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Abstract 

 Over the past several years I have been on a quest to locate a world beyond the one I’ve 

been presented. I am interested in the history of atomic particles - like everything that radiates off 

of a monument (both literally and those things that are metaphorically reified) - invisible things, 

and the ways in which these things insect beyond our knowledge systems. This inquiry takes 

many forms. Mine is a conceptually based practice linked to record keeping and time, and the 

ways in which these concepts find plurality within our culture; or more pointedly, the importance 

that we attach to “time” and “the record”, as they relate to our “legacies”, “cultures”, or “the 

canon”; our histories and the ahistorical, the prehistorical, fantasies, the things that never 

happened but could’ve, imagined futures and parallel universes. 
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title: 40 ACRES AND A MULE  

hire a skywriter to trace the dimensions of a forty-acre plot in the sky ,  

a square roughly 1⁄4 of a mile on each side .  

ask the pilot to write “40 ACRES AND A MULE” within said square .  

document this event from various distances . 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On Time 

We were all outside like normal 

Smoking like normal 

Tossing our butts like normal 

It wasn't until we noticed the smoke that I ran back outside 

Saw them burning in the bush 

All of the things with purpose 

Nothing with sense 

balal  

I hope it hits me like lightning 

I don't think I want to suffer 

It is hard to explain that for a long time I’ve thought I might die soon 

I’ve seen it written on walls 

Doctors tell me I’m fine but I don’t believe them 

I believe in curses 

I no longer trust fantastic 

Everyone keeps wishing me well but I want to be happy 

I keep telling myself, “I am a unique entity” 

But what kind of a universe would create a creature such as me? 

Everyday I work with vibrations 

Everyday I fight with gravity 

Everything pushing 

Without an outside we move in 
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A space between my ears 

A solid pit that won't fill 

The clicking of my bag now sounds like footsteps far behind me  

The body of a roach moving headlessly to lay its eggs  

Osmosis running across my skin so vibrant-thin and transparent  

The bloodsuckers already live inside me 

So how now are the boundaries? 

My body tried to quit so now I can’t trust it 

I objectified the moon and now she don’t talk to me 

A stranger broke my heart 

How do you get close to something that moves so slowly then quickly? 

How can you escape someone in orbit? 

If you steal my soul I want you to know it’s useless without me 

You won't learn anything about anyone else from me 

I can only tell you about me 

I had a dream about Candice that I’m still trying to understand. 

They told me Chris fell from his car and now he’s in the ocean. 

I still have nail polish on my big toe from our trip to Aaron’s funeral. 

When I cried my grandma told me god was probably saving him from something much worse, 

but I know she’s not religious. 
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In 2020 we should all register as white to see what happens 
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The Black Experience 

 I would like to start by saying that I could never speak for "black people”. I don't know 

how anyone ever could. The narrative that we call “the black experience” is a bedtime story for 

old people; a comforting fiction on par with Santa Claus or the White Jesus. I have never heard 

anyone say, “This work really speaks to the white experience,” so I don't know why my work can 

speak for the black one. I assert that I can only speak for my black ass, and that I talk about 

blackness only when I feel like it, not because I have to. This idea may confuse some people, so 

through this document I will try to elaborate:  

 Blackness is not a solid thing. Blackness is not a reality that you can hold on to, or a 

phenotypical classification that can be applied simply or logically. As Frantz Fanon said in that 

famous text Black Skin, White Masks, “Beneath the body schema I had created a historical-racial 

schema. The data I used were provided not by ‘remnants of feelings and notions of the tactile, 

vestibular, kinaesthetic, or visual nature’, but by the Other, the white man, who had woven me 

out of a thousand details, anecdotes, and stories (Fanon, 91). This is to say that beneath the skin - 

if left unfiltered, this pure experience of concentrated melanin - there are layers both racial and 

historical, that will attempt to usurp my own unique character, making me “responsible not only 

for my body but also for my race and my ancestors” (Fanon, 92); but believe me, blackness is not 

in your blood the way the United States government talks about it (though we should never 

forget about “the one-drop rule”). In the end, I don’t think we will still be called “black people”. 

In the same way the term “negroes” became antiquated, so too will blackness: this oppressive 

invention that we’ve made beautiful. 
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 I would like to go on to say that even within this racialized system, there is no one 

authentic black experience that can be captured (artistically or otherwise), despite any (the many) 

pleas that might be made by sweet armchair liberals (the nice white people), who hope that their 

one (of a few) black friend(s) or colleague(s) might whip up an impressive, immersive, 

cumulative, consumable “black experience”, that satisfies their demands for access and inclusion 

- from a safe distance of course - without having to risk any skin-in-the-game. 

 For me, black is a place to think from; an ideology much like whiteness, that functions as 

a lens or vantage point through which I can understand and adapt to the world as necessary. 

Furthermore, I think any discussion about ‘what is black’ is mirrored by the ‘what is white’ in the 

room, which inherently frames and dominates the conversation. In Sara Ahmed’s essay, “A 

phenomenology of whiteness”, she writes, “Whiteness could be described as an ongoing and 

unfinished history, which orientates bodies in specific directions, affecting how they ‘take up’ 

space, and what they ‘can do’”. In this essay, Ahmed critically highlights whiteness as one  

“category of experience that disappears as category through experience”, understanding “how 

this disappearance makes whiteness ‘worldly’”(Ahmed, 150). I find these thoughts to be so 

crucial when thinking about my own work, and when trying to strike a balance between the 

political and the personal, or when orienting my creative identity within these larger social 

structures. I try not to take for granted the invisible.  

 As we may know already, as we may sometimes forget, the lens is different for everyone; 

and like so many things that are social, the lens could be influenced by where you are from, 

where you move to, your education, your economic class, your access, your skills, the languages 

you know, your academic or athletics abilities, your social groups, your religious beliefs, your 
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musical preferences, the allergies you may have, and so on. I use my black lens as a function 

within the ‘white world’ to protect my black body from harm, embarrassment, or just not fitting 

in. With this on my mind, my behavior is supposed change in the presence of white people: I 

become more aware of my speech or outward appearance in public spaces, I accept my access 

being blocked from certain spaces, I conform to any racial expectations projected onto my body, 

and so on again; essentially, I learn to behave. Like so many other things that are social, I think 

blackness exists in the world as an extension of a series of historical injustices, that if we were 

able to deconstruct, would throw into question the bulk of our social and class structures. 

Currently, I am interested in the ways that white supremacy makes all attempts to reinvent, 

cover-up, or discredit histories outside of the comfortable narratives it has chosen, using what we 

will call tactics of genesis amnesia (creating the historical), while also rooting its claims to 

power in a bed of divine prophecies, self-evident truths, and unalienable rights, which make 

these “histories” into something almost a(pre)historical, and therefore beyond question or 

reevaluation. 

 I would like to make a case for the invisible, and a plea for those things unseen. I would 

like to take this opportunity to question these fluid realities that we’ve made into solid things. 

Mine is a conceptually based practice linked to record keeping and time, and the ways in which 

these concepts find plurality within our culture; or more pointedly, the importance that we attach 

to “time” and “the record”, as they relate to our “legacies”, “cultures”, or “the canon”; our 

histories and the ahistorical, the prehistorical, fantasies, the things that never happened but 

could’ve, imagined futures and parallel universes. 

