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Education Materials 
 
Exhibition Overview 
 
Javier Castro’s solo exhibition Open Wounds questions the broken promises of a postcolonial world 
through a series of videos, installations, documents, and sculptures. While many of the practices at the 
center of the work on view draw directly from the artist’s experiences in Cuba, the larger exhibition 
interrogates methods of manipulation embedded within prevalent social structures, including language, 
economic power, and religion. The show is the artist’s most personal contemplation of the social 
foundations that underlie our intimate and communal relationships, and the oppression, grief, and injustice 
that they represent within Black communities.  
 
For Reference 
 
A brief history of Cuba from Spanish colony to independence: Occupied and settled by the Spanish in 
1511, Cuba became the largest slave colony in all of Hispanic America. During the Spanish occupation, 
900,000 enslaved people (double the amount of those brought to the United States) reached the colony 
from Africa, making Cuba the highest importer of enslaved persons as well as a region with the longest 
duration spent as a slave colony. The Ten Years’ War (1868-1878) marked the beginning of Cuban 
liberation efforts, and the rebellion, aided by Dominican ex-military, resulted in the banning of chattel slavery 
in 1886, being one of the last in the Western Hemisphere to do so. This was followed by the Little War in 
1879–1880 and, finally, the Cuban War of Independence from 1895 to 1898. The lasting legacy of slavery 
in Cuba and many nations of the Caribbean region manifests itself as a struggle between racial identity and 
colorism. In 1959, the Cuban Revolution brought Fidel Castro to power who pushed for “color blindness” in 
Cuba, denying diversity in favor of unity under nationalism, silencing Afro-Cubans from voicing their 
experiences of discrimination, and opening discussions of race.   
 
Freedom Papers: (also known as Cartas de Libertad or Certificates of Freedom) The first series of these 
documents were issued by Spanish colonial official Julian de Arriaga to emancipate approximately 24 
enslaved people who had defended Cuba alongside the Spanish in opposition to the British Empire in 1741 
during the Siege of Havana. The granting of Certificates of Freedom was inspired by the British who 
emancipated 90 individual who had joined their efforts during their brief capture of the territory. While the 
two colonial powers were using emancipation as a means to gain partisanship, they continued (if not 
increased) the importation of slaves into Cuba. In October 1868, landowner Carlos Manuel de Céspedes 
declared Cuban independence and freedom for his slaves, beginning the Ten Years' War – the first of three 
major periods of resistance for Cuban independence from Spain.  
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About the Artist 
 
Javier Castro (b. 1984) is a Cuban artist whose groundbreaking work focuses on the use of video and 
multimedia installations to explore the human experience and modes of survival. He uses history to create 
new analogies and ways of understanding reality and social conflicts. Castro gets inspiration from everyday 
aesthetics, modes of survival, and affective relationships. He examines contemporary society by presenting 
a unique perspective of diverse realities; from pleasures and frustrations, to vice and violence, introducing 
a reflection on the complex condition and psychological struggle of the human being. In this way, topics 
such as economy, language, sexuality, religion, and race are of great interest for his research. 
 
https://javiercastroart.com/  
 
Recommended Questions for Discussion 
 
Before Your Visit  
 

1. What do you know about the history of slavery in the United States? In Cuba? In the Caribbean?  
 

2. Take a moment to reflect on your neighborhood. How do you fit into or differ from it? (age, class, 
race) 
 

3. What is your understanding of race and colorism in the United States? Overseas? 
 
During Your Visit  
 

1. What does this artwork make you feel? What is your immediate reaction to it? 
 

2. What purpose does the “Freedom Papers” serve in the exhibition? How does the medium add to 
your understanding of the artwork? 
 

3. What work stands out to you, and why? 
 

4. What is the impact of the size and detail of “Negro’s Nose” in contrast to the phrase it comes from? 
(see below for an explanation of the phrase by the artist.) 
 

5. The video work in this exhibition is very modern, allowing the artwork to seemingly transcend time. 
How does this affect your understanding of the artist's message? 
 

6. Are any of these artworks relatable? If so, why? 
 
After Your Visit 
 

1. How do you feel about the artwork now in comparison to your initial reaction? What changed your 
reaction? 
 

2. Was there any new information that surprised you?  
 

3. Were there any assumptions you had that changed based on your experience at the exhibition? 
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Artists Narrative 
 
“My intention is to reflect on the ways that we talk and act that reinforces the prevailing social hierarchy in 
a search to decolonize how we think and behave. Open Wounds confronts the mistreatment and abuse of 
Black people and the normalization of these practices against a population with the lowest life expectancy 
worldwide. I intend to reveal the heritage of enslavement and how these histories continue to shape how 
we define our present. As a Black man who has been exposed to this reality daily, I explore themes of 
death, vulnerability, race, time, and value within our contemporary society.” 
 

