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Zetwal  se
timoun bondie 
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nou dan nwhsh 
ek ka montre  
nou cimhn
lhspwa

The stars, children of the heavens, guide us in the dark, showing us the path of hope.



This booklet is not intended for sale. All images and documentation included are used solely 

for archival purposes and to share research, respecting the sources and contexts studied.

This is a documentation of my art residency supported by 

the Caribbean Cultural Institute and the Pérez Art Museum 

Miami, as part of my research on Caribbean graphic systems 

and their contemporary resonances. Through the following 

pages, I share a process where drawing, forms, and symbols 

engage in dialogue with the history, narratives, and cultural 

practices of the Caribbean diaspora.

From studying Haitian vévés and Cuban anaforuana 

to designing a syncretic writing system that blends 

tradition and innovation, this project aims to bridge 

memory and futurity, research and creation. This booklet 

reflects the graphic experiments and inspirations that 

shape my practice, while opening a space to reconsider 

writing systems as hybrid, living territories in constant 

transformation.
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My project is deeply rooted in my personal journey, beginning with my 

studies at École Estienne in Paris, where I specialized in calligraphy and 

typography.

As a native of Martinique, a French Collectivity, I quickly became aware of 

the limited tools available to deeply explore the history and writing systems 

of the Caribbean. While enriching, the education I received was primarily 

centered on Latin alphabets and Western graphic conventions.

This realization sparked a desire to discover and understand how Caribbean 

populations developed their own forms of graphic communication. The 

omnipresence of European systems often overshadowed traditions such 

as Haitian vévés or Cuban anaforuana, ritual graphics rooted in African 

cosmology and syncretic religious practices. How did these communities, 

shaped by colonization, transform beliefs into signs and signs into unique 

forms of expression?

This question became the driving force of my research, and my desire to 

explore Caribbean writing intensified as I became increasingly aware of the 

cultural gap between my academic training and my identity.



During my initial research in 2016, Sémasiography and Cosmogony, I 

examined two key concepts to understand writing in a Caribbean context:

• Sémasiography: Unlike phonetic systems, which transcribe sounds, 

sémasiography represents ideas or concepts. This form of notation enables 

universal communication, transcending linguistic barriers. For instance, 

Haitian vévés or Nigerian nsibidi are sémasiographic forms that encapsulate 

beliefs, myths, and rituals within graphic signs.

• Cosmogony: Cosmogony explores how Caribbean and African 

peoples have used writing to express their worldview. These systems 

extend beyond communication, serving as bridges between the visible and 

invisible, the human and the divine. Examples such as the anaforuanas 

in Cuba or the ukara of the Ekpé society in Nigeria are fascinating cases, 

combining mythical narration and ritual function.

By connecting these two concepts, I highlighted the importance of ritual 

graphic systems as tools that are both aesthetic and functional. My research 

established that these forms of writing are not merely static artifacts but 

living processes that adapt and reinvent themselves, particularly within the 

diaspora.

This study laid the foundation for my current project, which aims to create 

a contemporary visual language inspired by this rich graphic history.



A cultural and graphic matrix — The concept of the transatlantic matrix is rooted 

in the deep connections that unite the graphic and ritual practices of 

West Africa and the Caribbean, forged through the painful history of the 

transatlantic slave trade. These connections are not merely remnants of a 

shared past; they embody a living cultural dynamic—a constant dialogue 

between memory, resistance, and reinvention.

• In Africa, graphic systems like the nsibidi in Nigeria were used to 

materialize narratives and concepts. Utilized by secret societies such as 

the Ekpé, this semasiographic system transcends phonetics to represent 

complex ideas and stories. These motifs, composed of geometric and 

pictographic forms, structured social, spiritual, and political narratives while 

marking the initiates’ belonging to an exclusive body of knowledge.