�11



On Becoming 

 Judith Butler’s ‘Gender Is Burning’ questions the linguistic roots of power, by 

highlighting the ability of words to implicate things into a state of subjecthood simply by naming 

them. In this text, Butler asks that we “consider that the use of language is itself enabled by first 

having been called a name” (Butler, 382). This name could be rose, Achilles, or darkness, but we 

use it purposefully like any other tool. This name attaches a combination of historical and 

contemporary meanings to a (possibly) unidentified object, that by being named, is now 

connected to an web of understanding that is generally dislocated from the epistemological 

origins of the name now attached to this object. Butler continues to say that, “the occupation of 

the name is that by which one is, quite without choice, situated within [a] discourse”, in order to 

explain that “the name” is used to give a form context; but as an important note, that the speaker 

is the wielder of the word who subjectivates the object to the contextual social responsibilities 

that the word might carry ascribe (Butler, 382). 

 Butler explains the mechanics of this transfer through a reference to Louis Althusser’s 

notion of interpellation, saying that when a police officer calls “Hey you!”, they subject the 

individual to a social and judicial identity that they must then perform within. Butler calls this 

“the power and force of the law to compel fear at the same time that it offers recognition at an 

expense.. the [“hey you!”] wield[s] the power to compel the fear of punishment and, from that 

compulsion, to produce a compliance and obedience to the law” (p. 381). So by calling on a 

subject, the officer “asks” that subject to perform with the understanding that a failure to comply 

constitutes a predetermined action on their part that has been legitimized by the law (regardless 

of your knowledge of these laws, I might add).  Butler deems this call “formative” by the way “it 
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initiates the individual into the subjected status of the subject” (p. 381). So the call - the name - 

gives the identified subject the opportunity to perform or disappoint within an “understood” 

social dynamic; in this case, you have the opportunity to answer “the call” of the officer by 

stopping (for example). Butler says, “the subject not only receives recognition but attains as well 

a certain order of social existence, in being transferred from an outer region of indifferent, 

questionable, or impossible being, to the discursive or social domain of the subject” (p. 381). By 

being named, the object (the individual) moves out of an unidentified outer region where it might 

rest without a (given) context - untethered - and moves into a world of interpretation - a now 

malleable context - where the application of the name commits the subject to a particular set of 

rules.  

 When Judith Butler writes, “It is the constitutive failure of the performative, this slippage 

between discursive command and its appropriated effect, that provides the linguistic occasion 

and index for consequential disobedience,” I am thinking of the way that this call and response is 

echoed in our performance of racial identity. The ways in which we are committed to a social 

expectation by a system of demographics. Butler’s suggestion is that by naming a thing you give 

that something the opportunity to disappoint your linguistic expectations. Sara Ahmed takes this 

idea one step further by saying, “Colonialism makes the world ‘white’ [a name], which is of 

course a world ‘ready’ for certain kinds of bodies [an expectation], as a world that puts certain 

objects within their reach. Bodies remember such histories, even when we forget them [amnesia]. 

Such histories, we might say, surface on the body, or even shape how bodies surface. Race then 

does become a social as well as bodily given, or what we receive from others as an inheritance of 

this history” (Ahmed, 153-4). Therefore, following these logics, we can say that the expectations 
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of race are passed down over generations, through histories of labor and expectation. You look 

like your ancestors; and in turn, you are treated as they were, born with similar limitations and 

expectations, and are primed to perform their same roles or types of labor.  

 The idea of race has been realized, weaving its way through our social fabric and into our 

active consciousness, so that it is the way that I understand myself. I can't let it go. While I know 

that my culture is this jigsaw of oppressive and supportive forces that has made things and ruined 

things (stories of which I have to be suspicious of), I must admit that this “culture” is one of the 

only things that ties me to a sense of place or belonging in this world - and at multiple levels 

(racially, regionally, nationally, ideally, etc.).  

 I am reminded of a quote by Count Constantin de Volney, from Cheika Anta Diop’s 

African Origin of Civilization: Myth or Reality, which said, “We can even state as a general 

principle that the face [hair, clothing, traditions, our use of space] is a kind of monument able, in 

many cases, to attest or shed light on historical evidence of the origins of peoples” (Diop, 27). I 

like this quote because I think it is important to note that far from everything we have inherited 

as black people is negative - despite the fact that it was meant to be. So much of what I am 

interested in as an artist, and within this paper, is in the ways in which empowered subversion 

happens within these systems of oppression.  

 I Get It From My Mama (2018), is a black and white photographic tryptic, that uses found 

and staged images of my grandmother, my mother, and myself, in an effort to depict our family 

history. My grandmother grew up in Louisa, Virginia as the eldest of thirteen children. They 

lived on a farm, raised animals, and rode horses to carryout the various chores they had to do to 

work the land. My mother grew up in Englewood, New Jersey, but would spend her summers at 
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her grandmother’s home in Louisa; amongst her various cousins and close-knit aunts and uncles. 

There she learned to ride horses for fun. I grew up in Virginia Beach, Virginia, and at least once a 

year I would travel to my great-grandmother’s house in Louisa for our family reunions. My first 

time riding a horse was to create the picture of myself for this series (on the far right). All of this 

history is contained (unspoken) within the details of these portraits. Virginia history runs through 

our hair, our skin, our faces, our smiles, the horses, the land, our clothing, and even the types of 

cameras and film processes that were used to create these images. 

 

  For this reason of history, Count Constantin de Volney’s use of the word “monument” is 

also very exciting to me. In 2018, while I was Richmond working on this photographic series, 

the hottest debate in town was that of, “what to do with all of these Confederate monuments”. By 

participating in these conversations, the relationship between these photographs of my family 
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and I riding horses, to these giant statues depicting famous white men riding horses, became hard 

to ignore. Through my work I am trying to suggest new kinds of monuments, by experimenting 

with other ways of remembering our history. 

 On the topic of monuments, not only do think that the memorialization and 

monumentalizing of confederate war heroes like Robert E. Lee is problematic; but additionally, I 

think our use of things like monuments to suppress the living histories that may have existed on 

the land well before us, while also actively claiming those spaces for these idealized, everlasting 

superhero, trophy-toppers, is an act of violence. Proponents for keeping the confederate 

monuments argue that removing them from public space would be “erasing history”, the irony 

being that the erasure of history is in fact the main function of a monument. Besides the ways it 

takes up space and claims dominion, a monument serves to suppress all of the other histories that 

exist around it, creating both literal and metaphorical hierarchies of knowledge and 

understanding about that space, of ancestry, and firmly insisting on the the importance of one 

particular narrative above everything else. Sara Ahmed shares insights on this topic as well, 

saying that the maintenance of these institutions - whiteness is an institution - involves 

“orientation devices, which keep things in place,” and that “the affect of such placement could be 

described as a form of comfort… To be comfortable is to be so at ease with one’s environment 

that it is hard to distinguish where one’s body ends and the world begins. One fits, and by fitting 

the surfaces of bodies disappears from view. White bodies are comfortable as they inhabit spaces 

that extend their shape. The bodies and spaces ‘point’ towards each other, as a ‘point’ that is not 

seen as it is also ‘the point’ from which we see… In other words, whiteness may function as a 

form of public comfort by allowing bodies to extend into spaces that have already taken their 
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shape. Those spaces are lived as comfortable as they allow bodies to fit in; the surfaces of social 

space are already impressed upon by the shape of such bodies” (Ahmed, 158).  

 We love things that don't move, because that change would cause us discomfort. We want 

the narrative to confirm our biases; no surprises! This is why we cling to the generalizations that 

exist within our racial systems, because otherwise we might have to accept that we’re just racist. 

