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Nolan Oswald Dennis’s Black Liberation
Ziodiae (Kgositsile’s Folly) (2022-ongoing)
is a good place to st allation
solo ex
ss Institute, black wall-
paper hangs from a stanchion and then, as

if pulled by a gravitational force, seems to
merge with the floor. Circular-cum-fractal

star charts composed of staccatoed white
lines bear glimpses of constellations from
the south cele: pole. Dennis’s charts hi
de the stars’ e; =

the presumption of the cosmos’ availabil-
ity to transparent mapping. Also threaded
into this night sky is iconography associat-
ed with South Africa’s anti-apartheid Black
Consciousness movement of the 7os, in
cluding: a reference to the Wedgwood an-
ti-slavery medallion, the outlines of a rifle,
k Panther Party symbol, and an
of handcuffed fist:
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posterfority

>transatlantic wake diagram
(after Glissant)

The artist, born in Lusaka, Zambia,
now lives and works in Johannesburg,
South Africa. Foregrounding anti-colo-
nial, Black radical thought, their atten
tion to the south celestial pole moreover
indicates a Southern-oriented view of the
cosmos. Southernness in Black Libera-
tion Zodiac appears in both a latitudinal
and a longitudinal position, as well as in
the geopolitically marginalized perspec-
tives of philosophers, artists, and scien-
tists living in what is referred to
as the Global South. Accord
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tional Astronomical Union constellation
charts, as well as the South African Astro-
nomical Observatory’s southern
planisphere of star patterns
Along with Black Conscious- .
ness movement and Black

Panther Party iconography,

the artist also draws on Chinese

and Zulu “modes of mapping the sky,
and other Indigenous

ystems for cos-
mic meaning-making.”* This foreground-
ing of African Indigenous and non-Eu-

rocentric astronomies is furlhered

: ) : Monisha ronot

ing to the artist, printed on Holmes and Nolan by Approximations (1) (2021). On

the black wallpaper back- Oswald Dennis, “Astrologer 5 conference stand in front of
MonishaJdglmes and

ground are “diagrams
[...] based on the Interna

ac-1202673
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Black Liberation Zodiac, a vid-
eo screens an interview with,

Both: Nolan Oswald Dennis, recurse 4 a late planet (lush) (detail), 2024, wallpa-

per, notebook pages; installation view from “overturns,” 2025, Swiss Institute,
New York City

PHOTO: DANIEL PEREZ; COURTESY OF SWISS INSTITUTE

among other interlocutors,
the South African astro-
physicist Sukuma Mkhize.?

The colour black is featured prom-
inently across the works that make up
“overturns.” In addition to Black Libera-
tion Zodiac, it is repeated in wallpapers
for recurse 4 a late planet (Iush) (2024),
and further notes 4 a planet (nine-dash)

(2024). Black primer also coats
one of the globes in the in-
il stallation Articulated globe

| Po- N . -
'mzle N (pair) (2024), and the pyr

Edor
Glissj
o

ni . . .
versity of Mi-chigan amid pedestal in Isivivane

Press, 1997 (2023-ongoing). Against

the imposed illuminations
and enclosures of whiteness,
the colour black here enacts an un/w:
ing of Earth and sky that respects their
shared “right to opacity.”

Indeed, the colour white has an
aesthetic history overdetermined by co-
lonial assumptions of its originary pres
s the world’s base colour and blank
canvas.’ In his scholarship tracing the Eu-
ro-American colonial and En-
lightenment histories of pa
per production, Jonathan
Senchyne writes: “[W]hite-
ness is a key feature of pa- ¢ y

o0 m e Minnesota Press,

per’s function as a substrate 2013)

F()l' \\'l'illf‘ll 'd”(l I)l'i“lt‘,d texts.

It serves as the ground against

which the figures of text and image be-
come visible and legible to readers and
viewers.”® Moreover, white paper’s phan-
tasmatic instrumentalization by Euro-
pean Enlightenment thinkers like John
Locke as the symbolic cognitive ground
()(‘ reason p(’,rslsls I()(l}\'\' as lh(’, ll()l'ln&lli\'(’
aesthetic choice for intellectual and artis-
tic rc/produCLion.

Bernd Herz

“White,”

Jonathan
Senchyne, Ze Intima-
¢y of Papdl jg¥Early and
Nineteenthf Cytury Am-

erican Liter

e (Univer-

sity of Massachusetts
Press, 2019).
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In contrast, Dennis’s black wallpa-
per installations foreground the mutual
rights of Blackness and earthliness to ex-
press, as philosopher Denise Ferreira da
Silva might say, their own “creative po-
tential” and epistemic autonomies out-
side of whiteness.” Black Liberation Zodiac
decentres white astronormative visions of
a universe that is Eurocentrically graphed
and codified, by illuminating often-ig
nored cosmological views, offering a view
from a black l)d( ground that is every-
where. According to the exhibition state-
ment, Dennis’s starry arrangements are
mapped along the ecliptic plane—the

route Earth travels around the sun

ckFe- to allow the Earth some reprieve
minist Poegfics: The — from visibility’s violence. Across
Blackness . 4 . .
Endof the Black Liberation Zodiac, these ec-
"he Black

liptic paths appear as striated wh-
ite circles that repeat and increase
in size, like a star’s radiation.

