analyzes the syncretic
processes through which Yoruba orishas were aligned with Catholic saints, resulting in the
Afro-Caribbean religion known as Santeria. Rather than portraying this syncretism as a
straightforward fusion, Romberg emphasizes how these transformations are shaped by colonial
histories, tourism, and commodification, thereby complicating notions of authenticity and
cultural continuity.'> Romberg also addresses the fluidity embedded within Yoruba cosmology,
particularly regarding gender. Orishas frequently embody traits that transcend fixed masculine or
feminine identities, a characteristic that is reflected in their visual and ritual representations. This
gendered and cosmological fluidity supports interpretations of Africanness as dynamic,
adaptable, and contextually mediated across spiritual and socio-economic spheres. Romberg’s
analysis of orisha fluidity in Puerto Rican Santeria highlights the adaptability of Yoruba
cosmological principles in religious practice, a concept further explored by Olajubu, who
demonstrates that Yoruba gender constructs similarly resist rigid Western binaries, emphasizing
multiplicity, complementarity, and fluidity across social and spiritual life.Yoruba cosmology and
its constructions of gender have been the focus of extensive scholarly analysis. Oyeronke
Olajubu contends that Yoruba gender constructs resist rigid Western binaries, emphasizing
multiplicity, complementarity, and fluidity across social and religious contexts. Olajubu shows
that, in orisha narratives, deities frequently embody traits categorized as both masculine and
feminine within Western frameworks. For example, Oya, the orisha of winds, storms, and

transformation, is associated with thunderbolts and shares symbolic attributes with her consort

12 Raquel Romberg, “‘Today, Chango6 Is Chang6’: How Africanness Becomes a Ritual Commodity in Puerto Rico,”

Western Folklore 66, no. 1/2 (2007): 78, http://www.jstor.org/stable/25474846.
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Shango. As Olajubu observes, “Oya’s characteristics point to the fluidity of the Yoruba gender
construct and confirm that multiplicity is a feature of Yoruba gender relations,” a principle that
extends beyond religion into broader social structures.'®* Recognizing this fluidity requires
moving beyond Western binary frameworks of masculinity and femininity, enabling more
nuanced interpretations of artistic production. In the context of Nuyorican women artists, this
perspective allows their work to be understood not simply as gendered expression, but as
dynamic visual interventions that engage spirituality, identity, and resistance simultaneously.
Tufino’s artistic practice embodies this Yoruba-inspired fluidity, employing forms, symbols, and
spatial arrangements that challenge fixed interpretations of gender, identity, and diasporic

belonging.

Building on these frameworks, Stacy Schultz examines the intersections of
Yoruba-derived spirituality, the body, and Latina identity in Latina Identity: Reconciling Ritual,
Culture, and Belonging. Schultz contends that in both Yoruba religious practice and Santeria, the
human body is considered divine, functioning as a medium through which spiritual energy is
embodied and expressed.'* Female bodies in particular are explored without shame or imposed
upon by Western beliefs of beauty. This understanding is especially significant for Latina artists,
whose work challenges dominant narratives shaped by colonialism, racism, and patriarchal
structures such as machismo. By framing the female body as sacred rather than subordinate,
these traditions provide a framework for artists to reclaim agency and redefine identity.
Representations of the female body extend beyond aesthetic choices, serving as acts of cultural

affirmation and resistance grounded in the spiritual logic of ase. These Afro-diasporic

3 Oyeronke Olajubu, “Seeing through a Woman’s Eye: Yoruba Religious Tradition and Gender Relations,” Journal
of Feminist Studies in Religion 20, no. 1 (2004): 41-60, accessed via EBSCOhost. 52.

14 Stacy E. Schultz, “Latina Identity: Reconciling Ritual, Culture, and Belonging,” Woman's Art Journal 29, no. 1
(2008):14.
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frameworks inform artistic practices in which the body functions as an active site of
meaning-making, linking visual culture to broader discussions of colonial legacies, gender, and
diasporic identity. Together, these frameworks, examining Yoruba-derived cosmology, gender
fluidity, spiritual embodiment, and Afro-diasporic cultural practices, illuminate how
contemporary Puerto Rican and Nuyorican artists, including Nitza Tufifio, engage the body,
identity, and spirituality in ways that both challenge colonial and patriarchal legacies and create

dynamic visual interventions rooted in multiplicity, resilience, and cultural affirmation.
Enter Latinadad

Marina Reyes Franco critiques the notion of racial harmony embedded within Puerto
Rican identity, noting that “racial harmony through the unique mix of three ‘roots’- Spanish,
African, and Indigenous Taino- was central to the concept of a modern Puerto Rican identity at
the heart of a Commonwealth ideology.”'® Arguing that the idea of a unified identity emerges
from the balanced mixture of Spanish, African, and Indigenous Taino “roots” obscures the
inequalities and hierarchies that structure racial formation. Eurocentrism is reinforced across
politics, education, media, and cultural practices, while simultaneously marginalizing Afro-Taino
connections.While racism is not widely acknowledged in Puerto Rico, the racism faced by
Puerto Ricans in the United States is undeniable. Sharing her experiences as an Afro-Puerto
Rican in Trigueriita to Afro-Puerto Rican: Intersections of the Racialized, Gendered, and
Sexualized Body in Puerto Rico and the U.S. mainland, Maritza Quifiones Rivera highlights that
Puerto Ricans who identify themselves as Black face considerably more challenges, with women
experiencing intensified marginalization. She attributes these difficulties primarily to media

representations, which perpetuate harmful stereotypes, and reinforce colonial-era narratives of

15 Franco, 37.
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racial inferiority.'® These dynamics are further shaped by colorism, in which darker-skinned
individuals are deemed less desirable, producing compounded marginalization by both race and
gender within a patriarchal society. In a similar fashion, Omar Eaton-Martinez challenges
reductive constructions of racial identity in Constructing Blackness in “jPresente! The Young
Lords in New York” Exhibition from the New York perspective. Eaton-Martinez disputes the
assumption that “blackness can only be expressed through a singular African American lens”,
instead emphasizing the multiplicity of Afro-diasporic identities within Puerto Rican
communities, though his analysis gives less attention to the experiences felt by women within
these communities.'” Building on frameworks of Afro-diasporic identity, gendered fluidity, and
cultural affirmation explored through Yoruba cosmology and artistic practice, these discussions
of race, inequality, and resistance extend into the political and social arenas, where organizations
like the Young Lords and Afro—Puerto Rican women artists navigate systemic oppression while

asserting agency and redefining Puerto Rican identity.

Influenced by the Black Panther Party, the Young Lords Organization shaped discussions
of Puerto Rican identity in the 1960s by emphasizing racial justice, community activism, and
diasporic solidarity. Their political interventions highlighted systemic discrimination, inadequate
housing, limited employment opportunities, and educational inequality affecting Puerto Ricans in
mainland urban centers. One of its founding members, Juan Gonzalez, shares the experiences
faced by Puerto Ricans in New York City and refers to the lack of acceptance of Puerto Ricans

by American society in Gendered Fault Lines: A Demographic Profile of Puerto Rican Women in

!¢ Maritza Quifiones Rivera, “From Trigueiiita to Afro-Puerto Rican: Intersections of the Racialized, Gendered, and
Sexualized Body in Puerto Rico and the U.S. Mainland,” Meridians 7, no. 1 (2006): 167,
http://www.jstor.org/stable/40338721

7 Omar Eaton-Martinez, “Constructing Blackness in ¢jPresente! The Young Lords in New York’ Exhibition,”
Afro-Hispanic Review 37, no. 1 (2018): 107,

https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true& AuthType=sso&db=hlh& AN=134235579&site=ehost-live.
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the United States by Maura Toro-Morn and Ivis Garcia. Toro-Morn and Garcia analyzed
socioeconomic issues faced by Puerto Ricans, particularly women across the mainland United
States and Puerto Rico from the beginning of the United States’ acquisition of the island and to
the present. This scholarship asserts that Puerto Rican women living on the U.S. mainland
experience disproportionately high rates of poverty compared to other racialized female groups,
while also examining how Puerto Rican women'’s identities are shaped through access to
education and employment. Their work situates identity formation within material conditions
shaped by colonialism, migration, and labor inequity. Expanding these discussions of structural
inequality and identity formation, Yomaira Figueroa, in her essay “Your Lips: Mapping
Afro-Boricua Feminist Becomings ", introduces the concept of “triple consciousness.”'® Drawing
on W. E. B. Du Bois’s theory of double consciousness, Figueroa examines the lived experiences
of Afro-Puerto Rican women who exist in a continual negotiation of identity, compelled to
defend both their Blackness and their Latina heritage, whether on the island or within the
mainland United States. As Afro-Puerto Rican women, these artists and writers occupy a
marginalized position within dominant U.S. racial hierarchies while also remaining
underrecognized within traditional narratives of Puerto Rican art and culture. This theoretical
framework is further grounded by Petra Rivera, who conceptualizes “triple consciousness” as an
awareness shaped by the intersecting forces of colonialism, diaspora, and anti-Black racism.
Within this context, the works produced by Afro-Puerto Rican artists serve as acts of
self-definition and resistance, expressing Black feminist thought and challenging both national
and racial indifference. Alongside Rivera’s articulation of triple consciousness and Figueroa’s

feminist interventions, postcolonial scholars such as Jamil Khader examine “subaltern

'8 Yomaira C. Figueroa, “Your Lips: Mapping Afro-Boricua Feminist Becomings,” Frontiers: A Journal of Women
Studies 41, no. 1 (2020): 2.
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cosmopolitanism” to describe how Caribbean women’s cross-boundary mobility and community
formation generate hybrid identities and modes of resistance that challenge both nationalist and
colonial narratives.'” Khader demonstrates how narratives by Afro—Puerto Rican women writers,
including Esmeralda Santiago, articulate the challenges faced by those who migrate to the United
States, such as forced assimilation and the burden of over-explaining Puerto Rican identity in
contexts where skin color leads to assumptions of Black or African American identity. Khader’s
analysis underscores how diasporic cultural production becomes a critical site through which
Afro—Puerto Rican women assert agency, negotiate belonging, and resist the erasures produced

by both colonial and racialized systems of representation.

