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“It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness,
this sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others…”
W.E.B. Du Bois

“’tain’t no use in me telling you somethin’
unless Ah give you de understandin’ to go ‘long wid it.”
Zora Neale Hurston

“All media work us over completely…
Any understanding of social and cultural change is impossible
without a knowledge of the way media work as environments.”
Marshall McLuhan
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PREFACE
This thesis is my original, unpublished, and independent work. Herein I present the foundational
ideas that support my art practice, ideas that exist at the intersection of several of my interests. For me,
exploration of narrative, community, and identity are integral to understanding how and why people relate to
one another. Consideration of these topics cannot be unbiased; although various forms storytelling, group
dynamics, and notions of the individual exist in all communities, my experience of each – particularly here in
the United States – is marked by the reality of living in a racist, sexist, classist society. Specifically, the
strategies I use to negotiate my experience of Western white supremacy, patriarchy, and economic hegemony
as a Black middle class woman are embedded in my theory and practice of art.
Double-consciousness, my primary strategy for dealing with mainstream American society, is a skill
perfected, I would argue, by most people who exist at the margins of a society. Double-consciousness means
we assess ourselves according to our own and others’ standards simultaneously. W. E. B. Du Bois, the Black
thinker who coined the term, described it in part as “measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks
on in amused contempt and pity” (Du Bois 8). Implied in the term and its definition is the existence of
another measuring tape, one’s own tape. And while double-consciousness can seem like a harmless, perhaps
even helpful skill, Du Bois alludes to the humiliation, anger, and shame we suffer when we discredit our own
standards in favor of standards that are designed so that we never ‘measure up’.
Thus, rather than de-center my own perceptions, I actively use my double-consciousness as a first
step to adjusting my perspective so that I can ‘see’ myself through my own eyes. My mouth, my face, my
body, my voice, my observations, my thoughts, and my relationships are the images of ‘human’ and ‘life’ in
my artwork. Someone once said to me that others might see my art as narcissistic; however, in addition to
approaching my work as place to muse on my own experiences, I see my work as a corrective to the
ubiquitous and yet ‘invisible’ image of the white man who is the ideal human in this society - an image that, in
the American white/black, male/female, on/off, good/bad binary system (Collins 319), is the antithesis of
my own.
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In writing this thesis, my rhetorical response to my double-consciousness is two-fold. First, I
understand ‘diaspora’, particularly the African diaspora, as a people whose dispersal is marked by their rooted
sense of identity. Thus, I capitalize ‘Black’ in this document but not ‘white’ because:
I believe “Black” constitutes a group, an ethnicity equivalent to African-American, Negro, or, in
terms of a sense of ethnic cohesion, Irish, Polish, or Chinese. I don’t believe that whiteness merits
the same treatment. Most American whites think of themselves as Italian-American or Jewish or
otherwise relating to other past connections that Blacks cannot make because of the familial and
national disruptions of slavery. So to me, because Black speaks to an unknown familial/national past
it deserves capitalization. (Touré vii)
As described above by African American writer and cultural critic Touré, I think of myself as ‘diasporically’
Black and belonging to many communities throughout the African diaspora particularly those in the
Caribbean, North America, South America, and the United Kingdom.
Secondly, in this thesis I identify the gender and race/ethnicity/nationality of the each of the
theorists and artists whose work I reference. Throughout my education, women, Black, Latino, gay, and
Other thinkers and artists have all carried indicators of these social identities when introduced. That is not the
case with white male thinkers. But it is important to my work that I acknowledge the way race, culture,
gender, sexuality, and other identities can influence the work of those I cite. And, because it is critical for me
to remember to look at their work through the lens of their whiteness, I label white thinkers and artists as
such.
Visual art and academic writing – as with all images and written text – are comprised of subtle
symbols like representative human faces or capitalized identifying labels that can reinforce, critique, or disturb
accepted social norms. This thesis and the artwork it supports are my attempt at critically considering the
narratives of the norms that shape my life and the lives of other members of my communities.
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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS

Meanwhile, Elsewhere:
Community-Sourced Narratives and a Praxis of Contemporary Art

by

Allison Bolah
Master of Fine Arts in Visual Studies
Minneapolis College of Art and Design, 2014
Professor Katherine Turczan, Mentor

In support of the thesis exhibition Meanwhile, Elsewhere…: Footnotes, Marginalia, and 7 Dimensions of Text,
this thesis: presents a framework for the artist-in-community as described by African American novelist Toni
Morrison; considers the impact of physical and conceptual place/space on community members’ experiences
of contemporary art in view of white Canadian theorist Marshall McLuhan’s assertions concerning the effects
of media on human experience and African American social theorist Patricia Hill Collin’s description of safespaces as used by Black women in the United States; and suggests libraries and library-like spaces are
appropriate sites for my own artwork.
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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS CONTINUED
Further, this thesis acknowledges contemporary art’s meanings in mainstream society, but focuses on
its dialogues within specific communities. Thus, throughout this paper, I ‘read’ specific pieces of my work
through community-based narratives alongside correlating work by established contemporary artists whose
claimed identities – similar to my own – locate them at the margins of American society. Because my own
cultural, gendered, and political identities intersect with theirs, I bring my artwork into conversation with that
of African American artists Lorna Simpson, Glenn Ligon, David Hammons, and Steffani Jemmison, Latino
artists Pepón Osorio and Félix González Torres, and white European and American artists Sophie Calle,
Robert Montgomery, and Tauba Aurebach.
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Meanwhile, Elsewhere: Community-Sourced Narratives and a Praxis of Contemporary Art
INTRODUCTION
My interdisciplinary practice draws on my experiences in literature and photography; in installations of video,
sound, and paper-based objects, I document the ways gesture and language are shaped into specific
narratives. Further, I privilege my personal history. Who and where, how and why - and my perspective on
them - matter immensely. As a middle class North American Black woman, I modify the terms of African
American theorist and activist W. E. B. Du Bois’s notion of double-consciousness (Du Bois 8) and am aware
of my work’s meanings in mainstream society, but focus on its dialogues with my communities.
For instance, in my Black communities, a ‘neutral’ North American accent is either prized for the
doors it might open, or reviled for its seeming alliance with whiteness. Indeed, accent as a marker of or
challenge to ‘Blackness’ remains a significant dimension of my experience in all of the racialized spaces I
encounter. As a child I was admonished for adopting my parents’ Caribbean accents and made to repeat Ts,
‘th’, and other sounds precisely. Featuring an alphabetized list of those primary words, words used in accent
and stutter reduction classes, and my own word associations, the video installation No Accident (2012)
examines accent as an embodiment of a Black middle class aesthetic (see fig. 1).

Fig. 1, still image, No Accident, 2:08 minute video, 2012

Although accent is familiarly fraught terrain for many American communities defined in part by
immigration, race, location, class, and gender, No Accident extends conversations within the African diaspora
about who ‘we’ are, how we ‘do’, why, and the implications for our lived experiences.1 Through my work, I
assert the validity of my voice in these community exchanges.

1
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The intersection of community and citizenship is central to the thinking that supports my practice.
Communities share physical places and spaces like cities and conceptual places and spaces like ethnic or
gendered identities that affect community members’ lived experiences in predictable patterns. For me, ‘place’
is denotative and indicates an intention to ‘fix’ where ‘space’ is connotative and indicates ‘flexibility’. Thus,
‘Toronto’ simultaneously refers to the location of and carries ideas about the experience of that Canadian city.
Likewise, in North America, ‘Black’ typically refers to both people like me who have/appear to have/claim
indigenous sub-Saharan African ancestry and expresses ideas about experiences related to my race. Acts of
citizenship are intended to publicly negotiate for community members the experience of these shared
places/spaces. By excerpting, excluding, annotating, or otherwise altering them, I ponder the influence of the
patterns or narratives of these shared places/spaces on community members’ lived experiences. Indeed, I
have come think of my work as comprised of acts of citizenship within my various communities.2
Consider that throughout the contemporary African diaspora there is a way that many Black women
put on make-up when we mean to mitigate the impact of Western controlling images (Collins 7) of Black
women as hypersexual (89) and fit only to entertain (93) or labor in domestic spheres (80). This make-up
demonstrates knowledge of and intent to negotiate white-defined spaces to potentially increase our economic
and social mobility or maintain economic and social stability (88). We know that when we enter those spaces
that we are subject to a gaze that is not our own and we respond with a ‘respectable’ visage that specifically
eschews cosmetics and accessories associated with lower socioeconomic Black communities.
In 17 8” x 10” photographs that are similar in style to ‘before’ and ‘after’ make-up sequences3, Game
Face (2012), confronts this narrative of respectability (see fig. 2). Challenging the idea that this ‘look’ conveys
and consolidates the appearance of authority, the subtle shifts in expression from photograph-to-photograph
in Game Face seem to query each step of make-up application; although it appears to simply enhance her, it
eventually masks the individual and replaces her with the ideal. Because we typically learn this style of makeup by instruction from or the example of other Black women, when Black women view Game Face, the
implications of this narrative of respectability deepen.
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Fig. 2, Game Face #s 1, 2, 8, 16, & 17 each a 10”H x 8”W digital pigment print, 2012

