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Yemaya ‘Goddess of the Living Ocean’ is one of five works from Gutierrez’s Demons series, made for
her celebrated publication Indigenous Woman (2018). Indigenous Woman used the language of
fashion and advertising to subvert received ideas about ethnic and sexual identity.

Indigenous Woman adopts the format of Andy Warhol’s Interview magazine, but in Gutierrez’s
version, its 124 pages are given over to the ‘celebration of Mayan Indian heritage, the navigation of
contemporary indigeneity, and the ever-evolving self-image’, as she explains in her editor’s note [1].
Indigenous Woman was described by The New Yorker as a ‘critique of colonialism that’s ready to
party’ [2].

The Demons series is subtitled, ‘Diabolized feminine devotion: Aztec, Mayan and Yorùbá deities of
the ancient world Resurrected in Hair’. Gutierrez recreates the divine beings that do not subscribe
to binary notions of gender. She sought out iconography outside of the binary, because, as she said,
‘we tend to see ourselves in god’s image, whatever god that may be’ [3]. Gutierrez presents herself
as these goddesses with elaborate headpieces, beading, flowers and jewellery.

Yemaya is a Yorùbá water spirit and the mother of all Orishas (spirits). She is said to be the source



of all rivers, and is particularly associated with the Ogun River in Nigeria and the oceans in Cuban
and Brazilian orisa religions. She is the mother of all and the protector of women. Yemaya is
associated with moonlight, as suggested in the silver tones on the skin in Gutierrez’s image. She
wears cowrie shells around her neck, wrists and forehead and has orb-like hair referencing
traditional African hairstyles.

The photograph is presented in a hand-painted frame, as a nod to historical decorative frames,
which serve to raise the status of the image within, but here Gutierrez is also reframing and
reaffirming her own identity. As she explains, ‘Affirming my life is an ongoing project; it’s all about
identity at large’ [4]. As a transgender, first generation artist of Indigenous descent, Gutierrez often
gets defined by her identity, but by acting as photographer, lighting director, stylist, makeup artist,
editor, set designer and model, Gutierrez claimed her own agency and identity in the creation of
Indigenous Woman.
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