Building on these frameworks, syncretism can be understood not simply as the blending
of cultural forms, but as a dynamic process of reinterpretation shaped by power, displacement,
and diasporic experience. As Charles Stewart and Rosalind Shaw argue, “syncretism may be (or
perhaps only looks like) a form of resistance, because hegemonic practices are never simply
absorbed wholesale through passive ‘acculturation’; at the very least, their incorporation involves
some kind of transformation...which converts them to people’s own meanings and projects.”” In
this sense, the visual and cultural production of Afro—Puerto Rican artists reflects syncretic
practices in which inherited traditions are reinterpreted into new forms of meaning, aligning with
broader strategies of resistance and self-fashioning. Such processes are particularly evident in the
Nuyorican Movement and its subsequent iterations, where artists employ diasporic visual
languages to negotiate identity across cultural and geographic boundaries. Together, these

scholars provide a theoretical framework for understanding Afro—Puerto Rican women’s cultural

¥ Jamil Khader, “Subaltern Cosmopolitanism: Community and Transnational Mobility in Caribbean Postcolonial
Feminist Writings,” Feminist Studies 29, no. 1 (2003): 63—86, https://www.jstor.org/stable/3178473
%0 Stewart and Shaw, Syncretism/Anti-Syncretism, 18-19.
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production as emerging from layered structures of marginalization, while also expressing
alternative modes of belonging and resistance. These theoretical frameworks provide a lens
through which the visual markers in Nuyorican art can be analyzed, revealing how artists
translate layered identities, diasporic experience, and syncretic cultural practices into tangible

forms of representation.

Visual Markers in Nuyorican Art

The Young Lords movement also highlighted the historical erasure of African diasporic
connections within dominant narratives of Puerto Rican identity. In this context, Omar
Eaton-Martinez analyzes the work of African American artist Sophia Dawson (b. 1988), who
was commissioned to create a Pa lante paint-and-collage work for the 2015 ;Presente! The
Young Lords in New York exhibition at the Bronx Museum of the Arts. Created in collaboration
with women affiliated with the Young Lords Organization, Dawson’s composition centers an
Afro—Puerto Rican female figure flanked by male counterparts (fig. 3), visually asserting Black
Puerto Rican presence within the movement’s political history. While the work does not explicitly
reference Yoruba iconography, its focus on Black embodiment and diasporic solidarity aligns
with broader Nuyorican cultural production efforts to highlight African ancestry as a constitutive
element of Puerto Rican identity. By placing an Afro—Puerto Rican female figure at the visual
center, the composition challenges narratives of racial homogeneity and positions Blackness as
foundational to the political and cultural formation of the community. Eaton-Martinez’s analysis
contributes to understanding how Nuyorican art addresses questions of race, visibility, and
diasporic affiliation within activist contexts. Building on these examples of Afro—Puerto Rican

artistic expression, Marta Moreno Vega’s scholarship situates the Nuyorican Movement within



27

broader Caribbean and African diasporic cultural frameworks, providing historical and

institutional context for the visual and ritual practices that shaped the movement.

Turning to the work of Moreno Vega, her scholarship provides important context for
understanding the cultural foundations of the Nuyorican Movement. As the second director of El
Museo del Barrio from 1971 to 1975, Vega contributed to the institutional acknowledgment of
Afro-Caribbean cultural histories in New York. In her essay “Interlocking African Diaspora
Cultures in the Work of Fernando Ortiz”, Vega examines the contributions of Cuban
anthropologist Fernando Ortiz, whose theories emphasize the interconnectedness of African and
Caribbean cultural traditions, particularly in relation to religious syncretism.While considering
the position of the Yoruba within Afro-Cuban culture, Vega identifies connections with Puerto
Rican culture through masks, or vejigantes, and religious celebrations. La Regla de Ocha
(commonly known as Santeria), a Yoruba-derived religious tradition, became prominent not only
in Cuba but across the Caribbean during the nineteenth century. Within this syncretic framework,
Yoruba orishas were associated with Roman Catholic saints, allowing African religious systems
to endure within colonial religious structures.?! In this context, Yoruba-based orishas, or the gods

and goddesses of their religion, were integrated with Roman Catholic saints across the region.

In the community of Loiza, Puerto Rico, the annual Fiesta de Santiago Ap6stol has been
interpreted by some scholars as reflecting Afro-diasporic continuities. Celebrated each July over
several days, the festival includes processions and masked performances that dramatize the

medieval conflict between Christian Spaniards and Moors. Drawing on the work of Ricardo

2! Marta Moreno Vega, “Interlocking African Diaspora Cultures in the Work of Fernando Ortiz,” Journal of Black
Studies 31, no. 1 (2000): 39, http://www.jstor.org/stable/2645931. Vega notes that the continuous influx of Africans
born on the continent to Cuba continued even after the abolishment of slavery in 1880. This makes Cuba one of the
last nations within the Western Hemisphere to formally end slavery in 1888, as Cuba instituted an 8-year tutelage for
enslaved Africans.
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Alegria, Marta Moreno Vega suggests that parallels between the Yoruba deity Shangd, associated
with thunder, lightning, and warfare, and the Christian figure Santiago Matamoros may have
facilitated symbolic fusion within Afro—Puerto Rican communities.?* Vega cites Alegria that,
“The similarity between the attributes of the African god and Christian Saint is such that it could
well have led to a fusion of the two conceptions among the Negro population of Loiza.”*® This
integration of Yoruba religious elements with Christian saints resembles the associations formed
between Yoruba deities and the spiritual practices of the Indigenous Taino who inhabited Puerto
Rico. However, the connection to Shango is disputed by Max Harris in Masking the Site: The

Fiestas de Santiago Apostol in Loiza, Puerto Rico.

Similar to Vega, Harris also recounts Alegria’s work on the small community of Loiza,
but does not believe that the presence of Yoruba culture is anything of significance to
modern-day Puerto Rican culture. He notes that Puerto Rico has historically had a larger
demographic of Bantu peoples, originating from Congo and Angola, and that Yoruba enslaved
individuals primarily arrived in the Americas later, mostly in Brazil or Cuba during the late 18th
and early 19th centuries.** Venturing into Mediania, another town close to Loiza and with similar
demographics, Harris seeks to determine if any Yoruba spirituality or tradition is tied to these
elaborate festivals. Venturing into these spaces and speaking with locals he observes masks that
were once believed by Alegria to be Yoruba-influenced due to the ovoid nature of the eyes and
exaggerated facial features. However, this is discredited by Harris who reveals that Yoruba do

not traditionally place horns on their masks like the ones in Puerto Rico.? Harris concludes that

22 Vega, “Interlocking African Diaspora Cultures in the Work of Fernando Ortiz,” 48.

2 1bid, 48.

2 Max Harris, “Masking the Site: The Fiestas de Santiago Apdstol in Loiza, Puerto Rico,” Journal of American
Folklore 114, no. 453 (2001): 359, https://doi.org/10.1353/jaf.2001.0013.
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these features do not align with traditional Yoruba mask-making, which typically does not
incorporate horns. According to Harris, these festivals are better understood as cultural
expressions that reflect Carnival traditions, Christianity, and the community’s engagement with
African-derived aesthetics, rather than direct Yoruba ancestry. Considering Harris’s work within
the context of postcolonial studies, he frames Afro-Caribbean, and more specifically Afro-Puerto
Rican, culture as a site where religious syncretism and symbolic resistance operate symbiotically.
Within a postcolonial framework, he frames Afro-Caribbean and Afro—Puerto Rican culture as a
site where religious syncretism and symbolic practices coexist. While he rejects a direct Yoruba
origin for the Loiza festivals and the creation of vejigantes, he recognizes that African-derived
structures and symbolic conventions continue to influence cultural practices. These elements are
reinterpreted in Nuyorican art, where they persist and adapt within diasporic contexts. Debates
concerning origin, syncretism, and symbolic continuity extend beyond Loiza to broader
discussions of Nuyorican art, with scholars such as Yasmin Ramirez examining the emergence of
Afro-Taino aesthetics in diasporic artistic spaces, particularly in her essay “Nuyorican Visionary:

Jorge Soto and the Evolution of an Afro-Taino Aesthetic at Taller Boricua.”