• In the Caribbean, these African traditions were transformed by the 

social and spiritual realities of the displaced populations. Haitian vévés, 

Cuban anaforuanas, and firmas are emblematic examples. These graphic 

forms, often drawn during religious rituals, embody mythological narratives, 

spiritual systems, and acts of cultural resistance. By inscribing spiritual 

narratives into visual forms, these signs become bridges between Africa 

and the Americas, connecting original mythologies to diasporic realities.



Transcending boundaries — The transatlantic matrix is not confined to static 

traditions; it is in constant evolution, hybrid and contextual. In the Caribbean, 

this matrix has absorbed influences from Indigenous, European, and 

Asian cultures while remaining true to its African roots. It forms a shared 

visual language, a symbolic space where spiritual and historical narratives 

intersect.

• Scholars like Robert Farris Thompson, who highlighted the continuities 

between African cosmograms and Caribbean graphic traditions, have shown 

how visual forms such as circled crosses or spirals found in practices like 

Haitian Vodou or Cuban Palo Monte capture spiritual energy and transcend 

geographical and cultural boundaries.

Exploring the matrix — Confronted with this rich transatlantic matrix, my 

application for an artistic residency in Miami arose from an urgent need to 

understand how this matrix continues to exist and evolve within contemporary 

Caribbean diasporas. Miami, as a crossroads of Afro-descendant and 

Caribbean cultures, offers a unique context for grounding this exploration 

and engaging with diasporic communities.

• My approach is not an anthropological study. As an artist, I aim to 

observe, listen, and feel how this matrix manifests in the daily and spiritual 

practices of the diaspora. This fieldwork provides an opportunity to interact 

with members of these communities in their simplest humanity while 

developing a contemporary artistic interpretation of this matrix.



The transatlantic matrix is far more than a heritage: it is a living 

force, capable of generating new forms and untold narratives. 

Through this residency, I aim to foster a dialogue between the 

spiritual and graphic stories of the past and the contemporary 

practices of today. By stepping into the role of the artist, I seek to 

embed this matrix within a creative dynamic, reinterpreting these 

graphic traditions through my own aesthetic lens and posing the 

question: how can this matrix inspire universal visual forms in 

today’s globalized world?
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GRAPHIC WRITING: THE 
KONGO COSMOGRAM IN 
THE CARIBBEAN



The Kongo Cosmogram — Bárbaro Martínez-Ruiz’s research on Kongo graphic 

systems provides crucial insights into the transatlantic connections between 

the visual culture of Central Africa and the Caribbean. At the heart of Kongo 

cosmology lies the cosmogram, known as dikenga dia Kongo, a circular 

diagram symbolizing the cycle of life, death, and rebirth. Divided into four 

quadrants representing cardinal directions and phases of existence, the 

cosmogram embodies the unity of the physical and spiritual worlds, serving 

as both a guide for spiritual practices and a marker of identity.

In the Caribbean, particularly in Cuba within Afro-Cuban traditions like Palo 

Monte, the cosmogram evolved into firmas, graphic symbols used in ritual 

contexts to invoke spiritual forces. These signs, while preserving their Kongo 

essence, have adapted to local realities, blending African, Indigenous, and 

European influences.

Rock Art — Martínez-Ruiz also highlights the deep connections between 

Kongo graphic systems and ancient rock art in Central Africa. These carvings 

and paintings, discovered in caves and open-air sites, feature geometric 

and symbolic forms that prefigure the signs used in Kongo cosmograms. 

The continuity between these ancient symbols and contemporary graphic 

systems reveals a long-standing and deeply rooted tradition of visual 

communication within Central African culture.



Martínez-Ruiz identifies several primary sources for the graphic systems he 
studied:

Ancient rock art sites in Central Africa (Angola and the Democratic Republic 
of Congo).
Bidimbu and Bisinsu: Kongo symbols used in both daily and ritual contexts.
Firmas: Ritual symbols from Cuban Palo Monte.
Minkisi and Prendas: Sacred objects inscribed with graphic signs.
The Dikenga dia Kongo cosmogram, the foundation of Kongo cosmology.