White Canadian theorist Marshall McLuhan’s claim that systems that deliver information, like this
‘face’ of respectability, “work us over completely” (McLuhan 26) is at the heart of my work as an artist. As
systems that impact individual experiences, the community-sourced narratives in my work tacitly demand
community-aware installation. Where art is installed significantly shapes its ‘reading’; I have extended my
practice to include examinations of the ways places that contain art – as mediating environments –
contextualize my work and affect the experiences of those who enter those spaces.
This thesis: describes the theoretical framework wherein I situate my practice; analyzes the ways
places/spaces create relationships with communities and, by extension, mediate relationships with art; and
posits that, given their missions, relationships with their communities, and my personal experiences with
them, libraries and library-like spaces are metaphors and appropriate places for my work to enter into the
community-based conversations that drive my practice.
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
Two American spaces wherein I came of age – public high school and mass media – did not consider
my existence. Or, rather, my immigrant, female, Black middle class existence was the exception in those
spaces and was thus never consciously accommodated. However, I simultaneously lived in a family that
shaped me such that, during those liminal moments between childhood and adulthood, I laid positive claim
to my inherited cultural identity.
Living with my mother’s family in Canada, our get-togethers in Jamaica, and summer vacations spent
with my father and his family in Grenada meant that I understood myself as an extension a diverse group of
people. My African-Caribbean family embodies that region’s history and is made up of ancestors of African,
East Indian, indigenous Caribbean, English, and Scottish ancestry4. Our cultural practices come from those
places, too, as is evident not only in our food, celebrations, dress, and accents, but also in our attitudes toward
gender, education, and social responsibility. Thus – in equal parts –, nurses, business executives, ministers,
teachers, farmers, the well-traveled and exclusively-educated, and those whose knowledge of their homelands
came from lifetimes of experience all gave me clues as to my heritage and who I might become.
As a result, when I was seventeen, I started looking for something… else on my high school library’s
shelves. Voracious reader that I was, I enjoyed the texts my teachers assigned, but grew dissatisfied. The
required reading did provide me with examples of the type of thinker I might be, and I admired literary
projects undertaken by authors like Hawthorne, Joyce and Eliot, Fitzgerald and Hemingway and Salinger. But,
I had this history and culture that I wanted acknowledged and reflected back to me in similarly symbolic or
abstracted form in rigorous, innovative texts by Black authors in addition to those by the white American and
British writers whose work we studied. In my mind, those possible books were out ‘there’ in the vast ‘away’
far from Boca Raton, maybe in ‘New York’ or ‘Boston’ or ‘Philadelphia’5.
I went ‘away’ to Howard University, a historically Black college in Washington, D.C. And in the first
month of my freshman year, I saw on a wire spinner in the university’s bookstore African American author
Toni Morrison’s novel The Bluest Eye. In that place, the title read like a dare, so I bought the book. Reading it
in my dorm room, on the first page I found this passage:
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Here is the house. It is green and white. It has a red door. It is very pretty. Here is the family.
Mother, Father, Dick, and Jane live in the green-and-white house. They are very happy. See Jane.
She has a red dress. She wants to play. Who will play with Jane? See the cat… it goes meow-meow
come and play come play with jane the kitten will not play see mother mother is very nice mother
will you play with jane mother laughs laugh mother laugh see father he is big and strong father…
willyouplaywithjanefatherissmilingsmilefathersmileseethedogbowwowgoesthedogdoyouwanttoplayd
oyouwanttoplaywithjaneseethedogrunrundogrunlooklookherecomsafriendthefriendwillplaywithjanet
heywillplayagoodgameplayjaneplay (“The Bluest Eye” 1)
I was stunned and elated and vindicated.
I had sought and found what African American writer Alice Walker argues is a necessity for artists,
“models in art, in behavior, in growth of spirit and intellect – even if rejected – [who] enrich and enlarge one’s
view of existence” (“Saving the Life” 69). Not incidentally, I take Toni Morrison as my model and ground
consideration of my practice in terms the she describes: “the best art is… unquestionably political and
irrevocably beautiful at the same time” (“Rootedness” 345); an artist can have “a tribal or racial sensibility and
an individual expression of it” (339); and “it is the affective and participatory relationship between the artist…
and the audience that is of primary importance” (341). These criteria are applicable to my work within the
parameters of my experiences and objectives, and individual aspects of my selected criteria are useful for
considering how my work is in conversation with the work of other artists who work from, with, and in
communities.
I strategically bring my practice into conversation with work that not only moves me but is also by
artists whose claimed identities, similar to my own, locate them at the margins of American society; I include
relevant work by women, Black, immigrant, and gay artists. Like me, a few wear more than one of these labels
in their work and in their lives. However, as Latino artist Félix González Torres6 said when he was asked
about identity in art, this isn’t “about naming two female, three Hispanics, four whites, five (B)lacks… It’s
about opening up the terms of the argument, and it’s about re-addressing the issue of quality and who dictates
and defines ‘quality’”(Rollins 18). Although I am particularly interested in how we ‘wes’ make work and how
our practices intersect and diverge, what is at stake for me is me – my perspective and the validity of my
experiences and heritage7.
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The Work of Art: Unquestionably Political, Irrevocably Beautiful – No Accident, 2013
In my view, communication, and thus any language of art, is bound to community and context; creating and
reading a work of art depend on both. Where ‘politics’ is the on-going negotiation of community
relationships and ‘beauty’ is the ideal aesthetic practices within that community, Morrison’s argument that a
work of art must be “unquestionably political and irrevocably beautiful at the same time” (“Rootedness” 354)
supports my understanding of the relationship between art, community, and context.
To identify with a particular community is to consciously engage the politics of one’s relationship to
that community. Morrison writes for the ‘ears’, or aesthetic, of her Black community because in others’
novels she “could feel the address of the narrator over [her] shoulder talking to somebody else, talking to
somebody white. [She] could tell because they were explaining things that they wouldn’t have to explain if
they were talking to [her]” (“Charlie Rose”). As a corrective, Morrison uses narrative strategies familiar to
those of us who share her African diasporic experiences. For example, in The Bluest Eye, Morrison illustrates a
community’s responses to abhorrent situations like poverty, mental illness, and incest. The narrative
effectively replicates a restorative structure used in and recognizable to African diasporic communities that
are subject to narrow media portrayals of our experiences (Collins 79-93, 280); in the novel, everyone
involved in these events is given space where the circumstances and intentions behind their actions are
faithfully rendered.
Aesthetics, a community’s ideal formal practice like ‘hearing everybody out’ ‘in the round’ as in my
Black communities and as illustrated in Morrison’s novel, are political. Thus, when I examine ‘accent as an
embodiment of a Black middle class aesthetic’ in the installation No Accident, I depend on my viewers’
familiarity with not only the way children are often trained to pronounce or speak ‘properly’ (‘‘yes’, not ‘yah’’),
but also their understanding of the community meanings and ideals behind a particular body pronouncing in
a particular way. It is through this lens that a brown body saying specific words with care in a ‘standard’
North American accent can be read within or by members of my Black communities.
In these communities, our negotiation of accent is tense: the child is corrected, the adult questions
her social ‘access’ or ‘exclusions’, community members’ reactions to the speaker belie their own sense of
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identity, and all struggle for recognition and acceptance in the community. Against a black studio background
and cropped to just below my nose and just above my clavicle, when I speak the word list in No Accident, I am
simultaneously: (a) a hesitant child stumbling between ‘bird’ and ‘bobcat’ or swallowing between ‘Daddy’ and
‘daughter’, (b) an uncertain adult saying ‘I don’t know’, and (c) a wary community admitting ‘anybody’ and
‘everybody’ or excluding a ‘nobody’ or acknowledging ‘somebody’ and accusing ‘you’.
Installed, the video in No Accident is meant to echo the textures of language learning materials from
the late 1980s/early 1990s and thus loops on a typical mid 2000s classroom computer, a 17” iMac connected
to padded headphones. Both computer and headphones are stationed atop a child’s table with a matching
child’s chair slightly pulled out from the table. The installation is positioned with the long back edge of the
table against a black wall. Without a keyboard or mouse, the chair and headphones serve to invite but limit
viewer interaction with the piece. All but the smallest viewers must crouch to sit in the chair, and the figure
on the screen looms before all but the largest (see fig. 3).

Fig. 3, installation view, No Accident, 2013
2:08 minute looped video displayed on 17”iMac with headphones on child’s table with child’s chair 4’H x 4’W x 4’D

!

!

Bolah 8
While many groups for various reasons share an anxiety-ridden experience of accent, the title of the
piece, the speaker’s body, the content of the word list, and the form of the installation all serve to signal to
members of my communities that our narratives of the aesthetic of accent that shape No Accident. Similarly, in
her 13 minute 45 second double projection video installation Corridor (2003), African American artist Lorna
Simpson (born 1960, Brooklyn, NY) uses form and content familiar to her Black diasporic communities,
particularly “the African-American woman as a visual point of departure”, to alert viewers “to the ways in
which gender and culture shape the interactions, relationships and experiences of our lives in contemporary
multi-racial America” (“Lorna Simpson: Biography”).

Fig. 4, Lorna Simpson, Corridor, 13:08 minute double projection video-to-DVD installation with sound, 2003,
Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles

Created at the Massachusetts Museum of Contemporary Art’s (Mass MOCA) invitation to use
artifacts in Historic New England’s (Previously the Society for the Preservation of New England Antiquities
[SPNEA]) collection, Simpson’s Corridor depicts two women – both played by Kenyan artist Wangechi Mutu
– in two separate homes (Walker). Simpson’s paired films are set in the collection’s 1678 Colonial era Coffin
House and 1938 Modernist Gropius House so that the artist “could fulfill an idea… to have two characters
100 years apart… this 1860s and 1960s parallel that I wanted” (Walker). The Coffin House movie on the
viewer’s left is dim as though lit by candlelight in contrast to the Gropius House on the viewer’s right that
appears bright with sunlight that comes through its many windows. In each film, the houses are dressed
according to Simpson’s selected time periods and Mutu is similarly costumed in representative clothing: she
wears a hooped dress and head covering in the Civil War era Coffin House film, and a Mod-ish dress and
voluminous straightened short hair in the Civil Rights era Gropius House film. As the woman in each film
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goes about what the viewer assumes are her daily activities, music indicative of each era alternates in the
background (see fig. 4).
As in No Accident, the aesthetics of Corridor are political when seen as community narratives. In both
my Caribbean and American Black communities, we often think of and discuss ourselves not only as ‘in our
ancestors’ places’, but also as our ancestors, a sort of embodied witnessing and imagining of their
circumstances and experiences as forming the foundations of and our responsibilities to our own experiences.
Simpson replicates this practice in Corridor by casting Mutu in both women’s roles. Indeed, Mutu herself is
like Simpson a Black woman artist living and working in present-day United States, and extends through her
presence in both films a narrative of care8 as a foundation for contemporary Black women’s lives in the U.S.
Mutu is thus the 1860s woman who keeps what must be assumed is someone else’s home so that, as the
1960s woman, she can care for her physical appearance inside what can be assumed is her home so that
present-day Mutu can care for her intellectual and expressive self in her art practice. Further, the 1860s
woman’s literacy, the 1960s woman’s homeownership, and Mutu’s thriving art practice complicate dominant
narratives of when, where, and how ‘Black women could/can do’ particular things. Simpson politicizes this
narrative practice of ‘in her place’ and ‘as her legacy’ with her pacing of both women’s actions. Each woman
goes about her activities with a calm, seemingly contemplative consistency that interrupts media
representation of these time periods as dangerous and frantic. Although the security of brown bodies in the
United States has never been and is not systemically protected, that our antecedents must have established
routine behaviors at home despite and in spite of ‘the world outside’ is also true.
This reading of Corridor is grounded in my particular communities’ practices and contexts. Those
outside of or unfamiliar with these practices and contexts might not come to these conclusions. For instance,
during the question-and-answer period of her May 13, 2010 artist talk at the Walker Art Center, a white male
audience member asked Simpson:
Did you think about these two houses as racialized spaces? The way the Black women move through
those houses seems quite as if it is their space. And yet, certainly the Gropius house and probably the
other house never had African Americans living in them, claiming them as space. (Walker)
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Simpson’s response is that of someone who, against a narrow construction of her identity, has privileged her
own experiences and understandings of who and how people in her community live that shared identity:
The Coffin House in Massachusetts is known for its part in the Underground Railroad… With the
Gropius House, I would say 1960s and certainly within the Midwest, Washington, D.C., parts of the
South, and certainly the Northeast, there is a kind of Black middle class, it’s the rise of the Black
middle class and upper class Black strata. What comes to mind for me is Chicago, and my family was
from different parts of Chicago, and the kind of Johnson (publishing) empire, there were Black folks
living in Modernist homes” (Walker).
Although those outside of our communities might misread or even dismiss pieces like No Accident and
Corridor9, within our communities, the use of community aesthetics in visual art effectively negotiates our
experiences of and contributes meaningfully to discourse about our relationships to community narratives.