The confederate monuments are symbolic of the comfort that was earned through war, slavery, 

and genocide, by the ancestors of confederate supporters; who may not have won the war, but 

got to keep their land (so much for “forty acres and a mule”), and still very much control the 

political and social landscapes of the area. These monuments are supposed to make those people 

feel comfortable. It is no coincidence that the houses located on Monument Ave are some of the 

most expensive and cherished spaces in Richmond. They’re a “good neighborhood”! Quiet, 

compared to those bad, “obviously you mean black!”, neighborhoods. “To make this point very 

simply: whiteness becomes a social and bodily orientation given that some bodies will be more 

at home in a world that is orientated around whiteness” (Ahmed, 160). That 30-foot Robert E. 

Lee monument projects itself across the map in a way that is supposed to make white people feel 

comfortable in the space, and in a way that is supposed to make those who are uncomfortable 

feel black. Welcome: It stands as declarative as a flag on the moon!    
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Nigga Is Historical 

 Although we have come to the understanding that “white” and “black” are distinctions 

based upon generations of both ignorant and strategic misrepresentations or generalizations, that 

have no basis in reality (beyond the maintenance of a caste system that will only ever benefit the 

wealthy minority), I am sorry to say that we are still unfinished. Recognition is only the first 

step. Additionally, I am aware of the fact that choosing any identity within this construct - 

whether that be white, mixed race, black, unaffiliated, or other - carries with it its own set of 

rules and circumstances already accounted for by the system; and furthermore (understanding 

that Althusser’s call does not only come from an internal self determination but is a projection or 

label placed cast us by others; like when my little god-brother yelled, “haha you’re black!”), this 

linguistic system is attached to a culture of visual representation that extends far beyond the way 

we talk about ourselves. So while I wish I could simply cast off my linguistic oppression by 

name and declare myself a raceless-borderless-unbound-being, I don't think that will change the 

way that I am understood socially, especially by strangers. To explain further, no matter what I 

decide to call myself, there will always be those (at least in this lifetime) that will try to diminish 

my worth in this world by calling me a “nigger”. 

 I understand black not as a condition, but as an expectation (an imposition very related to 

the way Butler referred to “the call” of the law); and so by calling me a black artist, you commit 

me to a behavioral expectation that I am liable to disappoint or live up to. We see this 

everywhere: magazine ads that encourage our idea of beauty, familial expectations that 

encourage our roles in society, systems of evaluation that enforce an average or standard (a 

rubric) that we are then measured against, pornography that through a process of fetishization 
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encourages a similar standard for what is normal; it is only by the process of being named - and 

thus being given an expectation - that we are given the opportunity for failure/disobedience. 

Only by naming a black man, and thus asking someone to represent black maleness, do we 

present this person with the opportunity to disappoint us with their performance. Calling me a 

nigger does not necessarily diminish me, but it aims to - through its reference to serious social 

inequalities and a cultural evaluation system devalues my existence in parallel, and encourages 

the sorts of social dynamics that - through media, entertainment, and conditioning - have become 

a mutual understanding. 

 To further complicate this issue - or the subsequently delayed solution that makes 

necessary the work in thinking about these things - we might quickly think about the origins of 

our racial caste system. “Nigger” is a composed reference attached to a history of use that 

explains it. It takes its origins from the Latin word niger, meaning Black (a color), developed 

through English to become Negro and refer to a person, and through a series of social 

developments and mispronunciations became the derogatory “nigger”. As only a word (a fixed 

definition), it cannot erase all of the things within me, about me, amongst me, that are not 

“nigger”; and yet, by using this word the wielder is attempting to strip me of my ineffable 

individualities and relate me to a caricature - a caricature being the only kind of image that could 

neatly fit within such a description (nigger). Butler opens her essay ‘Gender Is Burning’ with a 

quote from Friedrich Nietzsche’s On The Genealogy of Morals where he writes, “the cause of the 

origin of a thing and its eventual utility, its actual employment and place in a system of purposes, 

lie worlds apart; whatever exists, having somehow come into being, is again and again 

reinterpreted to new ends, taken over, transformed, and redirected” (p. 381). So here we 
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understand that it is also not enough to search the past for a narrative that finally and ultimately 

deconstructs the word, because it has become a meme that exists both as far and far beyond it’s 

original origin.  

 Butler continues, “the argument that the category of ‘sex’ is the instrument or effect of 

‘sexism’ or its interpellating moment, that ‘race’ is the instrument and effect of ‘racism’ or its 

interpellating moment, that gender only exists in the service of heterosexualism, does not entail 

that we ought never to make use of such terms, as if such terms could only and always 

reconsolidate the oppressive regimes of power by which they are spawned. On the contrary, 

precisely because such terms have been produced and constrained within such regimes, they 

ought to be repeated in directions that reverse and displace their original aims” (p. 383). So for it 

is also not enough to avoid the conversation by deciding not to use the words altogether - and 

most likely insisting that others follow this lead - I think, because the word has already copied 

and implanted itself in our reality in ways that are far deeper and more physical than we give 

credit (credit!: what an insidious insertion of a - most likely appropriated - word, now dripping 

with capitalistic elevation ethics, into this purely theoretical conversation). 

 For quite some time I have been trying to understand, for myself, the ways that my art 

can approach topics of race or “whiteness” without centering those institutions in ways that 

would only be counter productive. In response to the problem of static things like nigger, 

following Butler’s calls for inventive subversions, my art is interested in the dynamics of nigga: 

The power flip! Our intervention. Ebonics. A reevaluation of things that were (re)made to be 

static. “Using the master’s tools the wrong way!” While many insist that the proper way to deal 

with powerful words like racial slurs would be to not use them, Butler argues, “the compulsion to 
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repeat an injury is not necessarily the compulsion to repeat the injury in the same way… the 

force of repetition in a language may be the paradoxical condition by which a certain agency - 

not linked to a fiction of the ego as master of circumstance - is derived from the impossibility of 

choice” (p. 383). In other words, the repetition - or in this case the transformation of nigger to 

nigga - reverses the power of the word, giving the former subject (person) new control over the 

circumstances of their (given) identity; - nigga(s) - wielders of the word, therefore become 

responsible for its contemporary context. An “agency” that enables a sense of self-ownership that 

is so often denied within oppressive societies.  

 Nigga Is Historical: This Is Not An Invitation For White People To Say Nigga (2019), is a 

subversive declaration! In one stroke it both brings “nigga” into the realm of the historical, where 

it should stay - this word that despite its prevalence both historically, communally, and within 

popular culture, lacks any official record of epistemological origins or literary use; while at the 

same time, this artwork displaces the essential comfort that contains so invisibly this idea of 

whiteness, in a way that challenges the perspective of white viewers (who usually feel so 

comfortable it these spaces (the art gallery and the essay), while also welcoming viewers of color 

to feel “at home” in these spaces that are normally so indifferent to their presence. 

 Sara Ahmed says, “we inherit the reachability of some objects, those that are ‘given’ to 

us, or at least made available to us, within the ‘what’ that is around… not just physical objects, 

but also styles, capacities, aspirations, techniques, habits. Race becomes, in this model, a 

question of what is within reach, what is available to perceive and to do ‘things’ with” (Ahmed, 

154). Said differently, through a series of systems we inherit our orientations, and with that, our 

proximities to things. I can attest that I absolutely inherited my proximity to the word nigga. In 
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my experience as an African American, I hear the word nigga everywhere (comfortably), even if 

I’m not the one saying it! Nigga is used poetically and casually, it can be used as an exclamation, 

a gesture of community, a noun and sometimes as an adjective, as an introduction or a farewell, 

or even as sign of mutual comfort around others. Nigga can be used as a way to refer to just 

about anything: you, your dog, your neighbor, your grandpa, that white person crossing the 

street, in fact any race really, or any gender, it can be both positive or negative, about the familiar 

or unfamiliar; really, the only way nigga discriminates is in the particularities about who is 

allowed to say it.  