Ramirez examines the cultural and intellectual movement of the 1960s and 1970s known
as the Nuyorican Movement, centered on New York—born Puerto Ricans seeking to articulate
identity through visual art and literature. In her study of Jorge Soto (1947-1987), Ramirez
addresses what she identifies as a gap in art historical scholarship concerning Taller Boricua (the
Puerto Rican Workshop) in East Harlem. Through interviews with long-standing members of the

collective, she positions Soto as a central artistic figure whose work embodies the movement’s
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aesthetic and ideological commitments.?® Emphasizing the importance of Taller Boricua, Tai
Caragol-Barreto, an art historian and curator specializing in Latinx, Caribbean, and diasporic art,
explores how the Nuyorican identity is expressed and constructed through the art of Taller
Boricua. “Aesthetics of Exile: The Construction of Nuyorican Identity in the Art of Taller
Boricua” analyzes how themes of exile, cultural hybridity, and resistance inform the group’s
artistic production, reflecting the experiences of Puerto Ricans navigating life between the
United States and Puerto Rico. Carragol- Barreto defines the key elements of the Nuyorican

movement as:

the use of Taino and African imagery, the critique of Spanish colonization in Puerto Rico,
the reference to the social displacement of Puerto Ricans as immigrants in the United States, and
the subversion of artistic conventions such as traditional artistic genres and media. These
characteristics will be best understood as an expression of the sociocultural identity of an exiled
or emigrated people.”’

These formal and thematic characteristics also create a framework through which Afro-diasporic
spiritual traditions can be interpreted within Nuyorican art. In particular, the recurring use of
African-derived imagery, ritual symbolism, and syncretic cultural references opens space for
considering how Santeria and Yoruba cosmology inform the visual language of artists working

within and beyond Taller Boricua.

Turning more directly to Santeria and its relationship to Yoruba-derived traditions in the
Caribbean, Ramirez identifies motifs in their work that are quoted from iconography related to

the Afro-Cuban practice of Santeria within Puerto Rican art.® As one example, Soto’s drawing,

%% Yasmin Ramirez, “Nuyorican Visionary: Jorge Soto and the Evolution of an Afro-Taino Aesthetic at Taller
Boricua,” Centro Journal 17, no. 2 (2005): 24,
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El matrimonio del Atabeya y Chango (Fig. 4) depicts the Yoruba/Santeria deity Chango
alongside the Taino deity Atabeya and two children. In the composition, Atabeya holds one child
to her breast while Changé appears to pull another from her vagina, suggesting a symbolic fusion
between the two deities and a broader process of cultural syncretism between Taino and Yoruba
traditions. When considered alongside Yoruba visual culture, such as a wooden staff associated
with the deity (Fig. 5), the formal parallels become more apparent, particularly in the presence of
the double-headed axe, a key attribute of Chang6. Additional visual markers include Atabeya’s
almond-shaped eyes, which recall Yoruba sculptural conventions, as well as facial features that
suggest African-derived aesthetic influence.”” By emphasizing the fusion of Taino and Yoruba
symbolism in Soto’s work, Ramirez situates the Nuyorican movement within a wider
Afro-diasporic visual tradition that extends beyond Puerto Rican identity alone. Through
Santeria’s strong connections to music, dance, and regalia, Soto’s visual art proves to be an
allegory to the syncretization of Nuyorican identity. Examining Afro-Taino and Yoruba
iconography within Nuyorican art, it becomes clear that these references function as more than
visual markers. Rather, they operate as culturally embedded systems of meaning that depend

upon embodied knowledge, ritual practice, and historical memory.
Nuyorican Movement: Early Beginnings

Building on Ramirez’s work, Abigail Dardashti’s essay “Afro-Latinx Intersections:
Nuyorican and Afro-Brazilian Art and Activism in New York City” examines the work of Jorge
Soto, Marcos Dimas, and Abdias do Nascimento as artists who incorporate African religious
symbolism into their visual production as a form of social activism and political protest against

racism in the New York City landscape of the 1960s and 1970s. Supporting this context,

¥ Ramirez, “Nuyorican Visionary,” 30.



32

Diogenes Ballester notes that following the onset of World War II and Operation Bootstrap on
the island, large numbers of Puerto Ricans migrated to New York City, with East Harlem
becoming a major cultural center.*® Within this environment, Puerto Rican communities in New
York developed a syncretic visual aesthetic that combined traditional Puerto Rican cultural
references with the experimental language of the New York avant-garde. Dardashti does not
explicitly distinguish the work of Soto and Dimas from that of Nascimento, as her analysis
considers their practices within a broader Afro-Latinx framework rather than a strictly Nuyorican
one. Even when accounting for Nascimento’s Brazilian background, notable overlaps remain
between his work and the visual language employed by Soto and Dimas. Dardashti analyzes the
cultural, racial, and religious dimensions of their work to demonstrate similarities in the
representation of Yoruba-derived symbolism. As Santeria has remained central to this discussion,
the essay also introduces its Brazilian counterpart, Candomblé. Rooted in related orixd traditions,
Candomblé “mixes elements from Roman Catholicism and Brazilian Indigenous traditions with
Yoruba, Congo, or Angolan faiths (depending on the denomination).”' The religious syncretism
of Yoruba-derived traditions across the Caribbean and Latin America provides an important
framework for understanding how multiple cultural histories were preserved and rearticulated in
response to the suppression of African heritage. Dardashti argues that Nascimento, Dimas, and
Soto all do this to “protest religious intolerance, racism, and the widespread censorship and
erasures of African diasporic heritage in Latin American and Caribbean.”* We can identify this

through many of Soto’s works, as he makes sense of identifying certain Yoruba visual motifs

3% Ballester, Diogenes, “Aesthetic Development of Puerto Rican Visual Arts in New York as Part of the Diaspora:
The Epitaph of the Barrio,” in Homenaje Taller Alma Boricua, XXX Aniversario: Presentacion Portafolio
Conmemorativo Taller Alma Boricua (San Juan, Puerto Rico: Galerias Prinardi, 2001), 28.
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within his drawings. A reoccurring deity that is highly representational for both Brazilian and
Puerto Rican artists of this time is Changd, a deity that carries significant symbolic weight for

both Brazilian and Puerto Rican artists of this period®’.

In her analysis of Soto’s El matrimonio del Atabeya y Chango Dardashti offers an
interpretation that complements yet diverges from Ramirez’s reading. While Ramirez argues that
the facial features of Atabeya, the Taino deity associated with fertility and water, appear more
closely aligned with African physiognomy, Dardashti instead relates the faces of both deities to a
specific zemi sculpture (Fig. 6). She describes the zemi as “a sculpture that embodies an
all-encompassing Taino spirituality and political power,” noting its ceremonial function within
Taino ritual practices. ** During such rituals, the consumption of herbs could induce tears, which
she connects to the tear-like forms visible on both the zemi and Soto’s depiction of Atabeya.
Despite these differing visual interpretations, both Ramirez and Dardashti understand the
drawing as an attempt to combine the three primary elements of Puerto Rican heritage,
presenting a new cultural identity in which African and Indigenous Taino traditions are brought
into visual and symbolic alignment. Dardashti sees Soto’s thick and thin lines, use of geometric
shapes, Surrealism, and overuse of blotted ink as representative of Martinique philosopher
Edouard Glissant’s ideals of creolization as “the definition of limitless, timeless, messy, and
diffracted conjoining of heritages.”** Within this framework, Nuyorican art emerges as an
aesthetic articulation of diasporic hybridity, shaped by overlapping African, Indigenous, and

Caribbean influences. Soto himself is quoted, “what has survived of Africa in Puerto Rico and

33 Also spelled as “Shango” in some texts.

34 Ibid, 113. Also can be referred to as a cemi.
35 Ibid, 114.
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the other Caribbean islands, and what these objects, artifacts, and sculptured pieces tells us about

our ancestors.””*¢

Dardashti also examines another drawing by Soto, EI Nacimiento de mi hijo, which is
deeply informed by Yoruba visual and spiritual traditions. The composition features six figures
oriented toward the viewer, creating a sense of direct confrontation that transforms the scene into
an active spiritual encounter rather than a passive image. In the background, a towering male
figure bears a double-ax atop his head, an established symbol associated with Shango, the orisha
of thunder, power, and divine authority. However, Soto complicates this reference by rendering
two faces within each side of the ax, suggesting not only the multiplicity inherent within the
deity himself but also the layered and non-singular nature of diasporic identity. This visual
doubling can be understood through the framework of syncretism, not as a simple blending of
cultural forms, but as an active process of reinterpretation in which Yoruba cosmological
symbols are rearticulated within a Puerto Rican context. The doubled faces evoke a simultaneity
of identities, African, Caribbean, and colonial, that coexist rather than resolve into a unified
whole. At the same time, the image can be read as a manifestation of ashé (ase), the vital
spiritual force that animates form and enables transformation, as the repeated facial imagery
suggests a generative, multiplying energy rather than a fixed representation. In this way, Soto’s
depiction of Shango does not merely reference Yoruba belief, but mobilizes its spiritual and
aesthetic principles to visualize identity as dynamic, relational, and continuously in the process

of becoming.