Individual Expression of a ‘Tribal or Racial’ Sensibility – Game Face, 2012 and Looking Glass I & II, 2013
In addition to the politics of aesthetics, my second theoretical criteria is that, as a function of an ethos of
community, artists working in the traditions I claim either create in spaces where others have clearly walked
or actively attempt to uncover their predecessors’ footsteps to make connections to antecedents. Indeed,
Morrison says that doing so is important because, in relationship to our work, these elders “are benevolent,
instructive, and protective, and they provide a certain kind of wisdom” (“Rootedness” 343). Thus, seeking the
elements necessary for her to fully develop her own practice, Alice Walker, for example, recovered Zora
Neale Hurston’s writing as an appropriate foundation for Walker’s own work (“Saving the Life 9-13”). In
Hurston’s work, Walker found a unique voice narrating shared perspectives on similar experiences:
“It is not irrelevant, nor is it bragging (except perhaps to gloat a little on the happy relatedness of
Zora, my mother, and me), to mention here that the story I wrote, called “The Revenge of Hannah
Kemhuff,” based on my mother’s experiences during the Depression, and on Zora Hurston’s
folklore collection of the 1920s, and on my own response to both out of a contemporary existence,
was immediately published and was later selected, by a reputable collector or short stories, as one of

!

!

Bolah 11
the Best Short Stories of 1974.
I mention it because this story might never have be written, because the bases of its
structure, authentic black folklore, viewed from a black perspective, might have been lost.
Had it been lost, my mother’s story would have had no historical underpinning, none I could
trust, anyway. I would not have written the story, which I enjoyed writing as much as I’ve enjoyed
writing anything in my life, had I not known that Zora had already done a thorough job of preparing
the ground over which I was then moving.” (12-13)
In my own practice, I use community-sourced texts to consciously and more fully consider my
experiences. This process of making connections between ‘me’ and ‘we’ empowers me to both challenge
oppressive narratives as in Game Face and to see myself through my communities’ affirming narratives as in
Looking Glass I and II (2013).
In form and format, Game Face borrows from the language of professional photography (8” x 10”
headshots) and fashion magazines (step-by-step application) to hint at mainstream culture’s role in imposing
on Black women the parameters of ‘respectability’. But, in each eye-level photograph, the woman’s direct eye
contact with the camera, coupled with her ambiguous expressions, implies that she is addressing the
individual viewer (see fig. 5). Only in the last photograph, her head turned more noticeably to one side and
her chin lifted a bit, does she seem to withdraw slightly from that interaction; with her make-up complete, the
negotiation is over, and the ‘real’ woman is out of the viewer’s reach (see fig. 6).

Fig. 5, installation view, Game Face, 17 10”H x 8”W digital pigment prints
Fig. 6, Game Face #17, digital pigment print 2012
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However, Looking Glass I & II present a competing narrative to the strategy of respectability in Game
Face, one that seeks and extols the real individual rather than the presentable façade. Found throughout
literature, but with powerful implications when present in the work of Black authors, is the idea that in
moments of uncertainty, the real ‘me’ found in the mirror grounds the individual. Throughout my tenure as a
Language Arts instructor in an urban public high school in Florida, I taught Morrison’s 1973 novel Sula and –
in no small part because of Alice Walker’s recovery10 –, Zora Neale Hurston’s 1937 novel Their Eyes Were
Watching God. Over time, I came to recognize the presence of the stabilizing ‘me’ in both novels.
In Sula, returning shell-shocked World War I veteran Shadrack grounds himself by looking intensely
at his own reflection. Although in Morrison’s The Bluest Eye doomed Pecola rejects her image, Shadrack finds
his own face reassuring (Morrison 13). So, too, in Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God does Janie, upon
taking stock of her own reflection, make the decision to be more fully herself after the death of her statusand image-conscious, controlling husband Joe Starks (Hurston 83).
Looking Glass I and II, 2013, two 36” x 36” print-and-glass pieces, join these moments of recognition:
Text of Looking Glass I
Like moonlight stealing under a window shade an idea insinuated itself: his earlier desire to see his
own face. He looked for a mirror; there was none. Finally, keeping his hands carefully behind his
back he made his way to the toilet bowl and peeped in. The water was unevenly lit by the sun so he
could make nothing out. Returning to his cot he took the blanket and covered his head, rendering the
water dark enough to see his reflection. The young girl was gone, but a handsome woman had taken
her place. She tore off the kerchief from her head and let down her plentiful hair. The weight, the
length, the glory was there. She took careful stock of herself, then combed her hair and tied it back
up again.
Text of Looking Glass II
Then she thought about herself. Years ago, she had told her girl self to wait for her in the looking
glass. It had been a long time since she had remembered. Perhaps she’d better look. She went over to
the dresser and looked hard at her skin and features. There in the toilet water he saw a grave black
face. A black so definite, so unequivocal, it astonished him. He had been harboring a skittish
apprehension that he was not real — that he didn’t exist at all. But when the blackness greeted him
with its indisputable presence, he wanted nothing more.
With text top and left aligned, justified like pages in a book, and screen printed in subtly reflective
varnish on black paper placed behind polished glass, Looking Glass I and II create large mirrors for viewers to
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find their own reflections even as they position their bodies to read passages that catch light here and there
(see fig. 7). As there are few clues concerning context and given the shift in gender pronouns, viewers are left
uncertain of the full meaning of the passages and the piece unless they see their own reflection or that of their
surroundings in the glass. Further, viewers who: (a) do not read the text, (b) stop reading the text, or (c) stop
using the glass to see their environment, but instead look at their own reflections – whether out of surprise or
curiosity, vanity or self-consciousness – experience for a moment the intent of Looking Glass I and II and the
parallel narrative moments in Hurston and Morrison’s texts when they see themselves.

Fig. 7, detail, Looking Glass II, 36”H x 36”W print-and-glass installation and installation view, Looking Glass I & II, 2013

Analogously, African American artist Glenn Ligon (born 1960, Bronx, NY) uses form to reiterate
and amplify the validity of observations made in African American comedian Richard Pryor’s (Peoria, IL
1940 - Encino, CA 2005) stand-up performances. Ligon’s Just Us #2 (2004), part of a series of oil stick and
acrylic 32” x 32” text paintings, de- and re-contextualizes a set piece from one of Pryor’s routines (see fig. 8).
In just 21 seconds during his original May 26, 1975 performance as recorded for …Is It Something I
Said?, Pryor deploys a bit built out of his own experience and community understandings of jail, vernacular
English, and the literary devices of repetition, alliteration, and assonance:
I went to jail for income tax evasion, right, you know? I didn’t know a motherfucking thing bout no
taxes. I told the judge, said, “Your Honor, I forgot,” you know? He said, “You’ll remember next
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year, nigger.” They give niggers time like it’s lunch down there. You go down there looking for
justice, that’s what you find: just us. (Pryor)

Fig. 8, Glenn Ligon, Just Us #2, 32”H x 32”W oil stick and acrylic on canvas, 2004, Latner Family Collection

Just Us #2 freezes this compact narrative: smudged electric blue text is difficult to read against the bright red
background of the same luminance; the letters ‘u’ and ‘n’ appear the same and decelerate decoding;
punctuation is inconsistent causing viewers to re-read for comprehension; and Ligon breaks Pryor’s lines in
places that further slow viewers’ processing of the text:
I went to jail for income tax evasion,
right, you know? I didn’t know
a motherfucking thing bout no taxes
I told the judge, said “Your Honor
I forgot,” you know? He said
“You’ll remember next year nigger.”
They give niggers time like
it’s lunch down there.
You go down there looking for
justice that what you find: just us.
Thus, Ligon extends viewers’ experiences of the text. Without Pryor’s energetic vocal delivery to ease the
absurd reality, Just Us #2’s meanings evolve at length and haunt.
As in Game Face, Just Us #2 uses form to critique a social circumstance that flattens the narrative of
who members of Black communities can be or are. Excerpting and reshaping Pyror’s bit, Ligon removes the
specificity of Pryor’s experience and viewers’ experiences of Pryor’s performance; Just Us #2 is the halting
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testimony of a Black eyewitness whose white-collar crime has put him in a position to confirm for viewers the
racist truth of the disproportionate incarceration of Black people in the United States. In a direct indictment
of American society, the red background and blue text connects this testimony to the red and blue in the
American flag. Where lines of text push against the right edge of the picture plane, it is clear that this
testimony will be despite the size and dimensions of the canvas. There is ‘breathing space’ in the red top and
bottom margins of the painting where the edges of the first and last rows of letters seem to cordon off the
blue text. However, the smears of blue oil stick from the block of narrative that soil the red space implicate
the clean margins: this reality pushes against and spills over boundaries (see fig. 8). Similar to Looking Glass #I
and II, this reading of Just Us #2 does not depend on viewers’ familiarity with the original text, that is, Pryor’s
performance. Rather, decoding the form of the work through other community-based symbols echoes both
Pryor and Ligon’s meanings.
However, although the meanings in Just Us #2 can be experienced without knowledge of its origin in
Pryor’s routines, awareness of their source does validate Pryor’s voice as a community member and brings him
into present-day conversations alongside Ligon about the reality of the community’s experience of systemic
racism. For instance, knowing that Pryor’s routine took place in the 1970s further implicates the entrenched
nature of a corrupt system of justice. Additionally, Ligon complicates his own, Pryor’s, and viewers’
relationships to these contemporary conversations in subsequent iterations of Just Us where the text and
background are no longer rendered anxiously in red and blue (Just Us #2 is the reverse of Just Us #1). Just Us
#5 (2006) and #7 (2008) are relatively crisp and made with black text on silver and gold backgrounds
respectively, as if to say, ‘the text is true, but some of us subject to that truth make money from it’ (see fig. 9).
Thus, although Ligon embraces Pryor’s truth saying as appropriately parallel to Ligon’s own understandings,
Ligon creates in ways that critically consider community members’ behavior in light of these truths.
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Fig. 9, Glenn Ligon, Just Us #8, 32”H x 32”W oil stick and acrylic on canvas, 2008, private collections

Participatory Relationship Between Artist and Audience – Tell Me About Your Mother #3, 2013 Finally, in her
discussion of the third of my selected theoretical criteria, Morrison claims to leave space for the reader in her
work because, ultimately, “[i]t should try deliberately to make you stand up and make you feel something
profoundly in the same way that a Black preacher requires his congregation to speak, to join him in the
sermon, to behave a certain way…, to expand on the sermon that is being delivered” (“Rootedness” 341).
The opening of Morrison’s The Bluest Eye moved me because, after the ‘daring’ title, I understood the
disintegration of form in the opening Dick and Jane11 story as an indictment of that pat narrative and the
hegemonic ideal it promotes. My familiarity with the grammar of both the English language and mainstream
American culture facilitated my reading of that text. But the politics of my Black experience of both language
and culture meant that every missing punctuation mark and space in the final squeezed lines of that passage –
as in Ligon’s Just Us #2 – resonated with me; Dick and Jane suffocates.
Through lenses of identity, language, and culture, I was able to recognize in Morrison’s reworking of
Dick and Jane my own experience of that narrative. This building of understanding across patchworks of
information is important to my work; I am interested the ways we read text, context, and subtext via our
assumptions about elements as seemingly minuscule as the title of a piece. I aim to subtly draw awareness to
our reliance on absent information and non-verbal communication in creating and understanding narratives.
And, similar to the way that the opening of The Bluest Eye is enhanced by my familiarity with mainstream
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American culture and the written structure of English, so, too, do I depend on my viewers’ familiarity with
mainstream culture and the structure of motion pictures in Tell Me About Your Mother.
Tell Me About Your Mother #3 (2013) is part of an on-going project built from filmed interviews I
conduct with those closest to me. I ask sitters similar sets of questions about their mothers. To create each
piece in the series, I remove ‘textual’ information, for instance, sound and visible talking, and use footage
from moments just before and after questions are asked and answered (see fig. 10).