 Self Portrait I (2017) consists of the words REAL ASS NIGGA in neon lights, situated 

below a photograph of myself lying in a field of grass, posing with a bronze casted name plate 

(formally reminiscent of a mug shot) that I made for myself, all hung on a painted red wall.  
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 With this work I made the decision to bring the phrase “real ass nigga” into the room, 

because at the time I just felt like it needed to be said. As well liked as I felt in my undergraduate 

art department, it was and still is a predominantly white institution, full of all of the classic white 

problems in excess, and to detail the countless micro-aggressions that I experienced while there 

would be an essay all on its own. So for now you will have to take me for my word when I tell 

you, it needed to be said. Growing up black, the image of a real nigga was - to me - of a black 

someone who truly believed in themselves. Let me tell you too, that this was something to look 

up to after learning that I was black. Be it the rapper, the athlete, the comedian, or the 

professional, this person effectively navigated “the game”; not only in spite of, but in celebration 

of their blackness, and made it look easy. I wanted to adapt this phrase to include me.  

 Not only was I trying to participate in the agency that “nigga” gives its wielder, but by 

bringing this phrase into the room, I felt like I was making an unapologetic public announcement 

about a source of strength for me. In Black Skin, White Masks, Fanon writes, “In the white world 

the man of color encounters difficulties in the development of his bodily schema. Consciousness 

of the body is solely a negating activity. It is a third-person consciousness. The body is 

surrounded by an atmosphere of certain uncertainty” (Fanon, 110–11). I can say with certainty 

that I felt these same discomforts about my body as a young person. I remember buying my first 

valentine in middle school only to be told, “My father would never let me date the black boy,” 

and it was crushing. However, as much as I hold onto the accuracy of Fanon’s description, I 

hesitate to say that - in contemporary terms - this is not the body of a real ass nigga. A real ass 

nigga has learned to experience their body with positivity. To reiterate, Ahmed contests that, “the 

starting point for orientation is the point from which the world unfolds: the ‘here’ of the body, 
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and the ‘where’ of its dwelling” (Ahmed, 151). For me the real nigga became a positive 

affirmation within which I can dwell. A point of pride that helped me reorient my subjecthood 

within the world as it continued to unfold, the poetics perfectly encapsulating the pain and beauty 

of my blackness. 

 Ahmed begins this essay by saying that “Phenomenology helps us to show how 

whiteness is an effect of racialization, which in turn shapes what it is that bodies ‘can 

do’” (Ahmed 150). So I will assert, that even in this case, we must understand that it is through 

whiteness - through this racialized system of distinction - that we come to the understanding that 

white people cannot say nigga. White people made the system, black people figured out how to 

use it. I want to be clear also, about the fact that none of this positioning is done out of malice. 

The goal of this work is not, in any way, to ostracize my white friends or colleagues, but simply 

to open up these conversations in ways that I hope are productive. I will add, however, that if you 

do experience this work maliciously, I think that it says more about the privileged position that 

came with, than it does about my subversive intentions. I love it when white people say, “You 

can’t say anything these days!”, because you really can’t say anything, and that is so wonderful. 

That such an in significant limitation or denial of access might bother you serves as ample 

evidence of an excess amount of privilege; like snobbishly yelling, “You cant say that!”, at an 

enraged and spoiled toddler. I refer to Ahmed once more, who said “To be orientated, or to be at 

home in the world, is also to feel a certain comfort: we might only notice comfort as an affect 

when we lose it, when we become uncomfortable”(Ahmed, 158). I like to, and will continue to, 

incorporate this type of resistance within my work, which might make some people a little 

uncomfortable.  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Why are we so afraid of  the dark? 

I think we’ve learned to favor, so much, our eyesight.  

I think we’ve learned to favor, too much, our eyesight. 

I would like to make a case for the invisible. 

I would like to make a plea for things unseen. 

We are at a crossroad 

Losing faith in symbols  

Our names at stake  

With nothing to replace them with. 

I would like to make a case for the invisible. 

We had an argument once. 

A disagreement really, 

About the nature of  flat objects. 

You said to me, “but isn’t all art three-dimensional? 

This paper being made of  of  atoms… 

And atoms being round… 

Is there anything that could ever truly be flat?” 

Someone scoffed at the rhetorical nature of  our conversation. 
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I thought,  

How could I ever know anything about atoms? 

The only atoms I’d seen were in movies. 

Diagrams portraying a voluminous reality  

That I could not see for myself. 

What they could only capture for me on (to me) flat paper. 

I said to you, “Well… by that argument,  

How could we ever truly say that the world is infact round? 

Beyond our experience of  it, couldn’t we all just be sitting on flat paper? 

Flat people, experiencing depth on a bed of  diagonals?” 

“Even this conversation we can only explore semantically.” 
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Is This America? 

 Last year on CNN with Wolf Blitzer, Don Lemmon described Kanye West’s visit to the white 

house as a “minstrel show”, and I wonder what made him say this. Assuming that Don Lemon has been to 

a minstrel show, I wonder what about his experiences at that minstrel show reminded him of this 

situation: a forty-one year old man meeting with the president of the United States to talk about the 

policies and initiatives that concern him (amongst other things).  

 Having never been to a minstrel show myself, I had to do some research in order to fully 

understand the comparison that Don Lemon was trying to make. Apparently, a minstrel show was 

a popular phrase used in medieval Europe to describe any type of entertainer, especially one kept 

on retainer by royals or high society. To bring in a more recent (American) context, according to 

Annemarie Bean, author of Inside the Minstrel Mask: Readings in Nineteenth-century Blackface 

Minstrelsy, “the blackface minstrel show evolved from its beginnings in the American 

Revolution to its peak during the late 1800s.” I am very interested in this initial description, 

because it immediately provides us with the concept of blackface. Was Kanye performing in 

blackface? Blackface is when someone - usually a non-black person - puts on dark make-up, and 

performs a caricature of what it means, or what it is like, to be a “black person”, by utilizing 

scenarios, language, and archetypes stereotypical of black culture.  

 Blackface, Bean writes, “shaped society's perceptions of African Americans - and of 

women - as well as made [a] mark on national identity, policymaking decisions, and other 

entertainment forms such as vaudeville, burlesque, the revue, and, eventually, film, radio, and 

television”. What is important about this quote is identifying for whom do these imitations and 

parodies shape perceptions of African Americans - and of women. Obviously the white man was 

fooled, and the people playing these roles had invested themselves in these caricatures, but I 
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wonder what effect this popular form of entertainment had on the psyche of those who were 

being represented. I understand that this portrayal of “reality” might deceive someone who grew 

up outside of any sort of black community, but certainly this “shaping of societal perceptions” 

could not have been universal. Although I question the perspective that Bean writes from, this 

idea that the black-face minstrel show influenced a national understanding of “blackness” is a 

very popular historical narrative that I have found written about by different historians in a 

number of places; and I find this very troubling, but it relates to the idea of hyperreality in a way 

that I find very important and would like to continue to deconstruct, because it relates so much to 

the way we are currently talking about my work, and about Kanye West. 