“Negro’s Nose, a ceramic installation, focuses on forms of verbal 
violence and linguistic racism that are used to dehumanize Black 
communities. The installation is derived from the phrase ‘Hazlo 
como hacer nariz de negro en tiempos de fango’ (‘Do it like making 
a negro’s nose in times of mud’), commonly used in the homes of 
white families in the Cuban countryside to suggest doing 
something without care for quality, finish, or finesse; it does not 
need to be well done; take it, shrink it, throw it and it will be enough 
for the purpose intended. Covering the walls of the gallery, 2,000 
ceramic noses are installed to resemble the arrangement of 
enslaved Africans in the trade ships. The repetition of the 
numbered and branded noses becomes a meditation on the harm 
of daily language.“ 

 
“Of vital importance to formerly enslaved persons throughout the 
colonial era, Certificates of Freedom carried the fate of their owners. 
Reproduced as fragments in paper, beeswax, and gold wire, and 
installed as a series of lightboxes, Freedom Papers demonstrates 
the fragility and vulnerability of the freed person. The wax resembles 
the flesh, the marked body of the enslaved individual, while the gold 
writing alludes to the critical value of these papers. The 
fragmentation symbolizes the broken dreams of freedom, 
frustration, and loss.” 

 
“Four Basic Things (Coconuts) focuses on themes of uncertainty, 
anxiety, fortune, and control. A spiritual man throws four pieces of 
coconut to the ground to predict the future, but the tale of fate is 
never revealed to the viewer. Part of the 2018 series Four Basic 
Things, the video draws on Chamalongos, a divinatory system of the 
Palo Mayombe religion brought by enslaved people from Congo to 
Cuba and appropriated as Obi by Yorubas on the island. In this 
practice, the oracle reads the arrangement of four thrown coconut 
pieces to answer questions asked by the practitioners. According to 

the worshippers, it is the most effective way to communicate with ancestors, divinities, and other powers. 
To be able to read the answers, one must see the position of all four pieces of coconut. In this video, one 
or more pieces are always landing out of frame, hence the incertitude.” 
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“Finally, in a direct reference to Russian avant-garde artist and art theorist Kazimir 
Malevich’s “Black Square” (1915), the video diptych Black on Black – White on 
White offers a criticism of Malevich’s theory of art as a purely self-referential object. 
I believe the opposite. This piece brings Malevich’s position into a sociopolitical 
space. For me, art is political. Black on Black was filmed in the darkness of the 
Cuban streets, a natural environment, while White on White was filmed in MIT using 
multiple technological resources to recreate the desired ambient tone. The color of 
the skin of the subjects allows them to camouflage and ultimately disappear.” 
 
 
Syllabus 
 
Boutelle, R. J. “Manifest Diaspora: Black Transamerican Politics and Autoarchiving in ‘Slavery in Cuba.’” 
MELUS, Volume 40, no. 3 (2015): 110–33.  
 
This essay covers the proceedings of Black United States Americans and Cuban exiles gathering as part 
of the Cuban Anti-Slavery Committee's 1872 meeting in New York.  
 
Childs, Matt D. The 1812 Aponte Rebellion in Cuba and the Struggle Against Atlantic Slavery. Chapel Hill: 
The University of North Carolina Press, 2009. 
 
This book covers the resistance and rebellion of slaves in Cuba.  
 
Finley Cheryl. Committed to Memory: The Art of the Slave Ship Icon. Princeton University Press 2018. 
 
This book traces how the slave ship icon became a powerful tool in the hands of British and American 
abolitionists, and how this artifact of the fight against slavery became an enduring symbol of Black 
resistance, identity, and remembrance. 
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Accessibility Information 
 
 
Facility Accessibility 
 
Baby strollers are welcome in both Essex Market and Cuchifritos Gallery + Project Space. Both facilities 
are wheelchair accessible and service animals on a leash are permitted.  
 
If you have any questions, comments, or concerns about accessing Cuchifritos Gallery + Project Space or 
attending programs, please contact Jodi Waynberg at jodi@artistsallianceinc.org or call 212-420-9202. 
 
