
VICKI MEEK 
quoteADVI C E unquote 

WOMEN & THEIR WORK 

APRIL 24 MAY 2 9, 1999 

AUSTIN , TEXAS 



quoteADVI C Eunquote: 
an installation by Vicbi Meel< 

While discussing with a friend how 
mothers often speal< "in code" when 
giving difficult or sensitive advice, I 
wondered if my daughter was being 
communicated with in this fashion. 
Has time influenced this pattern of 
communication? So I decided to poll 
a number of my friends, relatives, and 
acquaintances to find out. One hundred 
twenty eight women (ranging in age 
from 13 to 80) were sent letters asbing 
for two pieces of advice-one that was 
useful and one that was not helpful 
and in fact may have been detrimental 
to their happiness. Respondents were 
asl<ed to sign with their birthdate rather 
than their name in order to assess if 
tb.e ways won1en cmnmunicate witb. each 
other had indeed changed over time. The 
ambiguous answer to this guestion is 
one of the issues this installation seehs 
to address. 

Upon loohing at the subject of advice
giving and wmnen' s role in it, I realized 
that there existed a connection to ano-ther 
subject in wb.ich I have a passionate inter
est: the Yoruba divination system. Yoruba 
are tb.e largest tribe of people in Nigeria; 
this Sixteen Cowries system of divination 
is based on the traditional Ifa religion. 
It is the only divination system in the 
world of Yoruba -that allows women to 
be diviners. In its most basic form, divin
ation is really "advice," albeit advice from 
beyond the physical world. Reflecting 
upon the correlation between women 
disJ?ensing advice on the temporal level 
and the spiritual level, I realized that 
both. are driven by a similiar motivation 
to provide guidance. As in divination, the 
advice women give is usually cloal<ed in 
metaphor and must be decoded before 
becoming useful. And lil<e divination, 
one is usually expected to tabe from 
the advice only that which. is personally 
applicable . Thus, quoteADVICEunquote 
explores the relationship of informal and 

1 

Detail "quote.ADVICEunquote," 1999 mufti-media installation wit/, audio. P/10to by Kat/1erine Snedeker. 

formal advice-giving in the African world. 
The installation is based on the number 
16, the most revered number in the 
Yoruba cosmos. All elern.ents are divisible 
by 16 and the divination tray painted 
on the wall is an adaptation of one which 
uses iconography most associated with 
women's power, such. as the bird form .. 
In addition, it uses the face of Esu, the 
orisa, (the deity or enlightened ancestor) 
wh.o transforms the sacrifices of humans 
into food for the other oris as. These 
include the mudfish and the crab, both 
creatures who, libe Esu, move in marginal 
realms. I find -this image to be particularly 
appropriate when referencing women since 
our lives often mandate that we move in 
very marginal realms. The walls provide 
an English. version of the divination verse 
telling lww Osh.un, the most powerful 
female deity in the Yoruba cosmos, gained 
her power. From this, we can deduce how 
women too gained power. This verse 
echoes throughout the installation and 
is in Yoruba. 

As in all my worl<, quoteADVICEunquote 
explores memory and reclamation, this 
time as they relate to our understanding 
of ourselves. 

Vicbi Meel< 
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THE WORK OF VICKI MEEK: 
An Overview 

I first had the privilege of worl<ing with 
Vicb Meel< seven years ago when she 
was invited by Joseph Havel and Riel< 
Lowe to create an installation for Fresh 
Visions/New Voices: Emerging African
American Artists in Texas, hosted in 
1992 by the Glassell School of Art, the 
teaching wing of the Museum of Fine 
Arts, Houston. For the exhibition she 
created a remarl<able installation titled 



The Crying Room: A Memorial to the 
Ancestors. This eloquent and powerfully 
commemorative statem ent traced the 
horrors of the Middle Passage, and in 
the words of the artist offered a n"lean s 
of emotional release: 

Public m emorials are important 
because they allow a society 
or a con"llnunity to recon cile 
its grief. Tl,e collective grief 
over the loss of the million s 
of ancestors lost during the 
Middle Passage and through. 
the m ass lyncl"lings of the 
2 0th. century has n ever had 
an o utlet . Consequently, this 
pent up grief manifest s itself 
in many inexplicable ways. 
The Crying Room: A Memorial 
to t/1e Ancestors is m eant to 
allow us to ren"lenilier and grieve 
for all those many ancest ors 
whose lives were sacrificed. 