My goal is to experience this transatlantic matrix and engage with it 

artistically. By adopting the role of an artist rather than a researcher, I aim 

to explore this graphic tradition through drawing. This practice will allow 

me to reinterpret the cosmogram and its derivatives from a contemporary 

perspective while engaging in dialogue with the living narratives of diaspora 

members.

By reclaiming these ritual symbols, I seek to honor the cultural heritage of 

this transatlantic matrix.



Kongo Graphic Writing and Other Narratives of the Sign

Bárbaro Martínez-Ruiz



Kongo Graphic Writing and Other Narratives of the Sign

Bárbaro Martínez-Ruiz



CARIBBEAN  WRITING

MYTHOLOGY  OF



CARIBBEAN  WRITING

MYTHOLOGY  OF



ASEMIC 
WRITING



Asemic writing lies at the intersection of writing and art, where the sign 

breaks free from linguistic constraints to become pure graphic expression. 

It neither seeks to transcribe an existing language nor convey a precise 

meaning; rather, it is a writing of the unspeakable, a space where gesture, 

form, and texture take precedence over sense. It invites a universal 

and sensory reading experience, where each viewer creates a unique 

interpretation, liberated from grammatical or phonetic structures.

In my artistic practice, asemic writing serves as a space for exploration, play, 

and questioning the boundaries of language and the infinite possibilities of 

the sign. My journey began with the study of Amerindian rock art in Martinique, 

where ancient carvings reveal a visual script, a silent dialogue between 

past and present. These archaic forms, oscillating between abstraction and 

figuration, provided a foundation for me to reinvent a writing system without 

words but imbued with memory and sensitivity.



My approach is also inspired by the works of several artists and writers who 

have pushed the boundaries of language:

Mirtha Dermisache, whose creations evoke fictional manuscripts where the act 
of writing becomes an autonomous artistic gesture, a poetic materialization of 
the sign.

Henri Michaux, with his drawing-writings that oscillate between chaos and 
structure, where the energy of the line expresses states of mind and inner 
visions.

Guy de Cointet, who transformed writing into performance, blending graphic 
design and theater to explore the enigma of language and communication.

Hanne Darboven, whose works resemble mathematical and temporal scores, 
questioning systems of notation and codification through their obsessive 
repetition.

These artists have paved the way for me to think of writing as an infinite 
territory, where each sign can become a map, a cosmos, or a mirror.



Asemic writing in my practice  — As part of my residency in Miami, I aim to 

deepen this exploration by observing how Caribbean diasporas interpret 

and transform inherited signs. Focusing on drawing, I will develop a 

contemporary asemic writing that reactivates the transatlantic matrix in a 

new form—perhaps even a timeless one, who knows?

Far from functional writing, my asemic works seek to capture the ephemeral, 

the invisible, and the fragmented. They translate nonlinear narratives and 

diasporic memories into a free visual language, inviting the viewer to invent 

their own interpretation.

Asemic writing is a space where ancestry comes alive through 

gesture, and where signs tell the inaudible.



RETHINKING 
WRITING SYSTEM



Wrinting system — In his research, Pierre Déléage introduces a crucial distinction 

between two types of writing systems: integral writing and selective writing. 

These concepts broaden our understanding of what writing is, moving 

beyond the framework of the alphabet.

Integral writing — encompasses systems that fully transcribe the phonetic 

and morphological units of a language. These writing systems, such as the 

Latin alphabet or Chinese characters, allow for the faithful reproduction of 

any discourse by recording all necessary words. They function as complete 

repertoires where each linguistic unit finds its graphic equivalent, enabling 

a comprehensive reading independent of oral memory.

• This exhaustiveness makes them universal tools, often associated 

with societies where writing serves diverse purposes (legal, administrative, 

scientific), extending beyond purely ritual contexts.

Selective writing — does not aim to transcribe an entire discourse. Instead, it 

selects only specific and rigorously chosen parts, leaving oral memory to 

fill in the rest.

• Unlike integral writing, selective writing is closely tied to a specific 

context. It is an attached writing, designed to frame well-defined discourses. 