 The term hyperreality is used by various fields of knowledge differently, but what seems 

to be most important in a conversation about the hyperreal is an understanding of “the 

simulation” and “the simulacrum”. According to Jean Baudrillard, the simulation is 

“characterized by a blending of ‘reality’ and representation, where there is no clear indication of 
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where the former stops and the latter begins” (Baudrillard, np). According to Gilles Deleuze, “the 

simulacrum is an image without resemblance” (Deleuze, p.254); a copy without an original. Like 

theories about about idolatry, where persons begin to worship the image of a god - the idol (an 

icon) - in place of the original divinity, our experience of hyperreality - theoretically - is similar 

in that (according to Lacan) there are a series of steps that remove a thing from reality, push it 

into the realm of simulation, until finally the wide scale production of interrelated simulacra 

create a world completely disconnected from what is “real”. Call this hyperreality. A hyperreality 

not only convinces us of the simulacra, the replication now separate from the reality that the 

simulation was once married to, but it causes us to forget that the real thing ever existed in the 

first place. The hyperreal not only replaces the real, but in fact causes us to question it as 

nostalgic - or now part of the unreal - in defense of our commitment to the hyperreal. Thinking 

about the hyperreality we have created around our conceptions of race, I think Don Lemon is 

only able to call Kanye West a minstrel, and “an embarrassment to African Americans”, because 

Don Lemon has convinced himself (or been convinced) of his own performance of race within 

the hyperreal constructs that our cultures exist upon. In fact it is ironic to call Kanye a minstrel, 

someone who historically would be expected to perform race to for audience of outsiders, 

because that is exactly what we are asking him to do: represent a race; to re-perform something 

(blackness) that, in the first place, was created in caricature in an attempt to symbolically 

disfigure a generalized population of oppressed human beings. 

 I would like to call this a “misrecognition”, related to Jacques Lacan’s theories about 

human development in his essay, “The mirror stage as formative of the function of the I as 

psychoanalytic experience”. Lacan argues that, “The mirror stage is a drama whose internal 
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thrust is precipitated from insufficiency to anticipation - and which manufactures for the subject, 

caught up in the lure of spatial identification, the succession of phantasies that extends from a 

fragmented body-image” (Lacan, p4). Put another way, as infants when we recognize ourselves 

in the mirror we mistake our reflections as actual representations of a physical reality, and 

throughout our lives, continue to construct our idea of self through a series of misunderstandings 

about the actual conditions of our existence - especially in relation to our understanding of “the 

other”. I find this to be an important idea because it understands the subjects relationship to what 

Lacan calls “a method of symbolic reduction” (Lacan, p5). As much as our faith in the hyperreal 

causes us to internalize a set of rules for ourselves, we also outwardly project our expectations of 

how one should behave onto other people, a good example being Don Lemon’s condemnations 

of Kanye West. Therefore, we too play a vital role in the maintenance of these systems of 

misrecognition through our social performances. Our roles as (and in front of) mirrors. 

 I made a piece called “You’re Still A Nigger!” (2017), which was simply an assemblage 

of my things in cardboard boxes. My rock collection, my trading card collections, notes written 

to me, my favorite books, report cards from school, concert tickets, family photographs, 

embarrassing emails, trophies, documents from my cancer treatment, my birth certificate, 

yearbooks, tae-know-do belts; just anything I could find that I felt resonated some of my 

character. In the final critique of my work one of my professors asked me, “Why didn’t you 

include more indicators that would have told me this was about being a black youth, without the 

use of the title?” “Also, I question the sincerity of this work, why should I believe that these were 

your things?” “Also, you’re showing off all of your accomplishments, but where are the 

failures?”  
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I wasn't really sure what to say. He was confused as to how these things he associates with 

whiteness - trophies, straight A’s, smiling faces, books, quirky collections, my high school 

diploma - could be my things, but I couldn't think any other ways to claim ownership of them. I 

literally put my birth certificate out there like I was Obama. I thought, “Do you mean where are 

all of the guns and basketballs?” (there was one basketball). The irony of this questioning is that 

the entire point of the piece is to point out this type of prejudice. The idea that he should be able 

to identify the authenticity of my blackness by my object choice, or even the audacity to think 

my work should aim to confirm the projected biases of his imagination. “You’re still a nigger,” is 

a colloquial expression that means, no matter how much you accomplish they will only ever see 

you as black - and that they isn’t only about white people. As young person I often faced this 

when people would say that I was very articulate, for a black person. Good at soccer, for a black 

person; which in turn drove my ambition to succeed at these things (this type of success - “You‘ll 

have to work twice as hard to get the same amount of respect” - actually a big part of black 
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culture, despite my professors disbelief). My classmate interjected, that what was so striking to 

him about the piece was seeing all of the collections that we had in common. Recognition that 

although we grew up in different places, with different color parents, with different motives, we 

were still so similar (I’d bet it has more to do with class). There’s hope for the future, but this is 

what’s at stake. 

 In Butler’s example, when a police officer calls “Hey you!”, submitting this individual to 

the condition of being subjected in a way that forms a social and judicial identity around this 

previously unidentified person,“the power and force of the law to compel fear at the same time 

that it offers recognition at an expense” (Butler, 381), I would like to extend this thought to 

include that when we call Kanye West a representative of black people - especially in a way that 

flattens or ignores the extensive and various other attributes and conditions that have formed his 

subjective identity. In this call, we commit Kanye to a behavioral expectation that he is then 

liable to disappoint, and it is only by the process of being named - an thus being given an 

expectation - that he is given the opportunity for failure/disobedience. Only by naming Kanye a 

black man responsible for the representation of blackness, because of his affluence or position, 

do we give him the opportunity to disappoint us with his performance. 

 Lacan believed that the term real is composed in “opposition to that which is 

encompassed by the symbolic and the imaginary. The real is what eludes representation, what 

cannot be either symbolized or imagined and perceived within the images of the conscious and 

unconscious” (Lacan, 280). The real is my skin and the air that I breathe, while the simulacrum - 

the hyperreal - is a symbolic or idealized understanding of what it means to have skin like mine. 

Carl Jung explains about our deconstruction of symbols, “the constructive method [of 
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interpretation] is the work of expanding the meaning of an image or symbol in order to discover 

its purpose in the moment. It answers the the question ‘Why at this moment does this symbol 

arise?’ The analytic method is the work of reducing the meaning of an image or symbol in order 

to discover its source cause or history within the life of an individual”. To somewhat reorder this 

understanding then, we use symbolism in order to create a general - and conveniently functional 

- understanding, for the moment, of something that is otherwise very complicated.  

 I am reminded too, of Donald Glover’s song and music video This Is America, released in 

May of 2018. Within this artwork, Glover continuously repeats the lyric “This is America” as he 

navigates his way through a montage of scenes depicting extreme gun violence, police, minstrels, 

dancing, firearms, and other reliable themes, in an attempt to create an image of “America”. For 

his contributions to our culture, Glover was awarded four Grammy Awards (2019),  a Costume 

Designers Guild Award (2019), three UK Music Video Awards (2018), two BET Hip Hop 

Awards (2018), and two MTV Music Video Awards (2018).  Will Gompertz, arts editor of the 

BBC, asserted that This Is America was a "powerful and poignant allegorical portrait of 21st 

Century America, which warrants a place among the canonical depictions of the USA from Grant 

Wood's American Gothic to Edward Hopper's Nighthawks, from Emanuel Leutze's Washington 

Crossing the Delaware to America the Beautiful by Norman Lewis”. 

 I would argue that This Is America only succeeds in creating a beautiful hyperreality. A 

dumb representation, or caricature, of something real and actually horrifically complicated. 