Nuyorican and Diasporican Visual Art: A Critical Anthology serves as an important

reference for scholarship on Nuyorican artists, the movement itself, and communities shaped by

3 Ibid, 114.



35

the African diaspora. Edited by anthropologist Arlene Dévila and art historian Yasmin Ramirez,
the anthology brings together essays by multiple scholars and, in many ways, recalls Alain
Locke’s The New Negro: An Interpretation in its effort to define and historicize the Nuyorican
Movement. The volume addresses the emergence of the first major Puerto Rican art movement in
New York and emphasizes the importance of Taller Boricua in establishing both a physical
gallery and a communal space for Puerto Rican artists and other racialized communities
connected to the African diaspora. It also notes Nitza Tufifio’s continued involvement with Taller
Boricua, underscoring the enduring significance of the institution within Puerto Rican and
diasporic artistic networks. Additional essays in the anthology address related communities in
cities such as Philadelphia and Chicago, suggesting that the Nuyorican Movement extended
beyond New York and influenced broader Puerto Rican artistic and cultural production across the
United States. The anthology is particularly valuable for situating individual artists within
broader networks of migration, activism, and Afro-diasporic cultural exchange, all of which are

central to understanding the visual language of Nuyorican art.

One of the contributors to this anthology is Joseph Anthony Caceres, whose essay,
“Visual Artists, Surrealists Communions: Lois Elaine Griffith and Jorge Soto Sanchez at the
Nuyorican Poets Café”, examines the artistic and intellectual relationship between Lois Elaine
Griffith and Jorge Soto. Céceres situates their work within a framework of Caribbean Surrealism
associated with Aimé Césaire and considers Soto’s role in shaping Griffith’s artistic
development. He concludes by identifying the need for further research on the cross-cultural
exchanges that occurred at the Nuyorican Poets Café, positioning it as an important site of
aesthetic and cultural production. A key work examined in the essay is Soto’s E/ Nacimiento de

mi hijo (Fig. 7), which Céceres uses to further explore Yoruba influence within Soto’s visual
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language, drawing in part on direct interviews with the artist. His analysis is particularly
significant in that it frames Yoruba-derived references in Nuyorican art as part of a broader effort
to address the historical marginalization and whitening of African roots within Puerto Rican art
and culture. More broadly, Caceres’s scholarship reinforces the argument that the Nuyorican
Movement should be understood not only as an artistic movement, but also as a cultural and
intellectual formation through which Afro-diasporic histories, aesthetics, and spiritual references
were rearticulated in the mainland United States. With these broader artistic and theoretical
frameworks in place, attention can now shift to printmaking and the work of Nitza Tufifio, whose
artistic practices offer an important lens through which to examine Nuyorican identity and

Afro-diasporic visual culture.

Enter the Tufiios

Up to this point, much of the scholarship has centered on the work of Jorge Soto, whose
contributions were foundational to the early development of Taller Boricua. While his role has
been widely acknowledged, Nitza Tufifio, the collective’s first female member, has received
comparatively limited scholarly attention. Born in Mexico to a Puerto Rican father and Mexican
mother and moving between Puerto Rico, New York, and Mexico throughout her life, Tufifio
offers a distinct perspective through which questions of gender, diaspora, and artistic lineage can
be examined within Nuyorican art history. Her work in printmaking and muralism complicates
and expands prevailing narratives of the collective by foregrounding forms of cultural memory
and visual expression that have often remained peripheral in existing scholarship. Carlos Rivera
Santana’s concept of “art as history” further clarifies the significance of examining artists such as
Tufifio, whose practice developed within diasporic spaces such as Taller Boricua and El Barrio,

where printmaking, community workshops, and collective production functioned as forms of
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historical documentation and resistance. This framework is exemplified in the interview
conducted by Rivera-Santana and Claudia Diaz with Didgenes Ballester, in which Ballester
emphasizes that diasporic art operates as history in the present, continually shaped by movement,
memory, and lived experience across Puerto Rico and the U.S. mainland. By situating artistic
practice within both personal and communal histories, Ballester foregrounds the ways in which
printmaking and collective artistic production function as sites of political consciousness and
cultural affirmation. Within this context, printmaking, and particularly the influence of Robert
Blackburn’s studio, can be understood as a critical site for the development of political

consciousness, cultural affirmation, and artistic self-definition.

Deborah Cullen-Morales highlights the pivotal contributions of Black printmaker Robert
Blackburn (1920-2003), who taught Rafael Tufifio (1922-2008), Puerto Rico’s “Painter of the
People,” at the Robert Blackburn Printmaking Workshop (RBPMW) in Chelsea, New York,
beginning in 1947. According to Cullen-Morales, printmaking holds particular significance
within Puerto Rican art, due to its accessibility and reproduction qualities, especially in works
produced during and after the Nuyorican Movement.?” The workshop maintained strong ties to
the Puerto Rican artist community, in part due to Blackburn’s own Caribbean heritage as the
first-generation child of Jamaican immigrant parents. Through his teaching, Blackburn instructed
numerous artists, both at RBPMW—which functioned as a communal and collaborative
space—and at the School of Visual Arts (SVA) from 1967 to 1971, where many of the founding
members of Taller Boricua studied. In 1970, Rafael Tufifio and his daughter Nitza settled in New

York after returning from Puerto Rico. Cullen-Morales notes that “Nitza has remained a steady

%" Deborah Cullen-Morales, “Creative Camaraderie: Puerto Rican/Nuyorican Artists and Robert Blackburn’s
Printmaking Workshop,” in Nuyorican and Diasporican Visual Art: A Critical Anthology, ed. Arlene Davila and
Yasmin Ramirez (Durham, NC, and London: Duke University Press, 2025), 170.
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institutional leader, and she has created key visual icons of Nuyorican art.”*® In addition to
black-and-white graphics, Tufifio has explored color printmaking, using layered pigments to
enhance the vibrancy and symbolic resonance of Indigenous Taino iconography, including
petroglyphs, cemis, duhos, and environmental symbols drawn from the Puerto Rican landscape.*’
Printmaking was especially important within this context, not only as a formal medium but as a
political and ideological one. Unlike singular, elite art objects, prints could be reproduced,
circulated, posted, distributed, and encountered within everyday public life. This reproducibility
made printmaking especially suited to the needs of activist and community-based cultural
movements, where accessibility and visibility were central concerns. Within Nuyorican visual
culture, printmaking functioned as a medium of collective address: one capable of reaching

beyond the gallery and into neighborhoods, schools, workshops, and community organizations.

These works reclaim forms of identity long suppressed by colonial systems that
privileged Eurocentric Spanish perspectives. Today, Nitza Tufifio serves as the director of the
Rafael Tufifio Printmaking Workshop at Taller Boricua, continuing her family’s legacy of
diasporic artistic engagement and community leadership. Building on her technical mastery and
engagement with printmaking at Taller Boricua, Tufifio’s work can also be read through the lens
of Afro-Caribbean cosmologies, where Indigenous Taino and Yoruba-derived visual and spiritual
traditions converge to shape diasporic strategies of cultural memory and resistance.
Cullen-Morales’s discussion of Nitza Tufifio’s printmaking practice can be further illuminated
through the lens of Yoruba-derived visual and spiritual traditions embedded across the
Caribbean. Tufifio’s incorporation of Taino petroglyphs, cemis, duhos, and environmental motifs

does more than reference Indigenous heritage; it enacts a broader diasporic strategy of visual

38 Cullen-Morales, “Creative Camaraderie,” 172.
¥ Ibid, 174.
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reclamation, resonating with Afro-Caribbean cosmologies shaped by Yoruba belief systems.
These symbols serve as conduits of ancestral memory, ritual presence, and spiritual
continuity—concepts central to Yoruba-derived practices throughout the Caribbean, including
Santeria and other syncretic traditions within Puerto Rican cultural life. Isar Godreau describes
challenges faced in shaping Puerto Rican identity in both the mainland United States and Puerto
Rico itself in Scripts of Blackness: Race, Cultural Nationalism, and U.S. Colonialism in Puerto
Rico. These frameworks recast Black communities as symbolic “sites of slavery” without fully
acknowledging their lived experiences, elevate Hispanic whiteness as normative, and obscure
racial inequality under the rhetoric of harmonious cultural blending. Within this context,
Godreau identifies“the symbolic displacement of the African by Taino culture in scholarly
analyses and public representations”a dynamic that reveals how indigeneity is often privileged in
ways that sideline Afro—Puerto Rican identity.*’ Tufifio’s work can be read as a deliberate
intervention in this displacement. Rather than reproducing a hierarchy that privileges Taino
heritage over African diasporic presence, her visual language collapses these distinctions,
presenting Indigenous and Afro-Caribbean forms as interconnected rather than oppositional.
Through her use of a black-and-white printmaking aesthetic, Tufifio aligns herself with the
political urgency of the Nuyorican movement while invoking a visual vocabulary historically
associated with resistance in Afro-diasporic art. Furthermore, the accessibility and
reproducibility of printmaking parallel the communal modes of knowledge transmission found in
Yoruba traditions, where meaning is circulated collectively through ritual, symbol, and oral

practice. In this way, Tufifio’s work bridges Taino iconography and Afro-Caribbean spiritual

4 Isar P. Godreau, Scripts of Blackness: Race, Cultural Nationalism, and U.S. Colonialism in Puerto Rico (Urbana:
University of Illinois Press, 2015), 219.
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frameworks, advancing a model of identity grounded in shared diasporic consciousness rather

than colonial hierarchies of difference.