Its function is not to enable universal reading but to optimize the memorization 

and transmission of particular content.



Implications for my research — These two conceptions of writing resonate deeply 

with my artistic research in Miami, where I question what a Caribbean 

writing system could be. Rather than integral writing, tied to phonetic or 

morphological exhaustiveness, I explore the potential of selective writing.

• In certain Caribbean graphic traditions, I perceive the presence of 

selective writing: each motif is chosen for its symbolic power, ritual role, 

or capacity to invoke a narrative. These forms rely on a shared network of 

meanings to bring mythological or spiritual stories to life.

Toward a reimagining of writing — As an artist, I see selective writing as a way to 

expand the very notion of writing. My work seeks to reactivate this economy 

of the sign in order to:

• Translate post-Creole narratives, where each motif or fragment 

becomes an evocation.

• Embed these narratives into material practices (drawing, embroidery, 

engraving) that integrate both gesture and medium.

• Create works that function as living archives, linking oral memory, 

graphic gestures, and visual storytelling.

Selective writing thus becomes a method for inventing a contemporary 

graphy that, while grounded in local traditions, opens itself to a universal 

and sensory reading experience.





CARIBBEAN WRITING



What is caribbean writing? — The mythology of Caribbean or post-Creole writing 

transcends the limits of the Latin alphabet to embrace visual, symbolic, 

and tactile forms drawn from interwoven cultures. Just as the grammar 

and phonology of Creole languages differ from those of Latin languages, 

why should their script not also break free from Western conventions? 

This question opens a field of artistic exploration aimed at creating a form 

of writing that extends beyond words, embedding itself in the narratives, 

myths, and cultural traditions deeply rooted in the Caribbean.

Caribbean writing can be conceived as a hybrid language, sustained by a 

cosmology of signs. It draws from practices such as Haitian vévés, Cuban 

anaforuana, and Indigenous Caribbean symbols, reflecting the ingenuity 

of Caribbean peoples in translating their beliefs, histories, and worldviews 

into complex visual forms.



Tracing the Invisible — Vévés are geometric patterns traced on the ground with 

materials such as cornmeal or ash, primarily during Vodou ceremonies. Each 

vévé represents a lwa (spirit) and serves to invoke or mark its presence.

• Symbolism and Function: Vévés are not merely ritual decorations; they 

embody a spiritual dimension and act as cosmic maps. Their ephemeral 

nature reflects a worldview where the sacred is in constant interaction with 

the everyday.

• Influence on Caribbean Writing: These ritual forms, which combine 

abstraction and narration, offer a way of thinking about writing beyond words. 

They inspire a script where every stroke carries memory and spirituality.

Anaforuanas — Ritual graphics closely tied to African cosmograms, particularly 

the dikenga dia Kongo. They serve as sacred languages for transmitting 

narratives and spiritual messages.

• Origins and Functions: Derived from Kongo traditions, anaforuana 

were reinterpreted in the Cuban context, blending African, European, and 

Caribbean influences. They are inscribed on ritual objects, clothing, or 

directly on the ground during ceremonies.

• Hybridization: These signs embody the very essence of créolité, where 

disparate elements merge to create a unique language. They remind us 

that Caribbean writing is inherently a writing of encounter, bridging cultures 

and temporalities.



Petroglyphs — Before colonization, the Indigenous peoples of the Caribbean 

used graphic symbols to express their cosmic and mythological narratives. 

Petroglyphs, carved into stone, bear witness to this ancient tradition, where 

geometric and anthropomorphic shapes were used to transmit stories and 

knowledge.

Examples : Taíno petroglyphs, found in sites like those in the Dominican 

Republic and Puerto Rico, feature spirals, circles, and humanoid figures 

that convey mythical narratives and spiritual concepts.

Contemporary echoes — These ancient forms resonate in modern Caribbean 

writing practices. They emphasize the importance of revisiting these traces 

to reinvent a contemporary script rooted in collective memory.