Ironically, in contrast to conversations around Kanye West, this video was mostly talked about 

with reverence, many naming the artist a genius; when in fact, I feel that works such as these that 

try to generalize a population are more damaging then any of the controversial statements Kanye 
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West has made, because of the ways in which it encourages a false narrative.  In his book of 

essays, Travels in Hyperreality, Umberto Eco states that, “holography (another form of 

hyperreality) could prosper only in America, a country obsessed with realism, where, if a 

reconstruction is to be credible, it must be absolutely iconic, a perfect likeness, a ‘real’ copy of 

the reality being represented”. I think this perfectly encapsulates why then This Is America is 

considered “successful” while Kanye is seen as a “disappointment”. I think Donald Glover & 

Company did a fantastic job of feeding people a narrative that they had already accepted - a 

“real” copy of the reality being represented - and my issue with this work is just this: Why are we 

so obsessed with this sort of realism? A reality that we can only experience through our 

television screens… 

 For those who have not studied This Is America, I would like to offer a transcrpit. First, I 

think the lyrics were left intentionally devoid of meaning, and I imagine that this was an attempt 

to reflect maybe the vapidity of the current “rap game”. Try to imagine a beat behind all of this: 

“We just wanna party, Party just for you, We just want the money, Money just for you, I know 

you wanna party, Party just for me, Girl, you got me dancin’, Dance and shake the frame. This is 

America (skrrt, skrrt, woo), Don’t catch you slippin' up (ayy), Look at how I'm livin' now, Police 

be trippin' now (woo), Yeah, this is America (woo, ayy), Guns in my area (word, my area), I got 

the strap (ayy, ayy), I gotta carry ‘em …”, and so on.  

 Also, everybody in the video is black except the white police officers that chase Glover at 

the end. This is definitely a popular thing to do, but I wonder if people would have enjoyed 

watching white people die in this video with the same congratulatory vigor. The choreography 

includes popular dance crazes as well as moves inspired by traditional minstrel dances, possibly 
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in an attempt to connect our current culture of movement to our performative past - not that 

Donald Glover designed the choreography. The black church - a black staple - also makes an 

appearance (in caricature), exaggerated within the music as well as part of the video, singing 

with spirit up until the moment when Glover is given the gun he uses to kill all of the choir 

members. Then our course how could the image of our people be complete without sparking a 

joint while standing on top of some not so nice cars, doing a little Michael Jackson, and then 

running from the cops. In a TIME article meant to explain the meaning of the video, Guthrie 

Ramsey, a professor of music history at the University of Pennsylvania is quoted saying that 

Gambino, “could be anyone,” according to Ramsey. “You have him almost unadorned, as if he 

were totally without all the accoutrements of stardom,” he says, noting that Gambino dances in 

neutral colored pants, dark skin and with textured hair. “It’s just him, and therefore, it could be 

us” (Gajanan, np). Translated by me: Without his chains on, Gambino just looks like any other  

nigga - shootin’ guns, just havin’ a good time! Oh my! How quickly this artist’s rendition of 

blackness is mistaken for the real thing. 

 To be honest my opinions about Donald Glover are not popular. My little brother 

adamantly argues with me about these same points. In fact, when I bring up my issues with This 

Is America amongst peers the usual response I get is, “What!? You’re crazy! Have you seen 

Atlanta?” - a television show that Donald Glover created, stars in, writes, executive produces, 

and directs. Yes, I have seen Atlanta. I think Atlanta follows the same logic systems I find 

troubling in This Is America, but that make Glover’s work so marketable, popular, profitable, and 

therefore successful. Atlanta creates an amazing hyperreality about a space that is known to be 

black. It vacuum-seals this tidy image of black life and struggle, complete with a baby mama, a 
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cousin who raps and sells drugs, black on black violence, a funny best friend, and plenty of 

“niggas”; but of course, Glover has to set himself apart as the cool guy genius that dropped out 

of Princeton because it was too white, or sum like that. I think Donald Glover, like so many, has 

made a career profiting off of this new wave, government sponsored, black representation/

fetishization, which is not so new at all. I am reminded too of the way Jordan Peele went from 

performing blackness in Weird Al Yankovic’s classic song White and Nerdy in 2006, as one of 

the “gangsters” that “rolls up” on the defenseless weird Al, only to now be one of the hottest 

young directors of the black experience in 2017/2019, with films like Get Out and Us. Don't get 

me wrong, I liked those movies, but I don't think these things happen by chance. Institutions 

make use of agreeable tokens that they pull from the ranks of black folk to serve as false 

figureheads that tell us what to be like, while also restoring our faith in the idea that we too will 

be awarded the American Dream if we play along.   

 The wonderful ironies about This Is America (and my uneven criticality of it), are the 

ways that it actually does interact with important aspects of our culture in the United States, but 

in a manner that I think has been overlooked by popular reviews of this work. For starters, in 

order to watch This Is America, you must first watch a 30 second YouTube ad - this is America.  

 A basic reading of the social message embedded within This Is America is that people are 

dying while we are all dancing around enjoying ourselves; or that we are distracted by the 

beautiful (black) bodies on screen and forgetting about the things going on in the shadows; or . 

Many were quick to call these ideas “woke”. In the same TIME article, Ramsey says, “The 

central message is about guns and violence in America and the fact that we deal with them and 

consume them as part of entertainment on one hand, and on the other hand, is a part of our 

�36



national conversation. You’re not supposed to feel as if this is the standard fare opulence of the 

music industry. It’s about a counter-narrative and it really leaves you with chills” (Gajanan, np). 

 Keep in mind that in 2018 there were twenty-four school shootings - and these definitely 

weren’t all black kids - in the United States (twice as many as the year before), and in response, 

students around the country organized The March For Our Lives, in an attempt to bring 

awareness to some of the more controversial gun policies in our country. This shared protest took 

place in over 800 cities around the country and worldwide, and gathered the support of an 

estimated 2 million people, making it one of the largest recorded protest in United States History. 

Ironically, these protests could only do so much to sway public or political opinions, after a while 

the students lost steam and went back to school; and months later, 20 million people tuned in to 

watch Glover win all those Grammy Awards for his work in social justice… so what was the 

point of that song again? #stayingwoke 

 Furthermore, the music, song structure, flow and overall concept of this critically 

acclaimed song (This Is America), are all rumored (quite reasonably) to have been taken from - 

inspired by - a song called American Pharaoh by Jase Harley, without credit or compensation. 

Although this became a well known inconsistency on the internet, the powers at be (media, 

billboards, awardees, charts and labels) say very little about this appropriation, because of course 

this too fits right in with our popular culture that avoids giving credit to source authors rather 

historically. I am thinking of the way the Rolling Stones introduced white Americans to the 

sounds of Muddy Waters at a profit, or the way victims of genocide and slave laborers were used 

to build cities and universities that systematically deny access to the ancestors of those same 

valuable peoples. Again, This Is America strikes a chord at the heart of our capital-imperialistic 

�37



culture. A society so invested in the hyper real so as to avoid dealing with any sort reality. Why is 

it unimportant?: where things come from (where I come from (the prescription of blackness 

erasing my origins)); all of the hands that participated in the creation of this success. What is it 

about these singular superheroes (monuments) that is so fascinating and important?  

 Earlier I pointed out the fact that Glover had a choreographer, and probably a costume 

designer, and a set designer, a director, casting agent - all of whom I hope won many awards; my 

point being, the labor of many hands contributed to the creation of this beautiful fabrication, in 

the same way it takes a village to support a monarchy or an ideology like whiteness that would 

intentionally oppress a certain percentage of the population so that an ordained few might be able 

to easily travel the world and fuck whomever they’d like (as long as they are lower class) - we 

are still within the imperial era after all - please excuse my digressions.  