Fig. 10, still image, Tell Me About Your Mother #3, 3:46 minute video, 2013

Mythology surrounding the phrase ‘tell me about your mother’ holds that it was central to Sigmund
Freud’s psychoanalytic theory and practice. The trope of Freudian analysis is embedded in American cultural
consciousness. Thrown around in casual conversation and played for laughs in movies is the notion that the
root of our ability to adjust to the world around us is ultimately tied to our relationships with our mothers.
And, while Tell Me About Your Mother owes a great deal to this surface reading of the phrase, its source, and its
current place in American culture, the project was borne not from discussions of anxieties or neuroses, but
rather conversations about home and heritage, our private origin stories. Yet, what meaning is really there
when I remove from interview footage my questions and sitters’ responses?
Installed alone in a black box space on a 32” flat panel display, Tell Me About Your Mother #3 invites
the viewer to watch the video in an intimate location undisturbed (see fig. 11). Recorded against the same
black background that frames both No Accident and Game Face, the male sitter’s head in Tell Me About Your
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Mother #3 looms larger than life size. The face-front composition creates a direct relationship between my
sitter and the viewer. Each jump cut indicates where conversation has been excised, and requires the viewer
to readjust to the sitter’s face and to recompose the narrative that unfolds. When my sitter looks directly at
the camera, as in Game Face, it is as though he is looking, for a moment, directly at the viewer. It is startling.
But for the most part, the viewer can watch the man in the video undisturbed.

Fig. 11, installation view, Tell Me About Your Mother #3, 3:46 minute video, 2013

To my ‘ear’ and ‘eye’, there is something about the title Tell Me About Your Mother #3 and the form of
the piece that compel viewers to want to look and know. I would even argue that viewers see and understand,
but understanding and knowing seem to me to be two entirely different faculties. If viewers are not learning
something about the actual conversation that the sitter is having, viewers do understand something about the
personality of the sitter. The sitter’s movements, gestures, expressions all combine to create a portrait of the
sitter and his relationship to the conversation and the experience of being filmed. That, at least, can be
interpreted, however accurately or inaccurately. The piece is realized when viewers come to their own
conclusions about the sitter’s narrative, relying as I did when reading the opening of The Bluest Eye, on their
own histories and experiences to encounter the piece via their unique interactions and associations.
Similarly, Latino artist Félix González Torres (born 1957, Guáimaro, Cuba, died 1996, Miami, FL)
asks viewers to bring their own meanings and experiences to his installation Untitled (Perfect Lovers) (1987).
However, González Torres relies not on particular narrative strategies or cultural memes to cue viewers, but
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rather a series of associations that might be drawn from disparate understandings.
As installed in the offices at the Renaissance Society, University of Chicago for Traveling, a 1994
exhibition of González Torres’s work, Untitled (Perfect Lovers) is simultaneously familiar and enigmatic: two
clocks hang side-by-side and tick in sync on a light blue wall (see fig. 12). The installation seems to signal
clocks that tell time12 for various cities around the world, as, for example, in international airports or other
places that require time keeping for multiple locales. That González Torres’s clocks are in sync makes sense
in a world where some places do not observe daylight savings time and yet are in separate zones13. But
without the name of a city under either of his clocks to decode this sameness in that context, and given that
both clocks are in time to the second, viewers are left to consider other possibilities. On closer inspection, the
clocks are not simply close to one another; they touch. Their second hands thus seem linked as they make
their respective circuits around each clock face. In this and subsequent installations of Untitled (Perfect Lovers),
the title of the piece is not in close proximity to the work. Viewers themselves must experience and make
meaning of this two-ness, closeness, and movement.

Fig. 12, Félix González Torres Untitled (Perfect Lovers), two identical clocks, paint on wall, overall 14”H x 28”W x 2 ¾”D, 1987,
The Renaissance Society, Chicago, IL

However, there are specific meanings in Untitled (Perfect Lovers) for viewers who can read it through
experiences or understandings they share with González Torres. Although he was adamant that he did not
make ‘gay art’, González Torres’ experiences and understandings of himself as a gay man informed his use of
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doubles in this and other pieces. González Torres specifically paired identical forms and objects, as he
asserted,“[j]ust two of the same; same sex, same material, same stuff” (Spector 75). These pairings probe the
metaphor of love as ‘two of a kind’ that is understood as heteronormative in the culture-at-large while literally
replicating González Torres’ own experience of that ideal. Viewers who see this literal sameness make their
own associations based on their own private and public understandings of ‘sameness’. Indeed, González
Torres himself said, “I need the public to complete the work. I ask the public to help me, to take
responsibility, to become part of my work, to join in” (Rollins 23).
The artists I have considered here established, renowned careers in spite of (or perhaps because of)
their identities, and I am reassured to have discovered in my research that their positions on the ‘issue’ of
identity echo my own. For them, coming from a place or claiming an identity is not a limitation but rather
one perspective among many where and when that label is relevant. With reference to Alice Walker’s claim
about the importance of role models, González Torres points out that it bothered him that he and the
elevator man were the only Latinos around when he was at NYU as both a student and as a teacher, and that
as a young man, he would have done well to have someone like him demonstrate that being an artist was
possible (28). Or consider in light of Game Face Glenn Ligon’s assertion that “(s)urvival, in part, turns on
learning the game, and, as the queens say, learning it well… The playing field is not level, and, (B)lack
president or not, the game remains fixed” (Ligon, “The Wire”, 67). And, given the history of the trans-Atlantic
slave trade, a few Black artists I know personally are apprehensive about representing brown bodies in
contemporary art that is for sale. However, Lorna Simpson’s portrayal of Black women in her work and the
power of the narratives that tie her work to our share Black community remind me that no form or content
need be off limits to me in my own work.
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PLACE/SPACE
Medium as Message and Massage Alongside the theoretical framework that I use to negotiate my community
relationships through aesthetics, my I also consider all of mediating elements in a piece. I take ‘medium’, the
singular form of ‘media’, as ‘the thing between’ or ‘facilitator’. For example, in oral communication, words
that denote a speaker’s meanings are the obvious media, but the connotations of those words, their meanings
through community convention, also mediate the listener’s understandings of what is said. In my work,
‘narrative’ focuses on these connotations, these stories embedded in acts – even when the ‘act’ is storytelling
itself. Thus, although both are functions of sight and reflectivity, looking at oneself in a mirror is a different
story to glimpsing one’s reflection in a window. Similarly, the technologies that we use to accomplish certain
tasks are media, but viewing a film in a theatre tells a different story to watching a movie on a laptop. In
1967’s The Medium is the Massage, Marshall McLuhan lists the domains of media’s impact: “(t)hey are so
pervasive in their personal, political, economic, aesthetic, psychological, moral, ethical, and social
consequences that they leave no part of us untouched, unaffected, unaltered” (26).
Here, it is important to note that there are two texts wherein McLuhan makes similar but distinct
claims about media. In 1964’s Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man, McLuhan holds that “the medium is
the message” (7), that the technology we use to accomplish certain functions – aside from those functions –
provide information (the message) about various patterns and scales at work in human interactions (8). In
1967’s The Medium is the Massage, he finesses “message” into “massage” and more clearly demonstrates the
ways that our relationships with media shape (the massage) us, our understanding of the world we create, and
our understanding of ourselves.
My work is concerned with both the message, the patterning effects of media on human interactions,
and with the massage, the shaping of our understandings of ourselves as a result of the message. It is these
understandings that I mean to address in my analysis of the ways narratives are themselves media conveyed
through a title, the form and format of works of art, and the places/spaces that contain art.
African American Artist David Hammons (born 1943, Springfield, IL), depends explicitly on the title
of his piece The Holy Bible: Old Testament (2002), to cue in viewers the particular meanings of this artist book
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that binds in black leather the text of Jewish Italian scholar Arturo Schwarz’s The Complete Works of Marcel
Duchamp (see fig. 13).

Fig. 13, David Hammons, The Holy Bible: Old Testament, edition of 165 12”H x 10”W x 1”D leather-bound artist books, 2002,
Walker Art Center

Viewers who know of white French artist Marcel Duchamp (born 1887 Blainville-Crevon, France,
died 1968 Neuilly-sur-Seine, France) as a seminal figure in Western art history and contemporary art practice
get Hammons’ joke, particularly its reference to the impact on notions of art and art practice of Duchamp’s
readymades that repurpose into works of art manufactured objects like a urinal. However, in this context
“Old Testament” in the title, when juxtaposed with the idea of a “New Testament”, calls into question
Duchamp’s present-day relevance. Those unfamiliar with art history or contemporary art but familiar with the
Bible as a sacred or authoritative text can decode something about Hammons’ view of art history and the art
world on reading the cover and the contents of The Holy Bible: Old Testament.
Displayed in art galleries or museums, Hammons’ piece begins to unpack for both newcomers and
the initiated the function and meaning of those places as places of worship. And, viewers familiar with
Hammons’ practice know that The Holy Bible: Old Testament is not just a one-off prank, but part of a series of
salvos that: (a) draw on Duchamp’s example to call into question contemporary understandings and
approaches to art, and (b) build on that Duchampian foundation to challenge understandings of art in terms
of privilege, class, and race. In view of McLuhan’s assertions, Hammon’s piece tells us something about the
cultural narratives surrounding the Bible and Duchamp (the message) and the way Hammons sees those
narratives operating in the world (the massage).
White American artist Tauba Auerbach (born 1981 San Francisco, CA) also employs narratives of the
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Bible in Alphabetized Bible (2006). However, rather than convey awareness of narrative in her title, Aurebach
uses the form of the text in her three clothbound gray volumes to consider authority.
Beginning on the cover that in gold lettering reads ‘Bbe ehHi lloTy’, Auerbach sorts in order all the
letters and punctuation in the King James Version of the Bible and therby destabilizes notions of ‘the word of
God’ (see fig. 14). By so moving the component parts of its text, Auerbach seems to genuinely ask whether
the whole is or is not the sum of its parts. If the Bible is, indeed, The Word of God, what transcendent power
might there be in her Alphabetized Bible if each letter is read one by one and each punctuation mark similarly
acknowledged? If it is not The Word of God, what has Auerbach really done?
For viewers with even passing familiarity with the history of biblical texts, it is clear that Alphabetized
Bible probes the authority of those who shape the word of God of in the King James Version and previous
and subsequent versions of the Bible. Those other authors translate, trim, and massage the Bible’s source
texts for liturgical and political reasons. However, while Auerbach rearranges the King James Version, the full
contents of that original book remain in her version. Indeed, Alphabetized Bible does not ‘work’ if even one
letter or comma is out of place or missing; the success of the piece rests on viewers’ belief that Auerbach has
faithfully maintained the system its form suggests. It is thus that Auerbach uses content as a medium to point
to how narratives of authority (McLuhan’s message) affect how we receive and perceive information
(McLuhan’s massage).