ÉCRITURE 
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Syncretic art is a form of expression that results from the fusion of traditions, 

styles, beliefs, and practices originating from different cultures or eras. It 

is not a simple juxtaposition but a true hybridization where each element 

contributes to a new and coherent creation while retaining traces of its 

origins.

• This type of art often develops in historical contexts shaped by cultural 

encounters, migrations, or colonial and postcolonial dynamics. By blending 

visual, ritual, or narrative elements from various horizons, syncretic art 

demonstrates the ability to transcend boundaries and transform diverse 

heritages into a shared aesthetic language.

Syncretic writing is a world-writing, a graphy that intertwines voices, narratives, 

and gestures to create a new visual poetics. It is:

• Archipelagic, like the islands of the Caribbean, a network of signs that 

collectively narrate unity in diversity.

• Cosmic, rooted in an intimate relationship with the visible and invisible, 

the past and the future.

• Ritual, where each trace is a performative act, carrying memory and 

spirituality.

Rather than erasing distinctions between influences, syncretic writing 

seeks to magnify them, making the interweaving of cultures, practices, 

and temporalities visible. It becomes a space where the artistic gesture 

transforms into a political act, an act of resistance against simplifications 

and reductive identities.



Assemblage of traditions
Syncretic art incorporates motifs, techniques, or narratives from diverse 
cultural traditions. For instance, it may include African, European, Indigenous, 
or Asian influences that combine to give rise to innovative forms.

Dialogue between temporalities
Ancient traditions—whether religious, mythological, or artisanal—are 
reinterpreted in a contemporary context, resulting in works that speak to both 
memory and the future.

Between the sacred and the profane
Syncretic art is often tied to spiritual or ritual practices. For example, ritual 
graphic forms like Haitian vévés or African cosmograms may be integrated into 
contemporary works, where they lose their original function while retaining 
symbolic significance.

Hybridization and technique
It is expressed through the combined use of varied materials or techniques, 
such as textile and graphic design, embroidery and painting, or digital and 
traditional media. This hybridity reflects a worldview where boundaries fade.

Aesthetics of relation
True to Glissant’s philosophy, syncretic art emphasizes interconnection, where 
each element engages in dialogue with the others, creating works rich in layered 
meanings. It celebrates diversity and cultural exchanges while embracing the 
tensions and contradictions they may produce.



In syncretic writing, each glyph is a memory, each motif a vision, 

and each medium a world. It is a writing of interweaving, an 

infinite tapestry of narratives where hybridity is not the exception 

but the rule.

This is an aesthetic that addresses the challenges of a globalized 

world by celebrating cultural diversity while reimagining shared 

narratives.
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During my residency, my research began with an exploration of theoretical 

and visual texts, primarily in the form of PDF files, creating a comprehensive 

digital library. Among them, key books and articles on the graphic practices 

of Haiti and Cuba were central to my reflections.

One of the most striking moments of this process was my visit to the Cuban 

Heritage Collection at the University of Miami and the Lydia Cabrera archives. 

Delving into these archives, where Cabrera’s narratives and studies reveal 

the nuances of Abakuá graphic systems, deepened my understanding of 

the relationships between signs, spirituality, and cultural memory. These 

documents, situated at the intersection of history and myth, provided a vivid 

perspective on the anaforuana and their role in Cuban ritual practices.
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I had the opportunity to walk and cycle a lot in Miami, and I couldn’t help 

but notice the widespread use of wrought iron, much like in Martinique, with 

patterns that resonate deeply with me. Wrought iron, with its intricate and 

often organic designs, has a graphic quality that easily evokes the visual 

essence of Vodou vévés.









INDEX



My readings and visual explorations led me to extract a set of geometric 

forms and recurring symbols from the graphic systems of Haitian vévés 

and Cuban anaforuana. This work of analysis and graphic deconstruction 

highlighted the foundational elements of these signs, such as:

• Circles, spirals, and intersections, often associated with spiritual 

energies or directions.

• Angular and segmented shapes, used to mark trajectories, narratives, 

or invocations.