 As a final note, American gun violence is complicated, so any attempt to distill that epic 

into a song is likely to disappoint - like a love letter using only emojis. According to a number of 

internet statistics (no citations), schools have become much less violent over the past 10 years, 

not accounting for mass shootings. I think the mass shooting epidemic in the United States is part 

of larger conversations about mental heath, the fragile male ego, and home grown terrorism, all 

of which go beyond the parameters of this paper. Also, considering the gun violence that the 

United States brings to other countries - beyond our television sets - speaking only about an 

internal gun culture, within only a black framework, without addressing our military industrial 

complex, frankly does not do justice our obsession with guns; and again, only serves to create a 

shallow portrait - a hollow hyperreality - of what it means to be in America.  
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 In fact, even the way “America” was used historically to capture all of the “Western” 

Hemisphere, only to then forget more than half the people that were subjugated under this one 

name (America) - I am talking about using the word America to refer to the United States, 

excluding those who live in South America or Central America or the rest of North America; also 

remembering that the discovery of America is a white myth, and a history pulsating through the 

rhymes and rhythms of this song. 

 My point is not to vilify Donald Glover. I think he’s a talented guy, and I wish him all of 

the success in the world - whatever that might mean to him. I am trying to call into question the 

impressiveness of all these mythologies over what’s real. I am debating the importance things 

like This Is America over, well, things that are real. The importance of monuments above people. 

The importance of money over love. Even if I don't agree with half the things that Kanye West 

says, I do think he means it, and that he shakes up the blackness narrative in a way that is 

interesting. I am thinking through these things for myself as well, to answer this question that I 

keep coming back to:“What am I fighting for, exactly?”  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The intense fluorescent hum around us is 

made eerie by our recent memory of daylight 

(“but that is not what’s important!”); I am 

trying to hold your hand for comfort, but 

recently I realized that our skin is never 

actually touching. I keep trying to reach you 

but the spaces in between our atoms are 

nonnegotiable, and none of my squeezing or 

repositioning has any effect on our distance. 

I would look away, but once you know a 

word it is a sentence. I keep praying for our 

boundaries to become imaginary, but I can’t 

tell how well my prayers are working.

The train hasn’t moved for some time. The 

passengers keep saying that a backpack has 

been left unattended - no one saw by whom 

- and the police are on their way to deal with... 

“Deal with it?” ! our guide smiles ! “Oh 

don’t worry, this is a normal safety precaution.”

We wait a while longer.



Endless 

 I remember the release of Blonde, Frank Ocean’s second studio album, vividly, because it  

dropped the week before my friend Aaron passed away. Like many, I had been anxiously trying 

to anticipate what Frank Ocean would do next, ever since his first studio album, Channel 

Orange, had been released four long years earlier. For me (although, reclusive as he seems, 

Frank Ocean did do a lot in his time off), the series of works he released late in August of 2016 

felt like a serendipitous mercy from the universe. A gift when I was crying.  

 My friend Jahleel called to tell me Frank Ocean had released his new project that day. 

Instead of the the full-length, perfectly-produced, sophomore album everyone was expecting 

(that comes later) - the details of which rumor mills had been basing vague speculative headlines 

on for years - Frank made a 46 minute music video. “Like Lemonade?”, Beyonce’s visual album 

released earlier in the year... “No”. I was on my way out the house, but instead I connected my 

laptop to the TV and found the link to this new video.  

 Released on Apple Music as a beautiful 45 min 51 sec, black & white, high-definition 

video, shot seemingly in one location - a large open studio space mostly empty except for a 

number of power tools and a sculpture/boombox most likely gifted to him by Tom Sachs 

(Toyan's, 2002. Mixed media. 97 x 148 x 30 inches), which Ocean seems to play the music from 

in the beginning of the video - Endless is a conceptual, visual, musical, assemblage, that takes 

you on a journey through a few of the many memories, experiences, sounds, thoughts and 

influences that Ocean had absorbed during his (then) 29 years of consciousness.  

 After a robotic introduction that phases into a paired down Isley Brothers cover, the 

viewer watches as dark silhouettes of Frank Ocean work at an unspecified task, sounds of effort 
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occasionally interrupting the effortlessly synchronized harmonies Ocean is well-known for. Call-

and-response style lyrics echo emotion, the video occasionally cuts to close-ups or blinks from 

black to white or pink then back to the video (perfectly on beat), with just enough transition time 

for the artist to change outfits before getting back to work. Multiple copies of Ocean appear on 

screen, simultaneously accomplishing separate tasks (or relaxing), mimicking Ocean’s technical 

trickery as a vocalist, the way he builds layers of sound with numerous voices - mostly his own 

with various effects - on top of simple instrumentals and beats. Sometimes you’re just listening 

to sounds and rhythms. Some of the moments in the music are so simple but thorough, and 

touching and thought provoking (I am specifically thinking of the tracks titled Rushes and 

Rushes To) I still look back to them for inspiration at times when I feel hopeless.  

 It does not become apparent that what is being built is a staircase until halfway through 

the video, when one of the Oceans wheels out a scaffold and starts stacking the wooden objects 

they had been working on. SPOILER ALERT: By the end of the process the artist successfully 

builds the staircase to the height of the florescent studio lights, which he then begins to walk up; 

but of course, before he can reach the top the video snaps back to the beginning of the process 

when he first began playing the song on the Tom Sachs radio and the multiple Franks start 

building again, this time to a different soundtrack. I don't even have room to talk about all of the 

beautiful symbolism built into his use of color, the task achieved, the artwork created, or the deep 

reflections on life and our work as human beings that this work conjures for me still today, and 

especially in those first moments.  

 According to Tom Sachs, who also contributed to Frank Ocean’s magazine Boys Don’t 

Cry - released the very next day at surprise pop-up shops in Los Angeles, New York, Chicago, 
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and London - a surprise containing a copy of his second studio album Blonde (the third surprise 

of the weekend); Sachs, who was also featured in the music video for Frank Ocean’s new single 

Provider; according to Tom Sachs there is a 140-hour unedited version of Endless where you get 

to watch Ocean build the staircase from start to finish. I wonder how my experience of this 

artwork would change if I were to sit through the entire process of the making; and not just the 

140 hours of stair building, but even the countless hours of planning behind everything, music 

production and recording, the promotions and business deals. I guess I am asking what it is like 

to be the artist. 

 What I love about Frank Ocean is the subtlety of his work, and the ways in which his 

influence seems quite boundless. When he first entered the national in 2012 with that Grammy 

Award Winning album Channel Orange, people were not happy with Frank Ocean. I remember 

people saying, “; or conversations like: 

  “Have you listened to Channel Orange?” 

 “Nah… I heard that nigga gay!” 

 “I heard Think Bout You is about a man”. “I heard Forrest Gump isn’t a metaphor”! 

 What's funny is that nowadays his sexual orientation never really even mentioned, but I 

remember just seven years ago when Frank Ocean coming out of the closet was a national 

(global?) conversation. Back then you couldn't just be black and gay without raising more than a 

few eyebrows. Even in my own family it took years for us to acknowledge our queer relatives. 

Now of course it’s no big deal, but that shift happened very quickly, quietly and subtly. Now 

everybody loves Frank Ocean, (and this amazing!), but I remember when. Frank Ocean has 

superpowers. 
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 Lastly, the way Frank Ocean used the release of Endless to get out of his record label 

contract is inspiring. According to a New York Times article written a few months after these two 

albums were released,  

“He replaced his team — new management, new lawyer, new publicist. And he began 

negotiations to free himself from his contract with Def Jam, the label that had signed him in 

2009 and effectively shelved him until his self-released debut mixtape “Nostalgia, Ultra” 

caused a stir online in 2011. “A seven-year chess game” is how he described the process of 

buying himself out of his contract and purchasing back all of his master recordings — using 

his own money, he said. As a condition of the arrangement, he said, Def Jam took on 

distribution of his next project, “Endless,” which is available [legally] only as a streaming 

video album on Apple Music. Then, less than two days later, came a big surprise: “Blonde,” 

released independently by Mr. Ocean. (Apple Music paid to host the premiere of “Blonde,” 

but Mr. Ocean said there was no ongoing relationship with Apple.) This was Mr. Ocean’s 

checkmate, an album wholly his own that took center stage: “Blonde” debuted atop the 

Billboard album chart with the third-biggest opening week of the year, behind only Drake 

and Beyoncé.” 