Considering this framework, the importance of the Robert Blackburn Printmaking
Workshop takes on added significance. Blackburn’s Caribbean lineage and commitment to
collective artistic practice fostered an environment in which Afro-diasporic visual languages
could circulate freely and inform the development of Nuyorican aesthetics. Tufifio’s work thus
emerges not only as a key contribution to Nuyorican print culture, but as a visual articulation of
Yoruba-inflected diasporic identity, situating Puerto Rican art within a wider Black Atlantic
framework. Considering the context of Ballester, who makes mention of Nitza’s father as part of
this first generation of artists in New York City, nothing is mentioned of her. Rafael’s
contributions to the movement are mainly in the form of serigraphy, linoleum, and wood cuts.
“Primitive” is the word selection indicating that while the initial artists of the movement were
focused on themes of Puerto Rico and an attempt to solidify identity in a new environment, Nitza
adopted these themes and integrated a new identity that is both true to Puerto Rican culture,
womanhood, and the African diaspora that is Yoruba influenced.*" Extending this notion of
Afro-diasporic articulation, Stacey E. Schultz’s work on Latina femininity frames “defining
identity while maintaining ties to Latin America” as an intentional and metaphorical process

through which Latina women in the United States remain “rooted” in their culture.*

During the 1990s, Nuyorican art evolved into an increasingly political and self-affirming

movement. This shift is examined by Yasmin Hernandez in her essay “Painting Liberation: 1998

“'Diogenes Ballester, “Aesthetic Development of Puerto Rican Visual Arts in New York as Part of the Diaspora: The
Epitaph of the Barrio,” in Homenaje Taller Alma Boricua, XXX Aniversario: Presentacion Portafolio
Conmemorativo Taller Alma Boricua (San Juan, Puerto Rico: Galerias Prinardi, 2001), 28.

2 Stacy E. Schultz, “Latina Identity: Reconciling Ritual, Culture, and Belonging,” Woman's Art Journal 29, no. 1
(Spring—Summer 2008): 14.
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and Its Pivotal Role in the Formation of a New Boricua Political Art Movement”, which analyzes
what she identifies as an “identity-driven” artistic movement. Hernandez situates the
Post-Nuyorican period as a moment marked by an influx of U.S.-based Puerto Rican artists
producing socially engaged work that raised awareness of Puerto Rican liberation struggles.
Hernandez characterizes artists such as Rafael Tufifio and Lorenzo Homar as “pioneering,” a
designation that appears across multiple scholarly sources. Her essay also adopts explicitly
political language, referring to the United States’ acquisition of Puerto Rico as an “invasion” at
several points. In doing so, her essay frames the movement within a broader discourse of
colonialism and resistance. Hernandez highlights Taller Boricua and its Philadelphia counterpart
as key sites of Puerto Rican cultural production and activism in the mainland United States,
emphasizing their role in advancing liberationist politics. Through examples of street art and
graffiti, Hernandez demonstrates how Puerto Rican visual culture functioned as a vehicle for
political expression and activism. This emphasis on militant aesthetics parallels Dawson’s
Pa’lante painting, which depicts a politically charged scene reminiscent of the Black Panther
Party, including a central female figure dressed in black and wearing a black beret. Taken
together, Herndndez’s analysis strengthens the connection between the Nuyorican movement, the
Harlem Renaissance, the Black Panther Party, and the Young Lords by situating them within a

shared history of social justice activism and collective struggle for liberation.

It will be remiss of this review to not include scholarship presented by Rosito Scerbo in
Centering Black Women, Challenging Latinidad: Harmonia Rosales’ Black Decolonial
Aesthetics and AfroARTivism, which focuses on contemporary Afro-Puerto Rican artist
Harmonia Rosales, based in Chicago. “Decolonial feminism” is a term used by Scerbo that

“refers to a theoretical and practical framework that seeks to challenge and transform the
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structures of power and knowledge that have been shaped by colonialism and imperialism.”*

The article foregrounds Rosales’ reappropriation of Western art historical canons, particularly
Renaissance and Baroque compositions, which she reimagines by centering Black women and
African diasporic spiritual figures. Through this strategy, Rosales disrupts Eurocentric standards
of beauty, divinity, and authority, exposing how colonial aesthetics have historically excluded
Black bodies while positioning whiteness as universal. Scerbo emphasizes that this visual
inversion is not merely symbolic but actively challenges epistemological hierarchies embedded
in art history and cultural identity formation. While Scerbo focuses on Harmonia Rosales’
contemporary re-centering of Black women through Afro-diasporic spiritual imagery, her
analysis provides a critical framework for understanding how Nitza Tufifio similarly mobilizes
Yoruba iconography to reclaim suppressed Afro-Caribbean symbols, using visual syncretism to
assert Nuyorican identity, cultural memory, and resistance within a decolonial artistic lineage.
Building on these frameworks of Afro-diasporic visual reclamation and decolonial feminism,
Nitza Tufifio’s practice, both in printmaking and murals, asserts Nuyorican identity by weaving
Yoruba and Taino iconography into communal spaces, transforming them into sites of cultural
memory, resistance, and diasporic continuity. Rooted in a rich artistic lineage shaped by her
father, Rafael Tufifio, and her training under Robert Blackburn at the Printmaking Workshop,
Tufifo situates her work within Taller Boricua, where printmaking, collaboration, and
community engagement converge to preserve and transmit Nuyorican cultural and spiritual

knowledge. In this way, her art extends the decolonial and Afro-diasporic strategies observed in

4 Rosita Scerbo, “Centering Black Women, Challenging Latinidad: Harmonia Rosales’ Black Decolonial Aesthetics
and AfroARTivism,” Confluencia: Revista Hispanica de Cultura y Literatura 39, no. 2 (2024): 4,
https://doi.org/10.1353/cnf.2024.2a925989.
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contemporary practitioners like Harmonia Rosales while foregrounding the historical and

ongoing contributions of Puerto Rican artists in the diaspora.

In addition, the work of Juana Maria Rodriguez offers a critical lens for understanding
how Latinidad is not only constructed through race and diaspora, but also through embodied
practices of gender and sexuality. In Sexual Futures, Queer Gestures, and Other Latina
Longings, Rodriguez foregrounds the experiences of racialized queer Latina subjects,
emphasizing how identity is performed through gesture, movement, and the body itself. Rather
than treating identity as stable or legible within dominant frameworks, she argues that it emerges
through ongoing negotiations between social constraint and individual agency. The very category
of “woman” is constructed through political formations and “socially authorized”, and this
provides insight into how Tufifio has exercised her own agency into shaping identity through her
artwork.* This methodology is particularly useful for considering how visual representations of
women in Puerto Rican and Nuyorican art may encode meanings that exceed heteronormative or
nationalist readings. By attending to the body as a site of cultural and political expression,
Rodriguez’s work allows for a more expansive understanding of Latinidad, one that includes not
only racial and diasporic identity, but also the complexities of gendered and potentially queer

embodiment.
Final Takeaways

This literature review brings answers, but also questions into what other key elements are
present within the Nuyorican movement. Yoruba influence has been indeed noted to be a part of

that, but what of Surrealism? As Caceres briefly touched on the subject within his essay “Visual

“Juana Maria Rodriguez, Sexual Futures, Queer Gestures, and Other Latina Longings (New York: New York
University Press, 2014), 23.
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Artists, Surrealists Communions: Lois Elaine Griffith and Jorge Soto Sanchez at the Nuyorican
Poets Café,” Surrealism was a component behind Soto’s drawings with Yoruba and Taino
iconography. One of the challenges found in researching the subject of Yoruba religion was the
recency of scholarship done, as much of the sources were much older. Yoruba orishas and music
were seen as the African cultural tie for Puerto Rico, but can anything else be said of these
deities mythologies and myths that can be directly tied to specific story telling through the visual
art for Puerto Rican art? The purpose for this review was to see what has been researched already
on the subject of Yoruba religion within contemporary Puerto Rican Art, but one might also want
to study the differences in art for a Puerto Rican artist raised in the US, and then moved back to
the island, compared to those who stay in the US. Would that cause a change in their works as
they are removed from the Nuyorican influence? As noted earlier in the essay by Lloréns and
Carrasquillo, Puerto Rican artists on the island often project racial stereotypes on African
American and Black Puerto Rican within their work. These are good topics to explore in the
future; it can be determined that there is still more research needed in the field of Puerto Rican

and African Diasporician affected communities in the visual arts.
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Chapter Three: Research Methodology

To examine how the cultural diversity of Puerto Rico is articulated in visual form, this
thesis employs an interdisciplinary methodological approach that integrates close visual analysis,
iconographic and iconological interpretation, archival research, and postcolonial and Black
feminist theory to examine the work of Afro—Puerto Rican artist Nitza Tufifio. Together, these
methods address the cultural, spiritual, and gendered dimensions of Tufifio’s visual practice,
which emerges from Afro-diasporic, Indigenous Taino, and Nuyorican contexts shaped by
colonialism, migration, and racialized marginalization. Building on this interdisciplinary
framework, the following section situates close visual analysis as the foundational
methodological lens, demonstrating how formal qualities and material strategies in Tufifio’s

work convey cultural memory, spiritual practice, and diasporic identity.