Fig. 14, Tauba Auerbach, Alphabetized Bible, 8”Hx6”Wx1 ½”D cloth-bound artist book, 2006, San Francisco Museum of Modern Art
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On his website, white British artist Robert Montgomery (born 1972 Chapelhall, Scotland) is
described as working in “a poetic and melancholic post-Situationist tradition” where he makes among other
things unnamed undated “billboard pieces”(“ROBERT MONTGOMERY”).
Identified by number on the website, Montgomery’s billboards feature passages of white text on a
black background (see fig. 15). The content of the work is shaped to convey a specific message; composed in
all-caps Futura typeface, Montgomery’s billboards come across as urgent direct addresses about the impact of
the present on a looming future. 45 (2012) is an example:
BECAUSE YOU HAD TO GIVE NAMES TO
EVERYTHING YOU FOUND, AND MAKE LOGOS
FOR BAD IDEAS, AND CHANGE YOUR CAR
EVERY TWO YEARS AND WAKE UP EARLY FOR
CONFERENCE CALLS, AND IT TURNED OUT TO
BE NO PROGRESS AT ALL/JUST A SHADOW
FESTIVAL/BECAUSE OF THAT YOU WILL HAVE
TO LEARN TO LOOK AT THE SKY AGAIN, YOU
WILL HAVE TO LEARN TO EAT FOOD THAT
GROWS WHERE YOU LIVE AGAIN, YOU WILL
HAVE TO LEARN TO TOUCH WHAT YOU MAKE

Futura’s capital letters and sharp angles combine with continuous use of ‘YOU’ and syntactically odd
line breaks to personalize and slow viewers’ reading of 45. Placement of 45 and other billboards in cities
throughout the UK ‘activate’ this aspect of work; Montgomery’s formal decisions ‘hold’ viewers who read the
billboards (message), interrupt their interaction with other billboards, slow their transit through the city, and –
for a time – redirect and focus viewers’ thoughts on the relevance of the text to their own lives in that place at
that time (massage). In this way, 45 exemplifies both McLuhan’s assertions about medium and massage and
20th Century Situationists’ goal to critique Capitalism by turning commercial media against itself.

Fig. 15, Robert Montgomery, #45, Billboard, 2012, Old Street, London
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Medium as Message and Massage – Looking Glass III & IV, 2013 As with the patterned ways race is
experienced and responded to in my Black communities, so, too, do we women in the West experience and
respond to (McLuhan’s massage) the ways concepts of gender (McLuhan’s message) are structured by
patriarchy. In Looking Glass III and IV (2013), I again draw parallels across texts where characters reflect on
what they know about themselves to explore my experience of gender in larger American society.
Like the first pieces in the Looking Glass series, Looking Glass III and IV take their names from white
English author Lewis Carroll’s 1871 novel Through the Looking-Glass, and What Alice Found There. Looking Glass
III and IV join passages of text from Carroll’s 1865 Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and white American
playwright Arthur Miller’s 1953 The Crucible:
Both Alice and Mary, white female characters, are questioned by male characters positioned ‘above’
them: Carroll’s book, the Caterpillar sits on a mushroom, looks down on Alice, and demands to know who
she is; in Miller’s play, white Reverend Hale interrogates Mary Warren via his liturgical authority about the
certainty of her memory. However, the girls’ responses differ: after her bizarre journey down the rabbit hole,
seven-year-old Alice says that she is unsure of who she is; adolescent Mary Warren, suddenly accused of
concealing witchcraft, answers that she is certain of what she knows. Looking Glass III and IV swap their
responses:
Text of Looking Glass III
“Child you are certain this be your natural memory?” I--I hardly know, sir, just at present-- at least I
know who I WAS when I got up this morning, but I think I must have been changed several times
since then.
Text of Looking Glass IV
“Who are YOU?” I am entirely myself, I think.
The formal parameters of Looking Glass III and IV are identical to those of Looking Glass I and II (see
fig. 16). However, in Looking Glass III and IV, title, Garamond typeface, text alignment and justification, the
caterpillar’s familiar question, and the word ‘Child’ combine to cue in viewers a sense that these texts are
drawn directly from specific storybook sources. The quotation marks around the question in each piece
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denote the voice of inquisitors, and the first person ‘I’ in each unquoted answer becomes the viewer’s ‘I’.
Further, because the passages are brief, their alignment in the top 12” of the piece requires the viewer to step
up and/or away from each piece to find the reflection necessary for reading the text. This brevity also creates
more space in each ‘mirror’ for viewers to see their reflection without interruption.

Fig. 16, Looking Glass III & IV, 2013
Fig. 17, Looking Glass I, II, II, & IV, 36”H x 36”W print-and-glass installation, 2013

Although the text implies a superior/subordinate relationship between the voices in the exchange,
there are no gender pronouns in Looking Glass III and IV, thus viewers must decide the genders of the
individual questioning and the individual answering. Indeed, viewers must decide if there are in fact two
individuals in these conversations. Nevertheless, whether viewers draw the ‘right’ conclusions or not, the
instability of the ‘I’s responses from Looking Glass III’s certainty to Looking Glass IV’s uncertainty belies the
way that women’s right to be and rightness of being is often challenged in Western culture. And, in any case,
for viewers who look at their reflection in either Looking Glass III or IV after reading the text, the shadow of
each question and the echo of the each response must affect who and how viewers ‘see’ themselves in the
‘mirror’.
When installed equidistant from one another in a corner (see fig. 17), Looking Glass I and II are
reflected in Looking Glass III and IV and vice versa. The corner creates a space for viewers to enter into and
engage the pieces in Looking Glass series that work together as complements and counter-narratives to the
gendered and raced ‘reflections’ implied or described in and created by each pair.
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Safe Spaces Building on the notion that names, content, and physical environments carry narratives that
mediate viewers experiences of art objects, I consider how members of my communities can enter into those
narrative spaces to best experience my work. African American social theorist Patricia Hill Collins suggests
that Black women create for themselves and each other safe spaces wherein they resist the negative messages
and impacts of mainstream cultural narratives:
While domination may be inevitable as a social fact, it is unlikely to be hegemonic as an ideology
within social spaces where Black women speak freely. This realm of relatively safe discourse, however
narrow, is a necessary condition for Black women’s resistance…. By advancing Black women’s
empowerment through self-definition, these safe spaces help Black women resist the dominant
ideology promulgated not only outside Black civil society but within African-American institutions.
(Collins 111)
Collins emphasizes relationships between Black women and academic writing as examples of safe spaces. For
her, “conversations… affirm one another’s humanity, specialness, and right to exist” (113), and Black
women’s writings since the 1970s “expand the use of scholarship and literature into more visible institutional
sites of resistance” (120). Further, Collins suggests that for contemporary Black women, safe spaces that once
sought to “minimize differences among African Americans” for purposes of survival, now allow us to more
fully express our different experiences “as a heterogeneous collectivity” (112). I am interested in art practices
that create safe spaces for viewers, spaces that are affirming for my communities’ members, resist narrow
mainstream narratives of my various communities, and encourage discourse between a wide variety of
community members. To this end, I consider the work of artists that create safe spaces for community
members in the work itself, in art spaces, and by moving art outside of traditional venues.
In both the creation and exhibition of her installation Take Care of Yourself (2007), white French artist
Sophie Calle (born 1953 Paris, France) creates affirming spaces for women to consider, respond to, and share
their diverse experiences of Western patriarchy. In text, photographs, video, and paper-based objects Take
Care of Yourself documents 107 women’s readings and professional assessments of a break up email Calle
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received from her former lover. Calle herself says that she convened this circle of women to “suffer less” and,
as the closing line of the email advises, to ‘take care’ of herself (Neri).
Gathered for exhibition (see fig. 18), each woman’s interpretation of the break up email exemplifies
Collins’ description of a safe space where women speak freely (Collins 111); participants in Calle’s project
have a multitude of – often contradictory – professional ‘readings’ of the email and various perspectives on
how Calle herself should feel and proceed with regard to the break up. Calle takes the email through the
narrative of women consoling themselves in ‘girls-only’ circles and widens those circles through exhibition.
The installation is itself a safe space where those who share her gendered perspectives and experiences can
chuckle along as the email passes from woman to woman.
Further, men have a different gendered experience of Take Care of Yourself. Calle’s gesture is an
insightful cultural critique because the meaning of the letter changes if the genders of the sender and receiver
are changed; a man who receives a break up email from a woman reads its ‘text’ according to a different
narrative template. And, similar to the way the white male audience member misreads the particulars of Black
history and experiences in Lorna Simpson’s Corridor, so too, does white American critic Blake Gopnik in his
review of the 2007 Venice Biennale installation of Take Care of Yourself miss the nuance of this work. Although
he describes the installation as funny, thoughtful, and meticulous, although he clearly understands that the
work is gendered, his assessment does not discuss the various points of view that make up the piece
(Gopnik). To ignore these conflicting voices is to render the piece flat as they demonstrate the rigor of Calle’s
approach14. Collins’ notion of safe spaces used by a “heterogeneous collectivity” is integral to Calle’s
approach to female identity. People who share our gendered history experience similar social phenomena as a
result of that history. Yet, we can and do respond to those phenomena both as individuals and as a
collectivity of individuals.
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Fig. 18, Sophie Calle, Talk Care of Yourself, multimedia installation, 2007, French Pavilion Venice Biennale

African American artists Steffani Jemison (born 1981, Berkeley, CA) and Jamal Cyrus’ (born 1973,
Houston, TX) source “independent Black periodicals published during the first half of the twentieth century”
(New Museum) for their installation Alpha’s Bet Is Not Over Yet (2011-). Similar to Alice Walker and Glenn
Ligon’s use of predecessors’ texts for their writing and art practices, Alpha’s Bet Is Not Over Yet mines
historical texts to spur contemporary conversations about media and community.
Specifically, Jemison and Cyrus invite viewers to participate in readings that examine the strategies,
perspectives, and outcomes of pre-1940 publications like The Crisis, The Messenger, Opportunity, and The
Crusader.
First installed at the New Museum in 2011 (see fig. 19), Alpha’s Bet Is Not Over Yet “is designed to
encourage browsing of the materials and provides space for both concentrated reading and conversation”
(“Steffani Jemison”).
Installed at Juxtaposition Arts in North Minneapolis in 2014, the location of Alpha’s Bet Is Not Over
Yet became a three-day workshop for youth and adult community members to address, “What is writing?
How has writing been used as a political instrument? What is literacy? How have African Americans
circumvented and subverted traditional education models? How have [B]lack American cultures developed
alternative systems of writing, reading, and interpretation? What is an archive? How are archives used?”
(“Public dialogue”). Led by Jemison, this version of Alpha’s Bet Is Not Over Yet creates in a place for art a safe
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space to engage in guided, rigorous contemporary conversations connected to the bound, color-coded
replicas of those historic journals displayed on the installation’s plywood shelves.