Scholar 4.4 (2014).

In recurse 4 a late planet (lush), we
find another sheet of black wallpaper upon
which an array of elliptic, circular, conic,

a
black liberation

zodiac >the first approximation>

syt acy n s
tern mythology

Above: Nolan Oswald Dennis, Approximations (1), 2021, video, 1 min; installation
view from “overturns,” 2025, Sw)ss Institute, New York City
PHOTO: DANIEL PEREZ; COURTESY OF SWISS INSTITUTE

Top Right: Nolan Oswald Dennis, Black Liberation Zodiac (Kgositsile’s Foll) (de-
tail), 2022-ongoing, wallpaper, bowl, water, cowrie shell; installation view from
“overturns,” 2025, Swiss Institute, New York City

PHOTO: DANIEL PEREZ; COURTESY OF SWISS INSTITUTE
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and oblong diagrams laterally bloom. The
curved lines that occupy much of the to
pography of the installation are muted. So
ft whites, along with faded reds, greens,
and ochres, seem to hyperbolic: All\' curve
out from the flat wall. From afar, my ini
tial experience of the artwork’s stunning
diagrammatic sprawls was riddled with
anxiety around my inability to “do math.”
With that said, I found the roundedness
of the lines appealing. The absence of nu
merical data, in conjunction with the ab
stract relationship between shapes and
their accompanying labels, provokes a
certainty that is eventually re
fused. For example, on the

carry numerical data. The diagrammat-
ic arrangements in recurse also refer
ence the phenomenon of “space rock:
with particular focus on 99942 Apophis,
an asteroid that was once thought to
threaten the Earth’s very survival. While
it was recently determined that the as
teroid will not in fact collide with Earth
in 2029 (as originally forecast), Dennis
brilliantly attends to the insistent incerti
tude, or what Calvin Warren might call
“terror,” of not being able to mathemat
ically deduce and formalize cosmogeo
logical unfolding.’ For Warren, a theo-
ry of catastrophe, and of math’s inability
to anticipate “sudden variation,” be

left side of the canvas. the Margaret Wert- speaks its larger anxiety ar 1

eft side of the canvas, the heim, 4 Field Guide ~ SP€aks its larger anxiety arounc

curved lines sometimes o Hyper| pace: /1" that which resists formal contain
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sometimes jut out as bent
lines arching elsewhere.
Relatively small circles seem
to collide into a centipede-like
shape accompanied by labels like “a yt
world,” “a black world,” and “a colo
nial world.” Other larger circles feature
obtuse labels like “something else” or
for those who know what a stone can
do.” The latter’s ambivalence in lieu of
shape’s calculable data suggests a kind
of non-Euclidean refusal. A predominant
mathematical theory derived from ancient
Greek mathematician Euclid, Euclide
an geometry posits that all lines are held
together by mappable points. Related
ly, according to scientist-artist Margaret
Wertheim, a Euclidean-informed rect
angularity and compulsive “straight
ness” structures the modernist imposition
of gridded design on a presumptively dis
ordered and “undeveloped” Earth.® Even
still, as Wertheim continues to argue,
Euclid’s postulates about the world’s
availability to gridded know
ability break down in the
Cﬂ""‘ﬁ;‘:}ﬁ;c face of how earthly liv-
@ :(\)le)lci ing actually is: fractal,
lathe , ckew, elusl\(g curvy,
and unmappable.

The array of errant
lines in recurse 4 a late planet (lush) arch
with and into the black wallpaper. While
the lines curve and intersect, they don’t

aft (The
Juring,

mitations even as they indict the
terrible certitude of coloniality’s

world-ending operations. Even as Ea
rth’s geological intactness seems predict
ably “safe” from Apophis, as the accom
panying labels indicate, “a yt world and
a colonial world” nonetheless morph the
shape of a “black world.”

We might say that Dennis’s art un
moors the line from its relationship to so
mething knowable or calculable. Across
recurse, alongside lines that seem hard and
straight, there are also lines that undulate
and wave. There are lines that seem to be
so thinned out that they appear ated
enough to let air in. One dotted line is la
belled a fro-indigenous.” Black Indi
geneity here isn’t mapped but, rather, ex
ists as a pulsing, deregulated assertion of
living. Recalling Black Liberation Zo
diac’s refer rences to the Black liberation
struggle in "7os South Africa, the artist’s
reimagining of lines in the sky and float
ing geologies is an insistent anti-colonial
defamiliarization of mapping practices, to
ward a critique and destabilization of en
closure. We see this in the artist’s juxtapo
sition of “afro-indigenous” with a striated
line that both isn’t and doesn’t. Accompa
nying diagrams of various rocks are curved
lines labelled with the seemingly transpar-

ent language of “cause” and

eﬁe(tl. But these same
oW

are also eventually la



Below: Nolan Oswald Dennis, Black Liberation Zodiac (K
installation view from “overturns,” 2025, Swiss Institute.
PHOTO: DANIEL PEREZ; COURTESY OF SWISS INSTITUTE
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