Close visual analysis serves as the primary methodological tool. This study examines
Tufino’s work through attention to composition, repetition, scale, materiality, and process, with
particular emphasis on printmaking and public art. Formal elements are considered in relation to
their cultural and historical contexts, allowing visual form to be understood as a means through
which memory, identity, and resistance are articulated. Printmaking’s reproducibility and
accessibility are approached as deliberate aesthetic strategies that align with diasporic traditions
of collective labor, circulation, and knowledge transmission. Adding to this, iconographic and
iconological analysis is employed to interpret Yoruba-derived symbols, cosmologies, and
spiritual references within Nuyorican visual culture. Drawing on scholarship by Babatunde
Lawal, Arturo Lindsay, and other scholars of Yoruba visual traditions, this thesis treats
iconography as a system of meaning shaped by embodied practice, ritual activation, and

historical continuity. Concepts such as ashé are therefore understood not as static motifs, but as
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expressions of spiritual vitality activated through repetition, ritual use, and communal

engagement.

A diasporic framework guides the interpretation of Yoruba-derived iconography
throughout this study, emphasizing that the visual syncretism present in Tufifio’s work should not
be read as evidence of direct lineage or unbroken continuity. Rather than locating a singular
origin, this thesis examines how symbolic repetition, scale, placement, and thematic emphasis
signal engagement with Afro-diasporic cosmology within Tufifio’s visual language. Scholarly
debates concerning Yoruba influence in Puerto Rican cultural practices, particularly in Loiza,
vejigante traditions, and mask iconography, are approached as shaped in part by colonial archival
silences and contested historical memory. In this context, Yoruba-derived symbols are
understood not as passive survivals, but as reactivated systems of meaning operating within
diasporic modernity as vehicles for cultural memory and resistance. This interpretation is
informed by scholarship such as Nzewi et al., who argue that sacred meaning in Yoruba art is
activated through use, performance, and communal engagement rather than through formal

resemblance alone.

Juana Maria Rodriguez’s work provides an additional framework for analyzing the visual
and material presence of The Protection Dolls and Juanita Rodriguez. Rather than approaching
these works as static representations of cultural identity, this thesis treats them as sites where
gender, spirituality, and Latinidad are actively produced through embodied form. This involves
attending closely to gesture, adornment, posture, and material composition as modes through
which meaning is enacted rather than simply depicted. In the case of The Protection Dolls, their
physical construction, scale, use of color, and assemblage of symbols invite an understanding of

the subject not simply as image, but as a woman imbued with presence and agency. Through
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Rodriguez’s lens, these figures can be read as engaging socially authorized forms of femininity
while simultaneously reworking them. Their stylized bodies, often marked by symbolic elements
and spiritual signifiers, suggest forms of protection and care that are not confined to normative
gender roles, but instead gesture toward alternative and potentially queer modes of embodiment

rooted in diasporic and Afro-Caribbean traditions.

Similarly, the figure of Juanita Rodriguez can be analyzed not only as a representation of
womanhood, but as a performative construction shaped through visual cues such as stance, gaze,
and relational positioning. By focusing on how the body is articulated, how it occupies space,
confronts the viewer, and engages with cultural symbols, this methodology allows for an
interpretation of identity as contingent and negotiated rather than fixed. In this way, Juanita
Rodriguez becomes a site through which the boundaries of gender and Latinidad are both
asserted and destabilized. By centering embodiment as a critical analytic lens, this approach
expands the interpretive possibilities of these works beyond nationalist or purely racial
frameworks. It allows for a reading of Latinidad that incorporates the complexities of gendered
and potentially queer embodiment, emphasizing how identity is not only represented, but

performed, materialized, and continuously reconfigured through artistic practice.

Postcolonial and feminist frameworks further also structure this analysis. Black feminist
thought and Latinx feminist theories of “triple consciousness” illuminate how race, gender,
diaspora, and coloniality intersect within visual production. Yoruba gender scholarship, including
the work of Opéyemi Muraina and A. J. Ajimatanraeje, challenges Western feminist assumptions
by demonstrating how colonialism reconfigured Indigenous Yoruba gender systems through
Euro-Christian patriarchal hierarchies. This perspective enables the analysis of Yoruba

cosmology, including the fluidity and multiplicity of orishas such as Oya and Shango, outside
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rigid Western gender binaries. Latina feminist scholarship, particularly Schultz’s work on ritual,
culture, and belonging, further emphasizes that identity is actively negotiated through embodied
religious practice and communal memory. Within diasporic contexts, women frequently serve as
custodians of ritual knowledge, mediating cultural continuity across migration and displacement.
In addition, Quifiones Rivera argues: “Re/asserting Blackness along with Latino or Spanish
origins in the United States challenges the identity politics surrounding U.S. Latinidad and the
Latin American emphasis on social harmony resulting from mixed race heritage.” This
intervention demonstrates how the diasporic conditions Puerto Ricans encountered during and
after migration to the United States were pivotal to the formation of a Nuyorican identity

grounded in negotiations of race, heritage, and belonging.

Through this combined framework, Tufifio’s engagement with Yoruba-derived imagery is
interpreted as a gendered process of visual syncretism in which spiritual symbolism becomes a
means of articulating Black womanhood, diasporic belonging, and reclamation. Rather than
reading Tufifio’s female figures solely as symbols of cultural identity or nationalist
representation, they can also be understood through the lens of embodied subjectivity. The
emphasis on the female body, its posture, gesture, and symbolic surroundings, invites a reading
that aligns with Rodriguez’s notion of identity as something performed and negotiated rather
than fixed. In this sense, Tufifio’s work opens a space for considering how Afro—Puerto Rican
womanhood may encompass forms of expression that exceed normative gender roles, gesturing
toward a more fluid and expansive conception of Latinidad. In addition, archival research
supplements visual and theoretical analysis by situating Tufifio’s practice within specific

institutional and community-based contexts. Primary sources include correspondence, exhibition

4> Quifiones Rivera, “From Trigueiiita to Afro-Puerto Rican,” 174.
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materials, and workshop histories associated with El Museo del Barrio, Taller Boricua, and the
Robert Blackburn Printmaking Workshop. These materials are used to contextualize artistic
production within networks of mentorship, collaboration, and political engagement that shaped

Nuyorican art practices.
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Chapter Four: Visual Analysis

Woman-Centered Visual Language and Embodied Syncretism

This chapter examines how Nitza Tufifio constructs Black femininity, spirituality, and
diasporic identity through composition, figuration, and symbolic form in The Protection Dolls
and Juanita Rodriguez. Across both works, meaning is produced through visual structure—scale,
spatial organization, color, and symbolic repetition—rather than through narrative illustration or
portrait likeness. Within the broader Afro-diasporic visual field shaped by the forced
displacement of Africans to the Caribbean, systems of cosmology, ritual practice, and embodied
knowledge survived through adaptation, syncretism, and visual form. To read her work fully,
then, is to recognize that its imagery is inseparable from these layered histories of displacement
and reclamation. These traditions remain legible not only in explicitly religious contexts, but also
in gesture, ornament, and symbolic imagery, which inform the visual languages of Afro—Puerto
Rican and Nuyorican cultural production. Drawing on Black feminist and Afro-diasporic
approaches to visual culture, as well as Juana Maria Rodriguez’s theorization of embodiment and
performativity, this chapter reads Tufifio’s figures as constructed and enacted subjects rather than
passive representations. Femininity in these works is produced through relation, posture, and
symbolic density, making identity discernible as a visual and embodied condition. Womanhood
in her work does not function as a passive emblem of culture, but as an active locus of

preservation, transmission, and resistance.