Fig. 19, Steffani Jemison and Jamal Cyrus, Alpha’s Bet Is Not Over Yet, exhibition, reading room, and discussion space, 2011 - ,
New Museum of Contemporary Art, New York, NY

Finally, Latino artist Pepón Osorio (born 1955, Santruce, Puerto Rico) takes on diverse community
interaction in his traveling installation piece, Home Visits (1999-2000), which is “loosely rooted in religious
popular tradition of the visiting saint” (“Place”).
On moving from New York City to Philadelphia, Osorio sought a way to connect with his new city.
To do so, he created Tina’s House in the style of a nativity crèche to represent a Philadelphia family’s
memories of their home and their experiences of the fire that destroyed it (see fig. 20).
“We started to talk with the understanding that at some point I will create a work of art...but that I
will involve them, the three of them, in the process of it... They lost everything in a fire. And we
talked about that. And we cried together. It’s a lot of tears in my work I realized. And then I thought,
‘Well, why don’t I recreate that home? Why don’t we go back to the event and do kind of a drill?’
And they were willing, scared. I was scared. And we sat and remembered...” (Place)
In this way, Tina’s House is the result of Osorio working from and with community narrative as a community
member. Further, in Home Visits, for one-week installations, the sculpture of Tina’s family’s house visited
neighborhood homes that held ‘openings’, receptions that drew friends, family, neighbors, the curious, and
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those with particular interests in contemporary art. As such, Home Visits and Tina’s House became the focal
point of community gatherings in Philadelphia and the other American cities to which Tina’s House traveled.

Fig. 20, Pepón Osorio, Tina’s House from Home Visits, sculpture and traveling installation, 1999-2000, private collection

During opening receptions in Philadelphia, people who engaged with Tina’s House connected with the
piece, Tina’s family, and host families based on what and who they encountered at those events. For example,
visitors connected to Tina’s faith either through practice or culture would see in the little house things like a
Virgin figure that are part of their community’s religion and experience the piece as an extension of familiar
community traditions (Lotozo). For the residents of the homes where Tina’s House was installed for a week,
their experience of the work was extended: “(O)ne of the youngsters who had the work in his home in the
previous visit, looks at it with nostalgia and says: I missed the work when it was taken away; every morning
when I went out to work I looked at it and I again looked at it when I returned home in the afternoon. The
first time I stood there for almost an hour examining the details”(Osorio 58).
I am interested in and inspired by the dimensions of the experiences of both the visitors to and the
hosts of Home Visits. Yes, we might reflect over and over on the memory of a single encounter with
contemporary art. But things and ideas in our own environments can ‘open up’ to us over time, and to
interact with an art object or experience in our own spaces repeatedly for a longer period of time can deepen
our considerations especially when the content of that art connects to our own experiences.

Safe Spaces – Tell Me About Your Mother #1, #2, & #3, 2013 Because my lived experience is the source of my
artwork, I consider the ethics of involving the people in my life in my projects. I am particularly conscious of
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the way those whose narratives are the content of my work are portrayed, and I explore the form, installation,
and location of the work to create safe spaces for the subjects of my work and viewers alike. Thus, from the
beginning, I struggled with the ethics of Tell Me About Your Mother.
I organized the gallery show Tell Me About Your Mother as a getting-to-know-you show for first year
graduate students in the Minneapolis College of Art and Design’s MFA Visual Studies program. MFA
students who were interested volunteered and were partnered to create work about each others’ relationships
with their mothers. It seemed like rich territory for artists in the nascent phases of their careers to mine and
an accessible ‘meme’ to attract a mid-winter Valentine’s Day weekend audience. However, behind the meme
and the ice-breaking exercise were real, potentially complicated and emotionally tumultuous relationships. My
on-going project Tell Me About Your Mother grew out of my contribution to that show.
I have a close relationship with my mother, as anyone who knows me can attest. However, when I
consider my relationships with those closest to me, I realize that, in many cases, I don’t know much about
their relationships with their mothers. How well do I know my friends? How do we actually come to know
one another? I thought about the old saw that 80% of communication is non-verbal.
When I set out the parameters of what became Tell Me About Your Mother #1, I knew that I wanted to
focus on a sitter’s facial expressions that were the result of a real, minimally manipulated conversation (see fig.
21). I thought not only about the depth of my relationships with the people I feel close to, but also
considered that participants must trust me to some degree to engage in an intimate conversation knowing that
elements of that exchange were meant for public display. Further, few people like what they look like in
photographs or on film, so to be exposed without verbal information as context put sitters in particularly
vulnerable positions. Finally, although sitters’ discomfort with the topic or a studio environment was
acceptable to me, the project wouldn’t ‘work’ if the person in the recording was clearly uncomfortable talking
to me.
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Fig. 21, still image, Tell Me About Your Mother #1, :30 second video, 2013

Among my fellow MFA students were individuals to whom I felt close by the end of our first
semester, but it felt ‘inauthentic’ with regard to the intentions of the exhibition to work with someone of my
choice from the group of interested artists. Participants partnered somewhat at random and the individual
who chose me was, to my relief, an artist whose work I enjoy. Although at the time I knew little about her,
her selecting me and me liking her work put us both at ease ahead of our recording. Going into that first
session (and in subsequent sessions), I clearly informed my sitter that the contents of our conversation would
remain between us – no element of our dialogue would ever be made public.
The final piece was looped and projected at 5’ x 7’ on a wall in a black box space for the exhibition.
That installation brought an additional ethical issue to the surface, one that compelled me to think about the
meanings of viewer interaction with my work. On the night of the opening, viewers engaged the work in
various ways: some peeked in the space, others glanced as they walked past, and some stood off in the corner
of the black box with their arms crossed and watched. These actions and that body language bothered me
because I knew that my sitter wasn’t an actor or performer who was comfortable being ‘seen’ and scrutinized,
but a vulnerable ‘regular’ person who shared something personal for the sake of my work and for others to
participate in. These viewers’ relationship with this piece was truly unsettling, and made me protective of my
sitter.
I needed a way to make viewers comfortable enough to step toward the sitter not just the piece itself.
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Thus, to show Tell Me About Your Mother #2, the next iteration in the series, I used a 40” flat panel television
in the same black box space (see fig. 22). This time, viewers walked right up to the television and watched
with what I call ‘open interest’. Something about the form of television screens attracts unguarded viewers.
Perhaps familiar, ubiquitous televisions and television-like screens render invisible flat panel displays as media
as opposed the cultural narrative of ‘film projected in a gallery.’
To be clear, I am making a distinction between being curious about a work of art and moving toward
the individual in a work of art. Tell Me About Your Mother #1’s peekers, glancers, and arm folders were all
interacting with the piece, not the person in the piece, and all I could think about was the open conversation I
had with my sitter. I needed to and, with Tell Me About Your Mother #2 and in subsequent iterations, did create
a space to honor that openness in the installation of the work.

Fig. 22, still image, Tell Me About Your Mother #2, 2:15 minute video, 2013
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PRAXIS – LIBRARIES AND LIBRARY-LIKE SPACES
In addition to my focus on community-sourced narratives and the ethics of place/space in terms of my
subjects and viewers, a few elements appear and reappear throughout my work. In my practice, I have created
a relatively consistent visual vocabulary: my photographs and videos are all made with 35mm single lens reflex
equipment; black photographic space and black papers are used as metaphors for my experience and
understanding of Blackness; I draw out or create instances of intertextuality; and I repeatedly invoke the idea
of classroom learning. Thus, children’s desks and chairs, pencils and ruled paper, chalk and chalkboards,
headphones and screens, and books with black covers or black pages or videos with chapters or projects in
volumes are assembled and reassembled for each piece.
However, the classroom is not the most suitable metaphor for my work. Installations like No Accident,
Game Face, the Looking Glass series, and the Tell Me About Your Mother project are records, archives, or
catalogues of experiences, ideas, or phenomena. In that way, my body of work is a library that organizes and
warehouses my reflections on my lived experiences. And, like books in libraries, the work awaits viewers who
will read the content, make connections between pieces, and relate the work to their own experiences.
Records, archives, and catalogues demand focused attention if the information they contain is to be applied.
While I do not claim to know what applications viewers might have for my work in their lives, I do know that
because the content my work comes from community narratives, the work belongs in community spaces that
facilitate focused attention and interaction so that the work can enter into community dialogues.
As with all of the institutions I have encountered in North America, museums and libraries have a
history of mirroring the patterns15 and prejudices16 of the communities where they are situated. However, my
own late 20th century/early 21st century experiences with libraries and museums – unlike my experiences as a
student or as an educator in public high schools – have been encounters with institutions actively and, to
varying degrees, effectively focused on increasing diverse community access and engagement and supporting
life-long learning and patronage.
For example, in addition to free admission to all patrons, the visible storage systems at the Luce
Foundation’s Centers for American Art at the Smithsonian in Washington, DC (or the Brooklyn Museum and
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the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City) facilitate interactive art experiences. Visitors can go
through cases and drawers or use research systems to build self-directed relationships with art objects.
For me, however, the Platonic ideal of such a space is the Jaffe Center for Book Arts (the Jaffe) in
my hometown, Boca Raton, Florida. Donated in 1998 and located in a dedicated space in the library at
Florida Atlantic University, a public university in the State University System of Florida, the Jaffe specifically
considers books as aesthetic objects and collects, houses, and exhibits broadly defined artist books, and
facilitates research and workshops in the book arts. Open to the public and with on-going relationships with
local schools, the Jaffe makes all 12,000+ artist books in its collection available for visitors to handle. Thus, in
one visit or over time, visitors can create relationships with individual books or the collection as a whole.
My own visits to the Jaffe have shaped the way I think about bringing my work into community
spaces and, indeed, have shaped my art practice. The Jaffe’s mission to create real-world connections to art
objects by inviting on-going community interaction with art is an apt model for me given the relevance of
Morrison’s framework for the artist-in-community to my practice and my interest in place/space as media.
My installation Meanwhile, Elsewhere…: Footnotes, Marginalia, and 7 Dimensions of Text not only explores what it
might mean to exhibit/house contemporary art in a library or library-like space (see fig. 23), within pieces like
Black Cake (Book I) (2014), Public Speaking (Marginalia) (2014), and Understanding v.2 (2014), I recreate the
experience of a space like the Jaffe. Drawing on my established visual vocabulary, each of these pieces invites
viewers to physically, visually, and conceptually interact with community-sourced narratives.