A mong the densest of Meek's installation 
works, T/1e Crying Room offered a 
sophisticated layering of sources, ranging 
from the bleak records of the slave trade 
to tb.e survival of Yoruba culture in the 
new world. Meek used each. element of 
the installation to subtle dramatic effect: 
tb.e floor was covered with. white sand and 
a path. of charcoal led to the rear wall. As 
viewers followed this path, they were con
fronted by a line of candles and an elabo
rate Abal<ua ideograph., signifying the 
final ascension that takes one from death. 
into the realm of the ancestors. An 
overturned flowerpot was an added syniliol 
of death. and resurrection. On the right
hand wall three panels of sardine tins 
represented slave ships, and Meel< added 
the horrifying mathematical calculations 
of slavers wb.o estimated acceptable losses. 
Balancing this t ext on the opposite wall, 
Meel< inscribed the words o± a Yoruba 
chant, and a recording of this chant could 
be heard as well. On leaving the gallery, 
visitors were invited to add comments 
on slips of paper to the m emorial wall. 

T11e Crying Room later entered tb.e col
lection of the Museum of F ine Arts, 
Houston, challenging the institution 
to reorganize its collecting n"leth.odology. 
Rather than acquiring a singular and 
precious object, we were entering into a 
collaboration with. the artist, perpetuating 
h er active dialogue within our comm
unity. wl,en the work was later reinstalled 
for a t emporary exhibition in the muse
um's galleries, over 1500 statem ents 
were gathered fron"l our visitors, many 
of whom responded passionately to the 
opportunity t o voice their own experi
ences, m.em ories, and aspirations . 

Meek's investigation of her African her
itage has a vital tradition in An"lerican 
culture: in tb.e first decades of this 
century such. authors and artists of the 
IIarlem Renaissan ce as W.E.B. Du 
Bois and Lois Mailou Jones first lool<ed 
to Africa t o anchor personal pride and 
identity. In the 1990s, a renewed interest 
in tb.e spiritual and cultural heritage of 
African-Americans was explored by such. 
exhibitions as Black Art-Ancestral Legacy: 
T11e African Impulse in African-American 
Art, organized by the D allas Museum 
of Art in 1990, and Face o/ tl1e Gods: 
Art and Altars a/ A/rica and t/1e African 
Americas, organized by the Museum 
of African Art, New Yorl<, in 1993 . 

What mal<es Meek's installations unique 
within tb.is tradition is b.er ability to 
establish. an intimate exchange with. b.er 
audience; her worl< calls out to visitors, 
demanding a response. Her first large
scale installations of the late 1980s were 
largely text driven and sharply political in 
intent, as is exemplified by such. worl<s as 
A man in touch with /1.is origins is a man 
who never dies, 1989, wb.icb. examined 
the devastating effects of Black-on-Blacl< 
crime. Later works expanded upon more 
historical dimensions, as demonstrated by 
T11e Crying Room. In 1994, M eel< created 
2517 Memory House , an installation 
for Houston's Project Row Houses that 
dealt with. more immediate community 

memories, and quoteADVJCBunquote, 
created for Women & Their Work furthers 
her investigation of deep-rooted experi
en ces and recollections. 

An ongoing tl"leme through. much. of 
Meel<' s worl< is her reclamation of Yoruba 
language and syniliols. For Meek Yoruba 
culture is the most l?robable source of her 
own heritage, and sh e has discovered in 
Yoruba cosmology potent analogues for 
contemporary issues. She has commented: 
"Without symbols, you don 't have culture. 
I want to reintroduce these symbols to 
African An"lericans to instill the notion 
that we have a very rich. ancestry. It 's 
in"lportant that we have a sense of our 
past, a strong and viable sense of attach
ment. " In 1994, Meel< m ade her first visit 
to the Bahia region on the easternmost 
coast of Brazil, where a New-World Yoruba 
culture b.as survived with. remarkable 
integrity. (The artist plans to return to 
Bahia in the coming year, and hopes to 
e:x.-tend l,er research. in Nigeria in the near 
future.) Wl,ile in Brazil, Meel< recorded 
prayers and chants wbich. sl"le has used in 
a number of installations, and visits with. a 
Candonilile priestess who introduced Meel< 
to the rituals of divination that were later 
incorporated in quoteADVJCBunquote. 

U ltimately, however, Meek remains 
gro unded in our present time and place, 
and she addresses a fully contemporary 
audience. H er installations are not created 
to replicate bistorical Yoruba altars; rather, 
by revisiting Yoruba archetypes, she strips 
away the conventions which. limit under
standing. As the artist acknowledges, we all 
too often speal< "in code." quoteADVICE
unquote invites us to reconsider the codes 
that we consciously and unconsciously 
adopt and pass alon g, reminding us that 
core to any sense of identity is a sense of 
autonomy, the freedom to mal<e choices. 

Alison de Lima Greene 
Curator of Twentieth-Century Art 
The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston 
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