The Protection Dolls: Black Femininity, Spiritual Protection, and Maternal Presence

Among the clearest examples of Tufifio’s woman-centered visual language is The

Protection Dolls, a monoprint series in which maternal and child figures are rendered through
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flattened form, bold color, and symbolic adornment. At first glance, the work appears
deceptively simple. The composition is frontal and compressed, with little to no illusionistic
depth, and the figures occupy the pictorial space in a direct and immediate manner. The
background remains largely undefined, functioning less as a representational setting than as a
vibrant field of color that intensifies the presence of the figures themselves. Yet this visual
simplicity is structured by a deeper Afro-diasporic logic of representation in which meaning is
carried through form, relation, and symbolic inscription rather than naturalistic detail. Across the
Caribbean, Yoruba-derived visual and spiritual systems persisted not as static religious
iconography, but as adaptive forms of embodied knowledge expressed through gesture,
ornament, and visual symbolism. The visual relationship between the two forms evokes care not
simply as an emotional condition, but as a cultural and diasporic mode of survival.* In this
sense, maternity in The Protection Dolls exceeds biological reference and becomes a visual
structure through which intergenerational continuity is imagined. In this sense, the image does
not simply depict motherhood; it constructs a culturally specific visual grammar of protection

and continuity.

The composition centers two female-coded figures, one larger and one smaller, strongly
suggesting a maternal and child relationship. Their difference in scale immediately establishes
hierarchy, though not one grounded in domination. Instead, the larger figure’s extended arm
suggests protection, containment, and spiritual guardianship. The visual relationship between the
two forms evokes care not simply as an emotional condition, but as a historically embedded

mode of survival shaped by diasporic displacement and racialized vulnerability. Formally, the

* Quifiones Rivera, “From Triguefiita to Afro-Puerto Rican,” 164-165. Emphasis on racist national ideologies and
preference for “whiteness” is emphasized traditionally across Latin American and the Caribbean. She shares that
those who identify as Black in Puerto Rico are encouraged to have children with those that are lighter complexion to

produce children with whiter skin.
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work resists Western portrait conventions historically associated with Eurocentric standards of
representation and embedded racial hierarchies that have privileged whiteness within Puerto
Rican visual culture.*’ By rendering both figures in a unified deep black tone, Tufifio refuses the
visual fragmentation of Black identity and instead constructs a continuous visual field of African
diasporic presence. The figures are flattened and stylized, reducing individualized facial
specificity while enhancing symbolic readability. This abstraction is significant. By refusing
naturalistic representation, Tufifio shifts the image away from portrait likeness and toward
emblematic presence. The figures become vessels of memory and spiritual force rather than
individualized subjects, aligning with Afro-diasporic visual strategies in which representation

functions through symbolic condensation rather than realism.

Color intensifies this structure. The contrast between saturated blue and pink elements
produces a visual field that resists sentimentalization. Rather than softening motherhood into
domestic imagery, color operates as a structural force that produces tension between intimacy
and visual insistence. Symbolic adornment further expands the Afro-diasporic visual logic of the
work. Cowrie shell references and patterned garments evoke systems of African-derived
spirituality in which the cowrie shell is associated with protection, divination, and feminine
spiritual power. The lightning-shaped earrings introduce a contrasting angular energy that
suggests force and activation rather than ornament. These elements operate within a broader
Yoruba-derived symbolic field in which visual form carries spiritual meaning rather than

decorative function.

47 Dardashti, “Afro-Latinx Intersections,” 114. Line work and Surrealist style, noted in artists such as Jorge Soto, is
also evident in Nitza Tufifio.
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Read through this lens, The Protection Dolls articulates a visual language in which Black
femininity is constructed as spiritual labor and protective force. The figures do not merely
symbolize care; they materialize it as a culturally specific and historically charged practice
shaped by Afro-diasporic survival systems. This is where Juana Maria Rodriguez’s framework
becomes especially useful. Rather than treating these figures as static representations of
womanhood, the work invites a reading of femininity as something visually produced through
gesture, adornment, and bodily relation. Rodriguez’s critique of dominant visual economies of
Latina femininity—often shaped by servitude, domesticity, or hypervisibility—helps clarify how
Tufifio resists these constraints through compositional structure.*® The larger figure’s posture, the
relational proximity between the bodies, and the symbolic density of their construction suggest
that identity here is enacted rather than merely depicted. Femininity in this work is not simply
shown,; it is performed through protection, presence, and spiritual embodiment. This complexity
resonates with Yoruba gender traditions, which recognize fluid and expanded roles for women
within social and spiritual life. That expanded conception of womanhood carries into Tufifio’s
visual practice, where Black femininity emerges not as passive nurture but as active cultural,

spiritual, and ancestral labor.

The figures are rendered in a flattened, graphic style, with Blackness expressed through
silhouette-like forms rather than illusionistic modeling. In doing so, Tufifio breaks away from the
racialized hierarchies historically embedded in Puerto Rican culture: by using the same deep
black tone for both mother and child, she emphasizes a shared connection to Africa and resists
any form of visual “whitewashing.” The facial features are minimal and stylized, reducing

individual specificity while enhancing their symbolic clarity and legibility. This abstraction is

8 Rodriguez, Sexual Futures, Queer Gestures, and Other Latina Longings, 155.
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significant. By refusing naturalistic representation, Tufifio shifts the image away from portrait
likeness and toward emblematic presence. The figures become vessels of memory and spiritual
force rather than simply individualized subjects. Their abstraction does not diminish their

humanity; rather, it expands their symbolic and cultural resonance.

Color plays an especially important role in this process. The bright chromatic contrasts of
the composition create a visual intensity that prevents the image from being read as passive or
decorative. The maternal figure’s garment, composed of geometric blue patchwork-like forms,
contrasts sharply with the pink elements associated with the smaller figure. These color
relationships generate a tension between tenderness and power, intimacy and visual insistence.
Rather than softening the image into sentimental motherhood, Tufifio mobilizes color to create a
charged field of presence in which care and protection appear as active and forceful conditions.
In addition, the symbolic adornment of the figures further deepens this reading. The child’s
garments include fish-like motifs and cowrie shell references, while the maternal figure wears
lightning bolt-shaped earrings that introduce a sharp angularity into an otherwise curved and
rhythmic composition.* These elements are not incidental decorations. Within a Yoruba-derived
visual framework, they suggest a layered symbolic vocabulary tied to spiritual protection,
ancestral continuity, and sacred force. The cowrie shell, long associated across African and
diasporic traditions with divination, protection, and feminine spiritual power, reinforces the
work’s emphasis on embodied guardianship. Read through an iconographic framework attentive
to Yoruba-derived symbolic systems, the lightning bolt motif can be interpreted as an index of

sacred energy rather than a merely decorative accent. Likewise, the lightning bolt imagery

4 Nzewi, Nzewi, Thompson, and Mejorado, “Embodying the Sacred in Yoruba Art,” 36-37.
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evokes the presence of charged spiritual energy, suggesting that the maternal figure is not only

caretaker but also a vessel of force and protection.

Read through Afro-diasporic symbolic frameworks, The Protection Dolls articulates a
visual language in which Black femininity is constructed as spiritual labor and protective force.
The figures do not merely symbolize care; they materialize it as a culturally specific and
historically charged practice shaped by Afro-diasporic survival systems. This reading aligns with
Juana Maria Rodriguez’s theorization of embodiment, which emphasizes femininity as
something produced through visual relation rather than fixed identity. The larger figure’s posture,
proximity between bodies, and symbolic density suggest that identity is enacted rather than
depicted. Within Yoruba-derived gender frameworks, women are understood as capable of
occupying expanded social and spiritual roles that exceed fixed gendered categorization. This
expanded conception of womanhood is visually echoed in Tufifio’s work, where Black
femininity appears as both nurturing and forceful, intimate and protective. This complexity
resonates with Yoruba gender traditions, which, as Olajubu notes, do not confine women to
narrowly defined feminine roles, but instead recognize their capacity to inhabit both feminine
and masculine social and spiritual functions in service of the community.>® Ultimately, The
Protection Dolls positions Black womanhood not as peripheral to Puerto Rican identity, but as

central to the visual articulation of memory, spirituality, and diasporic continuity.

Juanita Rodriguez: Syncretic Womanhood, Spiritual Authority, and Diasporic Identity

50 Olajubu, “Seeing Through a Woman’s Eye,” 46.
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If The Protection Dolls emphasizes intimacy, care, and maternal protection through
chromatic and symbolic density, Juanita Rodriguez develops a more monumental and overtly
syncretic visual language. Rendered as a woodcut relief print in black and white, the work relies
less on color and more on line, contrast, and compositional layering to construct meaning. The
shift in medium is significant. Where the monoprint’s painterly qualities allow for softness and
chromatic tension, the woodcut introduces a graphic force that aligns closely with the political
and communal histories of Nuyorican print culture. The result is a work that feels at once
intimate and declarative, personal and collective. At the center of the composition stands a
prominent female figure whose frontal placement immediately establishes her as the visual and
symbolic anchor of the work. Her scale and positioning confer authority, while the surrounding
imagery expands her meaning beyond individualized portraiture. Rather than functioning solely
as a named subject, Juanita Rodriguez appears as a layered figure through whom multiple
histories and symbolic systems converge. Her body becomes a site of visual synthesis, bringing

together maternal, spiritual, racial, and diasporic meanings within a single compositional field.

