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Of African, Taino, and Spanish
heritage Imna Arroyo is deeply committed to
acknowledging her multiple heritages and to
transforming that heritage into a contemporary
artistic statement. Throughout her career she has
consistently reached beyond her current expres-
sion, or the next level of creativity, complexity,
and technical proficiency. She has never settled
for a formulaic answer, a single concept, or even
-a single media as the basis for her work. As a
result her work is layered with the story of her
life in terms that give it a symbolic and
metaphoric significance. It resonates with both
history and place and invokes a spirituality that
speaks of the difficult passages of her own

experiences as well as those of her ancestors.

‘When Arroyo first came to New York
City from Puerto Rico to study art at Pratt
Institute in the mid 1970s, abstraction was the
dominant style favored by instructors in art
schools. Faced with this bias, Arroyo, like so
many other artists in those decades, turned to
abstract, gestural painting, producing
accomplished abstract works for several years.
While at graduate school at Yale in the late sev-
enties, she began to return to her own early
interest in the medium of printmaking and in
the figure. She worked with Gabor Peterdi and
later with Krishna Reddy at New York
University, exploring etching, aquatint, and color
intaglio techniques. In the eighties she studied
mixed media, multi-color Japanese traditional
woodcut techniques with Francisco Patldn in
Mexico, and aluminum plate printing at
Tamarind Institute. In short, she is an accom-
plished and versatile printmaker, whose current
large format mixed media prints on fabric, push-
es new boundaries, which is based on an exten-
sive knowledge of many aspects of printmaking.

Simultancously, Arroyo works in
ceramics in a highly innovative manner. In 1995
she had a one-person installation at Eastern
Connecticut State University called Ancestors/
Deities, clay vessels that invoked Neolithic
women. These vessels were set in a boat which
referenced her personal passage, as well as that of
all of her ancestors. At a major survey of her
work that same year at the Charter Oak Cultural
Center in Hartford, Arroyo showed the
interactions in her work between two and three-
dimensional imagery. It included Shadow Boxes
(gestural charcoal drawings), Coming In and Out
of Boxes, (free standing wood sculptures) as well
as Moving Through the Net (lithographs), and
Procession, a triptych relief print. They all had a
related, coherent imagery that invoked

anonymous women in various stages of

tions
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imprisonment and libera-
tion. Paired with the ceramic
work, Arroyo's belief in a
dialog between two and
three dimensions is clear.
She also adds yet another
dimension by encouraging
the audience to participate
in her work through various Ancesual Call In Blue

interactive techniques. Los An[c’esrf/:s & Azull

Since 1995,
Arroyo’s art has taken a distinctly different direc-
tion in terms of its conceptual base as she engages
her African heritage. In Ghana to study wax resist
fabric dyes techniques, she encountered the
Adinkra symbolism as well as her own “door of
no return,” the dungeons on the Ivory Coast
from which slaves were sent to the Caribbean.
Adinkra symbolism is a system of visual and ver-
bal imagery that contains poetic messages,
proverbs or aphorisms. In some cases they con-
tain legends, history, or myths. Traditionally
these symbols were printed to expressed the feel-
ings about a person that had died; they were
embedded in the mourning rituals of the Akan
People of Ghana. Today they are a popular
expression worn in everyday clothing. The sym-
bols no longer refer only to mourning, but to a
type of rebirth, particularly for Arroyo, as she
uses them in her own work.

Her large prints on fabric unifying the
theme of Adinkra symbolism, particularly the
“Sankofa” a bird-image that refers to the idea of
retracing your steps or going back to your roots,
is used as a mourning ritual for a new frame work
based on the reality of her contemporary world.
Arroyo’s work is particularly appropriate to the
late twentieth century in its bold mixing of
different media, its symbolism, which combines
past and present meanings. Arroyo respects the
traditions of art in the United States, Latin
America, and Africa (specifically Ghana), she has
a sophisticated understanding of classical
techniques in several media, even as she invests
those media with personal meanings and new
possibilities for expressions appropriate to our
post-colonial world.
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