So in just a few moves Frank Ocean releases a beautiful feature length video, which couldn't 

chart because of the way it was released, but has some of my favorite lyrics and sounds that 

Frank Ocean has put together (this video that also gets him out of his record label contract), and 

also a debut album on his brand new record label that tops the charts, along with the release of 

his book/magazine which sold out pretty quickly and is only rising in value on the Internet. Not 

bad… This might be an artist to model when thinking about ways to subvert these systems.  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The intense fluorescent hum around us is 

made eerie by our recent memory of daylight 

(“but that is not what’s important!”); I am 

trying to hold your hand for comfort, but 

recently I realized that our skin is never 

actually touching. I keep trying to reach you 

but the spaces in between our atoms are 

nonnegotiable, and none of my squeezing or 

repositioning has any effect on our distance. 

I would look away, but once you know a 

word it is a sentence. I keep praying for our 

boundaries to become imaginary, but I can’t 

tell how well my prayers are working.

The train hasn’t moved for some time. The 

passengers keep saying that a backpack has 

been left unattended - no one saw by whom 

- and the police are on their way to deal with... 

“Deal with it?” ! our guide smiles ! “Oh 

don’t worry, this is a normal safety precaution.”

We wait a while longer.



Invisible Things 
  
 I think so much of what we know is based on what we can see. The certain things that are 

right in front of us, aligned with our focus. There is so much fact rooted in things that have been 

presented to us - invented for our eyes - that it becomes very easy to forget all of the things that 

exist beyond our center and periphery. We in the elite call people from rural areas that don't read 

the same newspapers ignorant, without considering all of the things that they of course know. We 

call the citizens of North Korea brainwashed because of the censorship inflicted on them by their 

government, completely forgetting the extreme levels of  mediation our information about the 

rest of the world is processed through. 

 In 1959, the Charlottesville Twelve became the first students to integrate Charlottesville 

public schools, after years of massive resistance. In 1959, the Mercury Seven became the first 

astronauts in the United States. The Mercury Seven trained at NASA Langley in Hampton, 

Virginia, three hours away from the Venerable Elementary School where the Charlottesville 

Twelve were going to class. I am very interested in the way these events intersect temporally and 

geographically; the things that are “in common”.    
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 Over the past several years I have been on a quest to locate a world beyond the one I’ve 

been presented. I am interested in the history of atomic particles - like everything that radiates off 

of a monument (both literally and those things that are metaphorically reified) - invisible things, 

and the ways in which these things insect beyond our knowledge systems. This inquiry takes 

many forms. Mine is a conceptually 

based practice linked to record keeping 

and time, and the ways in which these 

concepts find plurality within our 

culture; or more pointedly, the 

importance that we attach to “time” and 

“the record”, as they relate to our 
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“legacies”, “cultures”, or “the canon”; our histories and the ahistorical, the prehistorical, 

fantasies, the things that never happened but could’ve, imagined futures and parallel universes. 

 I have made sculptures, films, paintings, texts, performances, and sound works, with 

“time” functioning as a consistent aura filling the space between them. I have made rulers that 

demonstrate speed as physical space, objects with the ability to keep track of their own age, maps 

coordinating a series of historical events, and candles out of monuments. I am interested in 

idealized mythologies, untold histories, and the way these stories shape in our surroundings. 

 I am noticing the ways time can be used as unit of measurement, a locational device, a 

currency, a mode of being, a relationship, a 

sentence, and a state of mind. How we can 

really say that “time is money” - that 

everyone’s time is given literal value - and 

because we can sense time everywhere, it 

seems to be the perfect vehicle to explore my 

own subjectivities as a conceptual maker 

when interacting with new fields of inquiry - 

extending quite naturally into physics, music, 

religion, history, mathematics, philosophy, 

politics, and popular culture. 

 My work is invested in the invisible things 

around me. My goals are still taking shape. I 

want to be a part of things, and I want for my work to make a difference. I want to help. I don't 
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know, yet, what all of this might look like, but I know that currently I am trying to find ways to 

understand these systems of difference, memory, and control through my artwork. 

 My thesis show, Nigga Is Historical: This Is Not An Invitation For White People To Say 

Nigga, is such an attempt at interacting with these systems. First, as linguistic wordplay, the title 

disorients/reorients/orients the viewer. Almost like a pallet cleanser, which always has a specific 

flavor, but is supposed to prepare you for the rest of the experience. In light of all of these hyper 

realities, many of the works in the show serve as a set of reminders about things that are real. For 

instance, the title work immediately confronts your ability to allow these words into the realm 

(your subjective idea) of the historical. By aligning these different trajectories (yourself, your 

relationship to the word nigga, your idea of the historical); you are oriented, whether this makes 

you comfortable or uncomfortable, your senses are heightened to the systems functioning around 
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you as you absorb the various 

information in the room.   

 The sign, Fight of Flight (2019), 

flashes bright white LEDs, at a 

rhythmic -almost heartbeat - pace, that 

makes it hard to ignore that ‘The 

Charlottesville Twelve became the first 

students to integrate Charlottesville 

public schools in 1959’. The reverse 

side tells you, ‘The Mercury Seven 

became the first astronauts in the United 

States of America in 1959’. These two 

things are equally historical.  

 My grandmother has always 

said to me, “Don’t take any wooden nickels!”. In an hour long interview with my grandmother 

that plays throughout the space, you hear this advice, along with every other little story she could 

think to say about herself. She talks about her life 

growing up in Virginia, experiencing segregation, 

experiencing integration, life before cities, 

working in the city to send money home, and even 

the passing of her husband, my grandfather, 

whom I never met. Her words are Virginia history 
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and should be remembered. 

 Unattended Baggage I, II, & III, sit in stasis, accumulating time and keeping record of 

exactly the last moment they were touched or moved. The monument candles burn or don’t burn, 

or through video, oscillate between melting and growing, placed against the backdrop of the 

permanent, real-life monuments that they were modeled from. 

 In a gesture of openness and tenderness similar to the rug on the floor, or the stories from 

my grandmother, Self Portrait II (2019) - a skipping record that repeats the same line over and 

over again, “I did love her”, slowly wears itself out over time, as it plays in the back right corner 

of the room. Don't Take Any Wooden Nickels (2019) - A three part installation that includes a 

giant spinning wooden replica of a 1913 ‘Buffalo Nickel’ (scaled to the rate of inflation), a 48” 

scrolling LED ticker display, which details different stories about the creation and distribution of 
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the 1913 ‘Indian Head Nickel’, and a wooden base with the quote, “The Only Indian the U.S. 

ever cared about” (a quote that was used on protest posters at indigenous rallies for things at 

different points in time, which included an image of this 1913 nickel) - spins in the front right 

corner of the room, reciprocating the energy coming off of the record player. 

Through the use of automated processes like CNC routing or 3D printing, along with the 

vernacular or red, flashing white, and blue lights (which might insinuate an aesthetic of police 

aggression), the “professionalism” of LED display, the neon sign, the frames, or even the types 

of fonts I chose, I am playing with the visual language of authority, and even trying to subvert it. 

I was happy to write directly on the wall with oil stick paint, but what surprised me was how 

beautiful everyone looked under the red and blue lights. It was strange the way people seemed to 

be under a spell, that transformed them into this shared purple race that was considerate or even 

hypersensitive to the other bodies in the room.  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