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Yelaine Rodriguez
D

raw
ing upon syncretic Afro-Caribbean religions and histories  

of slavery and colonialism
, Yelaine Rodriguez uses a lush, tropical 

palette and intricate costum
ing to explore histories and futures  

of w
hat m

ight have been or could still be. In the short film
 O

batala: 
If God W

as Black &
 From

 Loiza, Rodriguez leads us to Cueva M
aria 

de la Cruz, a coastal cave in the predom
inantly Black tow

n of Loiza, 
Puerto Rico. As one figure in a w

hite dress dances barefoot, 
sashaying to an upbeat rhythm

, facts about slavery briefly appear 
on screen, then just as quickly are w

ashed aw
ay by an ocean w

ave, 
show

ing the present and past in a constant state of push and pull. 
In another scene, the deity O

batala, creator of hum
an beings w

ho  
is syncretized w

ith Jesus, guards the front of the cave. Tasseled, 
adorned w

ith cow
rie shells, and venerated, O

batala seem
s to ask, 

how
 m

ight history have differed if G
od w

as Black and from
 Loiza?

In the tw
o photographs from

 the series Children of the W
ater, 

Rodriguez presents figures in or near bodies of w
ater and w

earing 
the sam

e m
asks as those used in O

batala. W
hile the photographs 

show
 w

ater in states of beauty, tranquility and connection, they 
also rem

ind us of the realities behind its geopolitical usages.  
The ocean, for exam

ple, is the m
edium

 for the slave trade in the 
O

batala video, and these photographs consider how
 w

aterw
ays 

and borders continue to separate m
igrant fam

ilies in our  
present day. 

An Afro-D
om

inican artistic scholar, educator, independent 
curator, cultural organizer and w

riter, Rodriguez lives and w
orks  

in the Bronx, N
Y. Rodriguez has exhibited in various venues in the  

U
.S. and internationally, including El M

useo del Barrio, Photoville, 
Am

erican M
useum

 of N
atural H

istory, and W
ave H

ill, all in N
ew

 York 
City; M

exic-Arte M
useum

, Austin, TX; El Centro León Biennial XXVII, 
D

om
inican Republic; Sur G

allery &
 Critical D

istance Centre for 
Curators, Canada; W

ereldm
useum

, Rotterdam
, N

etherlands; and  
La Escocesa, Barcelona, Spain.  Residencies include an Innovative 
Cultural Advocacy Fellow

ship from
 the Caribbean Cultural Center 

African D
iaspora Institute, N

ew
 York, N

Y; The Latinx Project Curatorial 
Fellow

ship at N
ew

 York U
niversity; and the Bronx M

useum
’s AIM

 
Program

. She w
as a Van Lier Fellow

/W
inter W

orkspace artist-in-
residence at W

ave H
ill in 2018. Rodriguez earned a BFA from

 Parsons 
School of D

esign and an M
A from

 N
ew

 York U
niversity.

— CL

YELAINE RODRIGUEZ
Children of the W

ater  
(Banao), 2022 
Courtesy of the artist