Restrooms 
 
Restrooms for visitors are located on the second floor of Essex Market, which is accessible via elevator or 
stairs. 
 
Visitors Who Are Deaf or Partially Hearing 
 
The video-based artwork Four Basic Things (Coconuts) is accompanied by the sound of clacking coconuts. 
However, most of this exhibition will be visual components, and should be accessible for those who are 
deaf or partially hearing to enjoy. 
 
Visitors on the Autism Spectrum, or with Hypersensitivities 
 
The current exhibition gallery includes the main room and a smaller room that can be accessed through the 
opening in the left-hand corner of the gallery. Both spaces include large street-facing windows. There are 
video-based artworks that involve high-contrast lighting and shifting movement, and an audio element that 
can be heard in the background of the entire gallery space. 
 
Please refer to the pages below for a visual guide to accessing Cuchifritos Gallery + Project Space: 
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Visual Guide: Accessing Cuchifritos Gallery 
 
Hello, today we will be going to visit the Cuchifritos Gallery in Essex Market. Walking down the 
street, you may be able to recognize us! At Artists Alliance Inc., we show contemporary artworks 
by new and emerging artists. 
 

 
 
Our Cuchifritos Gallery is located inside Essex Market, where there are a lot of indoor vendors. 
This means that there are many people walking and touring the shops, as well as the people who 
run them. You will most likely hear the sounds of chopping from the vendor’s food prep, the smell 
of food, and the voices of people talking and interacting with the stores. It is a comfortable, social 
space, and entering our gallery is just as open and welcoming. 
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This is the entrance to the Essex Street Market facing Broome Street, which is closest to the 
gallery. Before entering, we should put on our masks (optional)! 
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Once we enter through the glass doors, we should head to the right. We can check if we’re 
heading in the right direction by following the vendors: Top Hop, Peasant Stock, Puebla Mexican 
Food, Cafe D’Avignon, Dominican Cravings, and Zerza (in that order). Once you hit Zerza, you 
can take a left turn and we should be right next to the gallery! 
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Now, we can enter the gallery through the glass doors (which are always open during visiting 
hours!) There will be someone at the desk to greet you, but we can freely walk around the space 
to see what we’d like. On the desk are two stacks of paper; one with the names of the Curator 
and Artists of the show on the left, and one with the Artists sharing their thoughts on the creation 
of their work and what it was like to work on the show to the right. We can take these with us to 
better understand the artwork. 
 
You might notice a soft clacking noise coming from the video playing in the back of the room when 
you walk in. This work is titled Four Basic Things (Coconuts) by Javier Castro who created the 
artwork for this exhibition. On the screen, we can see coconuts being tossed creating this sound 
on repeat. If it becomes too much, we can move on to the other artwork in the room, ask the 
person at the desk by the door to adjust the volume for us, or take a short break outside the gallery 
to get away from the noise. 
  

 
 
Towards the back of the room, there is a wall with three illuminated artworks titled Freedom 
Papers. These are lit up by LED lights. The brightness might be a little harsh for our eyes, so 
when it starts to bother us we can explore the other parts of the room instead. 
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If we move into the smaller room in the gallery, we can see two large screens playing two different 
videos. This work, Black on Black – White on White uses well-lit screens and some subtle, shifting 
movements, and we’ll be standing fairly close to it. If the intensity starts to bother us, we can turn 
around and return to the main room of the gallery. 
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A Guide to the Bathrooms 
 
To enter the bathrooms, we can head back toward the entrance we came through in the very 
beginning. Just beyond that, we should be able to see a staircase leading up to the mezzanine. 
We can walk up these, or… 
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We can use the elevators, which you might have noticed on the right side when we first entered 
the market. 
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If we took the stairs up to the mezzanine, we can head toward the right. 
 

 
 
If we took the elevator, we should make two right turns  
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Then, we should keep walking along the counters and stools to the left, until we see a long, 
declining ramp. We can follow it straight down until we reach the end of it by the multiple doors 
and a glowing exit sign overhead. 
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Once we reach this area, you can take a right turn toward the hand sanitizer dispenser. 
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There are the bathrooms! The one on the left with red is for women, and the one on the right 
with blue is for men. To use them, you will need to put in the bathroom code: 80220# 
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When we’re ready to leave, we can exit through the gallery doors and retrace our steps to the 
large glass doors of the market. Or, you can explore the rest of the amazing Essex Market shops 
and installments as well! 
 
I hope we can meet again, at the Cuchifritos Gallery + Project Space. 
 

 
 