Fig. 23, installation view, Meanwhile, Elsewhere…: Footnotes, Marginalia, and 7 Dimensions of Text, thesis exhibition, 2014
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Black Cake (Book I), 2014 The history of the Caribbean is baked in the bones of the traditional Black Cake
recipe; rum is sugarcane is slavery. Served mainly at Christmastime, at least three generations of both sides of
my family have made Black Cake. My Jamaican mother and my Grenadian grandmother taught my Canadian
sister who loves to bake how to make the complicated, expensive, rum-infused delicacy. As a child, I was
allowed space to read and think. As an adult, I am invested in making the cake to strengthen my connection
to my family and heritage, so I corresponded with my mother via email to generate a text from which I could
bake the cake and preserve its recipe.
Along with this email correspondence, Black Cake (Book I) collects ‘heirloom’ advice/assurances and
the ingredients and first step in our family’s version of the cake as baked by my mother based on her eldest
sister’s recipe. Produced in a limited edition of 10 9” x 9” box-bound loose-leaf artist’s books created during a
Minnesota Center for Book Arts (MCBA) fellowship, I wrote, designed, and letterpress printed in slightly
reflective black ink each book’s black 18 8” x 8” pages (see fig. 24).

Fig. 24, detail, Black Cake (Book 1), #10 of an edition of 10 8”H x 8”W box-bound loose-leaf artist books, 2014

In this piece, my use of black paper serves several purposes: the cake is known as ‘Black Cake’
throughout the Caribbean diaspora, so the black paper literally refers to the name of the dessert; the color of
the cake is a rich dark brown – not black – yet is referred to as ‘black’ in a way that mirrors the way many
people of African descent are referred to as Black although our skin is various shades; finally, the black paper
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makes the black ink text a challenge to read, thus viewers must manipulate the paper so that the ink reflects
light, a process that is meant to replicate the act of finding, recovering, and maintaining connections with the
past – all the information is on the page, but it must be activated by the viewer, found, read, and used.
Similar to the way that activities at the Jaffe are coordinated to relate to its book arts exhibitions,
when on view, Black Cake (Book I), also engages viewers beyond the art object itself. Installed, the book is
accompanied by white gloves (this particular paper easily picks up debris) and a sealed bell jar that contains
the rum-soaked fruit mixture described in the recipe. Additionally, for the exhibition reception, a three-tiered
platter serves viewers bite-sized pieces of the cake. Although it is logical to illustrate the book with the actual
cake, the book and cake together serve as my rejoinder to narrow mainstream projections of Blackness;
physically heavy, visually dense and complex, the aromatic, sweet cake along with its complicated,
multidimensional history is, metaphorically, my experience of Blackness just as the book is a metaphor for my
attempts at maintaining my ties to my heritage.

Public Speaking (Marginalia), 2014 While making Black Cake (Book I) at Minnesota Center for Book Arts, an
organization with commitments to the book arts that are similar to the Jaffe’s, I began to consider libraries as
sites for my work. To research libraries and library-like spaces as places for contemporary art, I interviewed
librarians in my communities at the Hennepin County Central Library in Minneapolis, Minnesota and at the
two branches of the public library in Boca Raton, Florida. I learned that: all three libraries have dedicated
spaces for art and processes for artists to follow to access those spaces; that as members of the American
Library Association, they are governed by a Bill of Rights; and that the practice of inviting all members of the
community into the library – regardless of ‘station’ – is common not only in urban centers like Minneapolis
but in affluent suburbs like Boca Raton. At the end of our first meeting, Constance Hill, the Senior Librarian
at the Central Library, invited me to coordinate a show in Cargill Hall, that library’s exhibition space. In
February 2014, comic artist Azisa Koesoema, installation artist Adam Hamilton, graphic designer Sieng Lee,
and I mounted Shh! to consider the meanings of various public silences.
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My contribution to Shh! included Public Speaking (Marginalia) wherein I source and ‘re-mediate’
African American Civil Rights leader Martin Luther King Jr.’s speech Beyond Vietnam – A Time to Break Silence.
I am interested in the way legacies like King’s are shaped on specific narrative lines, and how significant acts
of citizenship – like his speech questioning American involvement in Vietnam – can fall from wider public
memory. Further, I am curious about how, through individual and community interactions, such a speech
might reenter contemporary dialogues.
Public Speaking (Marginalia) is a multimedia installation. Positioned on the wall on one side of a table
like a study partner across from a seated viewer is a 22” display that loops an hour-long video of hands that
annotate from beginning to end the text of a slim, black-covered book. On the table in front of the viewer is
the physical hand-bound draft of the speech from the video and a #2 pencil that invites the viewer to add to
the notes made by the individual in the video and any previous viewers who have also annotated the text (see
fig. 25).

Fig. 25, installation view, Public Speaking (Marginalia), multimedia installation, 2014

!

!

Bolah 40
As in the Looking Glass series and Black Cake (Book I), I continue to use black paper metaphorically in
Public Speaking (Marginalia); here, it denotes King’s claimed Black identity. The gray bond paper inside the
black cover is meant to suggest paper dulled by age, and the text is set in Courier New typeface to evoke a
document created with a typewriter to reiterate that this text is not contemporary. In a discussion about a
previous iteration on the Public Speaking project, I learned that margins in early Western books were used as
space for writing academic interpretations of the text, and that scholars valued the text as well as their
predecessors’ notes, or marginalia. Thus, I exaggerated the width of the margins and double-spaced the lines
of the text of King’s speech to create space for viewers to add their notes to this book. In this way, the work
takes advantage of the library as a community space and invites and welcomes any viewer’s contribution.

Understanding v.2, 2014 Things did not proceed as I had envisioned with my installation of Public Speaking
(Marginalia) at the Central Library. Although it was located in a heavily trafficked public space – the Central
Library sees an average of approximately 3000 visitors daily – Shh! was rarely visited by library patrons, and
the few who did see the exhibition did not leave annotations in the Public Speaking (Marginalia) booklet. Shh!
was visible through Cargill Hall’s glass walls, but our installations were not positioned to be seen directly
through the glass by those on the other side. Rather than situate our work to create direct relationships with
the larger library and its patrons, work was placed, as is often the case with gallery or museum installations, to
create relationships between pieces in the exhibition and with Cargill Hall itself. Thus, when I was invited to
create an installation in response to a play for the multi-use community place Pillsbury House + Theatre, I
made it point to consider how conceptual art can become part of non-art places as well as a seamlessly
integrated part of the lives of the people who work in and use those spaces.
Understanding (A Classroom) was part of the multi-floor multimedia installation You’re not looking at this
in the right light… in response to Pillsbury House + Theatre’s Winter 2014 production of Johnna Adams’ play
Gidion’s Knot. Because Gidion’s Knot hinges on adult interpretations of children’s texts in a public primary
school setting, You’re not looking at this in the right light… focused on sending/receiving meaning between
children and adults in schools. I had a hunch that there is a way that we respond to school as a space and as
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an experience, that we slide into and out of school-like spaces with relative ease – even in odd locations17.
Thus, I created the centerpiece of the installation, Understanding (A Classroom), to consist of four sets of
classroom desks, chairs, writing tools, and Understanding (A Workbook) lined in two rows in front of a replica
of a wood-framed chalkboard with chalk-written directions for how to use the space. Placed in the lobby and
‘excerpted’ in the third floor clinic’s waiting room, Understanding (A Classroom) invited Pillsbury House +
Theatre’s clients and patrons to recollect their own experiences of school, participate in Understanding (A
Workbook)’s translation/interpretation exercises, or to simply use the desks and chairs as they required (see fig.
26). As a result, viewer interaction with the work at Pillsbury House + Theatre was successful; patrons began
using Understanding (A Classroom)’s desks and chairs before installation of You’re not looking at this in the right
light… was complete – even when other sitting and writing surfaces were widely available.

Fig. 26, installation view, Understanding (A Classroom), site-specific multimedia installation, 2014

As installed in front of a bank of paned windows in the southeast corner of the second floor of the
Northrup King Building in Minneapolis, Understanding v.2 re-purposes the chalkboard, a desk, a chair, and a
pencil from Understanding (A Classroom), and includes Understanding: A Workbook v.2 (see fig. 27). Here, the
slightly off-center chalkboard reads: “Somewhere in space / this may all be happening / right now…” (see
fig. 28). Thus, with particular emphasis on ‘may’, Understanding: A Classroom v.2 introduces the ten individual
pieces in Meanwhile, Elsewhere…: Footnotes, Marginalia, and 7 Dimensions of Text as alternatives to the here and
now even though they are, in fact, here now. Indeed, Understanding: A Workbook v.2, like its predecessor, is a
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direct response to the site of this exhibition; inside its black covers is the redacted true story of an African
American biologist who has run afoul of the present-day incarnation of the company that gives the Northrup
King Building its name (see fig. 29). In this way, Understanding v.2 is like the Jaffe, a space inside a library that
considers books themselves. Viewers who read the board and then sit at the desk to read Understanding: A
Workbook v.2 are presented with an ‘elsewhere’ idea of art, art that does not seek to transcend the present
moment, but relates directly to the narrative of that site in that moment.