The black-and-white format intensifies this effect. Without the mediation of color, the
viewer’s attention is directed toward line, silhouette, and relational form. The bold contrasts
heighten the monumentality of the figure, allowing her presence to dominate the visual field.
This graphic starkness is especially important in relation to printmaking as a medium of public
address. The woodcut’s visual language echoes traditions of accessibility, reproducibility, and
collective circulation, reinforcing the political dimensions of Tufifio’s practice even as the image
itself remains deeply symbolic and intimate. Iconographically, Juanita Rodriguez is especially
rich. The central female figure is flanked by the familiar motif of the Madonna and Child, while

above or behind her appears the signifying form of Chango, suggested through the presence of
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the double-headed axe. The juxtaposition of these symbols is crucial. Rather than simply
combining Christian and Yoruba references as evidence of “hybridity” in a generalized sense,
Tufifio constructs a visual field in which multiple spiritual traditions coexist without being
collapsed into sameness. Puerto Rican identity cannot be meaningfully affiliated with one
cultural root more than another, but must instead be understood as a continually redefined and
negotiated formation. The image therefore operates through syncretic layering, but not
simplistically. It stages spiritual continuity as a diasporic condition in which inherited systems of

belief remain active, negotiated, and visually rearticulated.

The centrality of the female body is what ultimately organizes this symbolic convergence.
Rather than functioning as a passive vessel onto which cultural meaning is projected, Juanita
Rodriguez emerges as an active bearer of ancestral and spiritual authority. Positioned as the
compositional anchor of the image, her figure mediates between visual symbols, diasporic
histories, and sacred traditions, gathering them into a single embodied presence. In this way, the
work does not merely depict womanhood, but constructs it as a combination of preservation,
translation, and continuity. It is through this central figuration that the work’s engagement with
diasporic identity becomes especially legible. Juanita Rodriguez can be read as embodying the
layered pressures historically placed upon Puerto Rican women within migratory and
postcolonial contexts: care, labor, survival, cultural preservation, and the carrying of communal
memory. As Hilda Lloréns and Rosa E. Carrasquillo note, “Hierarchy and notions of stability are
embedded in Puerto Rican conceptions of national ‘roots.”” Yet, as they further invoke Dick
Hebdige, “roots themselves are in a state of constant flux and change... They change shape.

They change colour. And they grow.”' Although developed in relation to public art in Caguas,

*! Lloréns and Carrasquillo, “Sculpting Blackness,” 109.
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Puerto Rico, Lloréns and Carrasquillo’s framework is productive here because it helps articulate
how Tufifio transforms diasporic and gendered pressures into visual form rather than reducing

them to sociological description. Instead, it renders them symbolically and formally through the
compositional weight, frontal presence, and visual authority granted to the central body. Juanita

Rodriguez thus becomes a figure through whom diaspora is not simply narrated, but represented.

Drawing on Juana Maria Rodriguez’s theorization of embodiment, femininity here can be
understood as something produced through visual performance rather than static depiction. The
figure’s authority is not inherent but constructed through posture, scale, and relational
positioning within the image. This reading is further supported by Afro-diasporic frameworks of
spiritual continuity, in which visual systems operate through layered coexistence rather than
synthesis. In this context, the image reflects a broader diasporic condition in which inherited
religious and cultural systems remain active, distinct, and visually negotiable. Ultimately,
Juanita Rodriguez positions Black womanhood as a mediating force through which spiritual,
cultural, and historical systems are brought into visual relation. Rather than functioning as a
symbolic vessel, the figure operates as a structuring presence, making diasporic identity visible

through composition itself.

Conclusion: Tufifio’s Visual Reclamation of Afro—Puerto Rican Identity

Taken together, The Protection Dolls and Juanita Rodriguez demonstrate that Tufifio’s
visual practice is not simply concerned with representing Puerto Rican identity, but with actively
reconfiguring the terms through which that identity can be seen. Across both works, Black
femininity functions not as a symbolic supplement, but as a primary visual and conceptual

structure through which spirituality, ancestry, and diasporic belonging are articulated. These
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works reveal that Tufifio’s use of Yoruba-derived iconography is neither ornamental nor
ethnographic. Instead, it operates as part of a broader diasporic visual language through which
suppressed African inheritances are reactivated and made materially present. Her recurring
emphasis on female bodies, protective forms, and symbolic adornment further demonstrates that
cultural continuity in her work is inseparable from questions of embodiment, care, and spiritual

labor.

By mobilizing printmaking and figuration in this way, Tufifio expands the
representational terrain of Nuyorican visual culture. Her work not only participates in the
political and cultural imperatives of the Nuyorican Movement, but also complicates them by
insisting on the centrality of Black womanhood and Afro-diasporic spirituality within Puerto
Rican visual history. Through these formal and symbolic strategies, Tufifio offers a visual
reclamation of identity that is at once racial, spiritual, gendered, and diasporic. In doing so, she
positions Black femininity not at the margins of Latinidad, but at its generative and sustaining

center.
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Chapter Five: Conclusion

In returning to the personal questions of identity that initially motivated this research,
Nitza Tufino’s work reveals how artistic practice can operate as a site of cultural memory,
belonging, and reclamation. My mother’s description of my grandfather not only illuminated the
ways Blackness was marked and remembered within my own family history, but also exposed
how African ancestry has often been simultaneously acknowledged and distanced within Puerto
Rican cultural narratives. Shaped first by Spanish colonization and later by U.S. imperial rule,
Puerto Rican identity has long been formed through imposed systems of classification, erasure,
and negotiation. Yet, as this thesis has shown, that identity is not fixed; rather, it remains an

active and ongoing process of recovery, reinterpretation, and self-definition.

To understand the cultural stakes of this diasporic condition, it is also necessary to
recognize how race functioned differently for Puerto Ricans in the diaspora than it often had
within dominant nationalist discourse on the island. Puerto Rican identity has historically been
narrated through the myth of harmonious mixture, often expressed through the ideology of the

13

island’s “three roots”: Spanish, African, and Indigenous Taino. While this formulation has often
been celebrated as evidence of cultural richness or racial inclusivity, it has also operated as a
mechanism of erasure by flattening historical violence and minimizing the ongoing realities of
anti-Blackness. In practice, Blackness within Puerto Rican culture has frequently been
acknowledged only in abstract or symbolic terms, while whiteness remained the unspoken norm
of respectability, beauty, and national legibility. Within the diaspora, however, these
contradictions became harder to obscure. Puerto Ricans in the United States encountered racial

systems that often positioned them in relation to Blackness more explicitly, making visible the

racial tensions and suppressions that nationalist discourse on the island had long sought to soften
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or displace. This tension is critical for reading Tufifio’s work, which repeatedly foregrounds
Black femininity, spiritual symbolism, and ancestral memory in ways that challenge whitening
tendencies within official narratives of Puerto Rican identity. Rather than reproducing a sanitized
or folkloric image of Puerto Rican culture, her work insists upon the visibility of African-derived
traditions and their continuing force within diasporic identity. In doing so, Tufifio participates in
a larger Afro-diasporic visual tradition that understands cultural memory not as static inheritance,
but as an active process of reassembly and reclamation. This is one of the reasons her practice is
especially significant within both Puerto Rican and Nuyorican art histories, despite the relative

lack of sustained scholarship devoted specifically to her work.

Ultimately, this thesis contributes to a growing body of scholarship that seeks to
foreground Afro—Puerto Rican and Afro-diasporic perspectives within art history. By situating
Tufino within these conversations, it underscores the necessity of expanding the canon to include
artists whose work challenges inherited hierarchies of race, gender, and cultural value. Tufifio’s
visual language reminds us that identity is not fixed, but continuously negotiated, and that art
remains a powerful space through which histories of erasure can be confronted, reimagined, and

transformed.
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List of Figures

Fig 1. Nitza Tufifio, The Protection Dolls 3, 2024, monoprint, 23.5 x 17.5 in. Exhibited at the
Claire Oliver Gallery, New York, New York.
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Fig 2. Nitza Tufiflo, Juanita Rodriguez, 2023, woodcut on Fabriano paper, 30 X 20 in.
Exhibited at the Claire Oliver Gallery, New York, New York
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Fig 3. Sophia Dawson, Palante, 2015, acrylic on canvas.
https://www.artnews.com/art-news/news/presente-the-voung-lords-in-new-vork-at-bronx-museu
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Fig. 4. Jorge Soto, El matrimonio del Atabeya y Chango, c. 1975, pen and ink on paper. (Original
whereabouts unknown), As seen in: “Nuyorican Visionary: Jorge Soto and the Evolution of an
Afro-Taino Aesthetic at Taller Boricua.” Centro Journal 17 (2): 2241



Fig. 5. Staff for Shango, Oshe Shango (Nigeria). n.d. Wood, h.15".
https://jstor.org/stable/community.13755823.
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Fig. 6. Taino, Zemi Cohoba Stand, Wood (Guaiacum) and shell, 27 x 8 5/8 x 9 1/8 in.
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection.
Bequest of Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979.

67



Fig. 7. El Nacimiento de mi hijo.

Jorge Soto. c. 1978, pen and ink on paper.
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