This lexicon forms the basis of a visual register that bridges the richness 

of traditional graphic practices with a contemporary intention to reinterpret 

them into a universal visual language.







index kongo (cave art)





index vévé





index anaforuana





index pétroglyphes
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ABCDEF
GHIJKLM 
NOPRST
UVWXYZ



abcde
fgijklmn
oprstuv
wxyz



le vieux 
sage a 
compris 
ce jeu 
trhs fin



Le vif 
ziplok
jubile



If you 
will not 
praise 
me



do not 
destroy 
my 
name



Quand tu grimpes la montagne r le lever du soleil, rappelle-toi que ceux restés en bas qui aspirent à la même clarté ; 

chaque cœur trouve son écho, et chaque existence suit son propre chemin, même si nos yeux nous trahissent. 

Lh ou ka  monte mon  pou wh soley  
leve  sonje  sa ki rete  anba a 
ka espere menm limih a chak kh 
ni sanblaj li epi cak vi ni pwop 
chimen y  menm si zye pa ka wh 
klh toulong



When you climb the mountain to see the sunrise, remember those who stayed below who long for the same brightness; each heart finds its echo, 

and each life follows its own path, even if our eyes deceive us

Lh ou ka  monte mon  pou wh soley  
leve  sonje  sa ki rete  anba a 
ka espere menm limih a chak kh 
ni sanblaj li epi cak vi ni pwop 
chimen y  menm si zye pa ka wh 
klh toulong



Zetwal  se
timoun bondie 
ki la pou gide 
nou dan nwhsh 
ek ka montre  
nou cimhn
lhspwa
The stars, children of the heavens, guide us in the dark, showing us the path of hope.
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At this stage, it is difficult to critically assess my work, as the creative 

process is still ongoing. This moment of transition, where ideas take shape, 

deconstruct, and reinvent themselves, is still too fresh to be analyzed with 

perspective. However, this phase reflects an essential dynamic: that of a 

constant dialogue between research and experimentation, where each 

gesture and reflection fuels the creative journey.

Rather than seeking to define my work in a definitive way, I choose to fully 

immerse myself in the act of creation, allowing forms and ideas to evolve 

organically. This open and exploratory approach reflects a desire to remain 

true to the essence of the process: a quest, an opening, a journey.



My project is an attempt to contribute to a broader dialogue about Caribbean 

cultures and their interaction with the world. Through my graphic and 

typographic explorations, I aim to reinterpret Caribbean graphic traditions, 

highlighting their symbolic richness and contemporary relevance. I also seek 

to create a universal visual language, rooted in Caribbean cultural memory 

yet accessible to broader narratives, and to build bridges between local and 

global practices, where each sign and gesture tells both an individual and 

collective story.

By merging graphic systems from Haiti, Cuba, and other regions shaped by 

the African diaspora, my work questions notions of heritage, identity, and 

cultural transmission. This approach does not seek to freeze these narratives 

but to open them to new interpretations, resonating with contemporary 

challenges.







I want to express my gratitude to all the individuals and institutions who 

supported this artistic residency and enriched my journey of research and 

creation.

Thank you to the Caribbean Cultural Institute and the Pérez Art Museum 

Miami.

A huge shout-out to Iberia Pérez González: thank you for your support and 

help. I hope many Caribbean artists will benefit from your expertise in the 

future.

To the entire Bakehouse team and all the artists who gave me their time 

and shared their knowledge: Love y’all.

Thank you to the University of Miami and its team for opening the doors to 

the Cuban Heritage Collection and Lydia Cabrera’s archives, an invaluable 

treasure that enriched my reflections and work.

A special thanks to the Caribbean community in Miami, whose stories, 

experiences, and generosity brought a human and vibrant depth to my 

explorations.

To my family: wa sav lamif!

To my love, Léa.

Finally, thank you to all those who, through their work, writings, or creations, 

inspired me at every stage: researchers, artists, and many more.

Thank you for being part of this adventure.
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