Fig. 27, installation view, Understanding: A Classroom v.2, site-specific multimedia installation, 2014
Fig. 29, installation view, Understanding: A Workbook, 8½ ”H x 5½” artist book, 2014

Fig. 28, detail, Understanding: A Classroom v.2, site-specific multimedia installation, 2014
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CONCLUSION
My goal for this thesis, to present the ideas that are the foundation of my art practice, belies my experience
making art; I enjoy playing with the slippery nature of the phenomena that inspire my projects. My process is
propelled by exploring paradoxes like our reliance on non-verbal communication in storytelling as in Tell Me
About Your Mother or probing contradictions like the narratives of respectability behind No Accident and Game
Face or interrogating hypocrisies like the seeming neutrality of the history of places like classrooms or the
Northrup King Building in the Understanding: A Workbook series.
However, writing this thesis challenged me to pin down why I am attracted to these phenomena.
And, after articulating the fixity of place and the flexibility of space, by conceiving of shared, patterned
experiences and responses to physical and conceptual place and space as narratives that shape and are shaped
by community, after examining the ways that artists can work from, in, and with communities, by considering
all of the mediating elements in a piece including title, material, and location, I realize that I am intrigued by
concepts of ‘elsewhere’. I need elsewheres in my life.
As much as I enjoy manipulating various media to expose how and where they exist and how we
exist with them, fighting racist narratives or elitist places directly seems self-defeating to me because to engage
them rather than their alternatives means that those ideas and processes become the focus of my attention.
Even notions of ‘alternatives’ maintain foundations in ideas of ‘originals’. ‘Elsewhere’, however, does not
reify, centralize, deny, or ignore one thing instead of another. ‘Elsewhere’ isn’t ‘this or that’. ‘Elsewhere’
acknowledges ‘this’ and shifts attention to ‘that’. And, as happens when viewers find their own reflections in
the Looking Glass series, ‘elsewhere’ is especially powerful when ‘that’ becomes ‘me’.
In the way that writing “Somewhere in space / this may all be happening / right now...” on a
chalkboard can destabilize viewers’ experience of the space around the board by suggesting an elsewhere
where my installation is not simply an exhibition, a fiction, but a lived experience (which it is, in actuality), so,
too, does ‘meanwhile’ in the title of both this document and my exhibition suggest simultaneity. “Meanwhile,
Elsewhere…” creates narrative space, sooths the lament in Du Bois’s description of double-consciousness,
and allows for both mainstream and empowered community readings of works of art.
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My work is my contribution to my communities’ discourses. I embed in each piece the communitybased narratives that influence my understandings of my experience of our share histories. I install my work
in places/spaces that – as a matter of principle – serve and welcome diverse communities. While I cannot
predict who will view my work or what individuals will find in it, I do labor to ensure that what others
encounter in my work are my earnest, rigorously constructed, reflections on the shapes and meanings of
community-based narratives.
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Image List
Image 1

still image from No Accident

abolah_thesis_image01_2014.jpg

digital photograph frame from digital video
720H x 1280W pixels
2013

Image 2!
abolah_thesis_image02_2014.jpg

installation view of No Accident
multimedia installation
4'H x 4'W x 4'D
2013
2:08 minute looped video displayed on
17"iMac with headphones on child's table
with child's chair

Image 3

Game Face #s 1, 2, 8, 16, & 17

abolah_thesis_image03_2014.jpg

digital photographs
480H x 1920W pixels
2012

Image 4

Game Face #17

abolah_thesis_image04_2014.jpg

digital pigment print
10"H x 8"W
2012

Image 5!
abolah_thesis_image05_2014.jpg

installation view of Game Face
digital pigment prints
17 10"H x 8"W images
2012

Image 6

detail of Looking Glass II

abolah_thesis_image06_2014.jpg

print-and-glass installaion
36"H x 36"W
2013
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Image 7

installation view of Looking Glass III & IV

abolah_thesis_image07_2014.jpg

print-and-glass installaion
2 36"H x 36"W each
2013

Image 8
abolah_thesis_image08_2014.jpg

installation view of Looking Glass I, II, III, &
IV
print-and-glass installaion
4 36"H x 36"W each
2013

Image 9

still image from Tell Me About Your Mother #1

abolah_thesis_image09_2014.jpg

digital photograph from digital video
1080H x 1920 W pixels
2013

Image 10

still image from Tell Me About Your Mother #2

abolah_thesis_image10_2014.jpg

digital photograph from digital video
1080H x 1920 W pixels
2013

Image 11

still image from Tell Me About Your Mother #3

abolah_thesis_image11_2014.jpg

digital photograph from digital video
1080H x 1920 W pixels
2013

Image 12

installation view, Tell Me About Your Mother #3

abolah_thesis_image12_2014.jpg

3:46 minute video display
32" digital display
2013

Image 13

detail of Black Cake (Book 1)

abolah_thesis_image13_2014.jpg

box-bound loose-leaf artist book
8"H x 8"W
2014
#10 of an edition of 10
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Image 14

Public Speaking (Marginalia)

abolah_thesis_image14_2014.jpg

multimedia installation
4.5'H x 3'W x 3.5'D
2014
69:00 minute looped video displayed on 32"
wall-mounted flat panel display above a
worktable and across from a hand-bound
artist book and pencil, accompanied by a
school chair

Image 15

Understanding (A Classroom)

abolah_thesis_image15_2014.jpg

multimedia installation
8'H x 8'W x 12'D
2014
four sets of classroom desks, chairs, writing
tools, and Understanding (A Workbook) lined
in two rows in front of a replica of a woodframed chalkboard with chalk-written
directions for how to use the space

Image 16
abolah_thesis_image16_2014.jpg

installation view of Meanwhile, Elsewhere...;
Footnotes, Marginalia, and 7 Dimensions of Text
multimedia installation
10'H x 20'W x 12'
2014
MFA Thesis Exhibition installation

Image 17!
abolah_thesis_image17_2014.jpg

Understanding: A Classroom v.2
multimedia installation
8'H x 4'W x 8'D
2014
one classroom desk, chair, pencil, and
Understanding: A Workbook v.2 centeraligned in front of a replica of a wood-framed
chalkboard with a chalk-written message

Image 18

detail of Understanding: A Classroom v.2

abolah_thesis_image18_2014.jpg

multimedia installation
2014
chalk-written text reads: "Somewhere in space,
/ this may all be happening / right now..."
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Image 19

Charlie Brown / Our Town

abolah_thesis_image19_2014.jpg

audio installation
3.5'H x 2.5'W x 2.5'D
2014
1:32 minute looped audio installation with
wall-hung headphones and child-height
classroom chair

Image 20

Reference Desk

abolah_thesis_image20_2014.jpg

altered book installation
10"H x 15"W x 10"D
2014

Video 1

No Accident

abolah_thesis_video01_2014.mp4

2:08 minute looped video
2013

Video 2

Tell Me About Your Mother #3

abolah_thesis_video02_2014.mp4

:30 excerpt of 3:46 minute video
2013

Video 3

Public Speaking (Marginalia)

abolah_thesis_video03_2014.mp4

:30 excerpt of 69:00 minute looped video
2014

Video 4

Charlie Brown / Our Town

abolah_thesis_video04_2014.mp4

1:32 minute looped video
2014
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Notes

!
1. For extended comment on the experience of diaspora, see British-Ghanaian philosopher Kwame
Anthony Appiah’s essay “Cosmopolitan Patriots”, 1997 and British Nigerian/Ghanaian author Taiye TuakliWosornu’s essay “Bye-Bye Babar”, 2005.
2. Unlike ‘creative placemaking’ as defined by ArtPlace America and the National Endowment for the
Arts where the focus is locating, coordinating, or otherwise ‘fixing’ experiences with art as a part of
community planning and development, I am interested in the narratives of places for art and the way art as a
space is or can be created and experienced by communities and individual community members.
3. I was thinking of white American make-up artist Kevyn Aucoin’s Making Faces (1997) and Face
Forward (2000) as I worked on Game Face. I learned of white American artist Roni Horn’s You Are the Weather
(1994-1996) after I installed the work, and since then, I consider Game Face in light of that work as well.
4. Caribbean people tend to identify in terms of nationality (‘I’m Grenadian’) when we are abroad.
However, when we are ‘home’, we understand our communities as Black, Indian, Chinese, or white.
5. From the beginning of the second chapter of the “Winter” section of The Bluest Eye:
They come from Mobile. Aiken. From Newport News. From Marietta. From Meridian. And
the sound of these places in their mouths make you think of love…. You don’t know what
these towns are like, but you love what happens to the air when they open their lips and let
the names ease out.
6. I use the traditional Latino spelling of Félix González Torres’ name rather than ‘Felix GonzalezTorres’ because I acknowledge the validity of Cuban art critic and curator Gerardo Mosquera’s attempt in his
essay “Remember My Name” about González Torres to reconnect González Torres with what artist Glenn
Ligon describes as “the ‘Latinoness’ of Felix’s project and his linking of the artist to a trajectory including the
likes of Hélio Oiticica and Cildo Meireles” (Ligon, “My Felix,” 24).
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7. Based on African American boxer Muhammad Ali’s1975 response to the demand in the title of the
piece, Glenn Ligon’s Give us a Poem (Palindrome #2), 2007 is a visual ‘take’ on my negotiation of self and
community:

8. In Black Feminist Thought, Collins describes an ‘ethic of caring’ as foundational to Black women’s
epistemology: “the ethic of caring suggests that personal expressiveness, emotions, and empathy are central to
the knowledge validation process” (Collins 281-282). Throughout the text, Collins connects caring (empathy)
to the way Black women do their own remunerated work and volunteer in their communities as even as they
mother their own ‘blood’ daughters and ‘other’ daughters to achieve something ‘more’ (200, 205). She also
connects it to “a tradition of African humanism (where) each individual is thought to be a unique expression
of a common spirit, power, or energy inherent in all life” (282), a spirit with the capacity to connect two
deeply individual artists like Simpson and Mutu.
9. In his review for Afterall of Lorna Simpson’s mid-career survey at Los Angeles County Museum of
art in 2006, Andrew Berardini describes Corridor as “philosophically obvious and formulaic” (Berardini). I
imagine that he finds Corridor lacking because the juxtaposition of Mutu in the 1860s environment and in the
1960s environment seems to him to be a facile use of history, one that lacks the sensory ‘resonance’ of
multiple mouths humming a tune Simpson recalled from childhood in Easy to Remember (2001). Berardini
describes that piece as “emotionally and conceptually potent”, but I cannot help but think that his preference
for Easy to Remember over Corridor is another in a long line of white ‘appreciation’ of the sound of ‘soulful’
Black music/voices. I, myself, enjoy both.
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10. See Alice Walker’s “Looking for Zora”, 1975 and African American author Mary Helen
Washington’s Forward to the 1990 HarperPerennial edition of Their Eyes Were Watching God.
11. Dick and Jane is a series of reading primers that were once very popular in the United States. They
(notoriously) portrayed the white title characters as living in a suburban idyll.
12. It is notable that the near-universal way of measuring and visualizing time is Western European.
13. An example of different time zones with the same time is that Grenada does not observe
Daylight Saving Time, thus, Grenada and South Florida that are in adjacent but different time zones have the
same time for part of the year.
14. In his review for Whitehot Magazine of Contemporary Art, Ryan Ruby also misreads the purpose
of gendered safe spaces in the 2009 Paula Cooper gallery installation of Take Care of Yourself:
“(T)he exhibit invites a gendered, rather than simply human response, and not, I should add, in any
meaningful way. We are not asked, for example, to consider whether a gendered response to a break
up email is inevitable. I will admit to having been slightly offended when a female member of the
audience, with whom I had just shared a chuckle over the clown’s genuinely funny reading of the
email, whispered in my ear, “it’s nice to see that a guy can laugh at this, too.” And why wouldn’t I?
Surely men have received such emails? Surely they are capable of imagining what it is like to do so?”
15. See the American Association of Museums’ Demographic Transformation and the Future of Museums
(2010) for an overview of past and present trends in museum visitation by race/ethnicity where the
Association is focused not on perpetuating the current pattern of overwhelmingly predominantly white
museum patronage but on configuring a ‘preferred future’ of more demographically representative patronage.
16. The Digital Public Library of America website discusses segregation in public libraries during
their expansion in the late 19th and early 20th century with particular attention to the establishment and later
desegregation of ‘general’ and ‘Colored’ public library branches throughout the South.
17. I do not assume that school is by any means a safe space for all; I argue that the language of that
environment is so ubiquitous that most people know how its objects, like chairs and desks, operate.
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