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Don’t touch my hair
When it’s the feelings I wear
Don’t touch my soul
When it’s the rhythm I know
Don’t touch my crown
They say the vision I’ve found
Don’t touch what’s there
When it’s the feelings I wear

They don’t understand
What it means to me
Where we chose to go
Where we’ve been to know
They don’t understand
What it means to me
Where we chose to go
Where we’ve been to know

You know this hair is my shit
Rode the ride, I gave it time
But this here is mine
You know this hair is my shit
Rode the ride, I gave it time
But this here is mine

Excerpt from “Don’t Touch My Hair,”  
Solange Knowles (2016) 

When Solange melodically croons “Don’t Touch My 
Hair” in the song from her studio album A Seat at the 
Table, she is voicing collective exasperation at an 
oft-crossed boundary in interactions between Black 
and non-Black people and is providing a manifesto 
about cultural sanctity, expressed in and by her 
bodily autonomy. The song speaks about hair in a 
way that is understood to represent an embodied 
history—likened to emotions and to an intuition that 
guides her awareness. Pinpointing a particular type 
of intelligence, Solange asserts that her hair is her 

“crown” and a conduit for “visions,” referencing African 
diasporic cultural beliefs as well as traditions that 
have their origins in Africa. These traditions have a 
deeply rich history and have been passed down and 
adapted to New World environments—adapted, and 
stifled, to accommodate social environments. 

They don’t understand/What it means to me/ 
Where we chose to go

As early as the arrival of the first enslaved Africans in 
North America, Black people’s appearance has been 
policed and controlled in order to adhere to white 
standards of respectability, beauty, and conformity. 
The psychological and economic implications of having 

“good” or “bad” hair—the former tamed, manageable, 
straightened and the latter having kinks or tight curls—
developed in relation to a white supremacist pecking 
order found in plantation societies. In contrast to this 
racial vilification, on the African continent, Black hair 
was coded and had specific social meaning.  According 
to hair scholars Ayana D. Byrd and Lori L. Tharps, “In 
the early fifteenth century, hair functioned as a carrier 
of messages in most West African societies [including 
in the Wolof, Mende, Mandinka, and Yoruba ethnic 
groups who composed the majority of the people 
kidnapped and brought to the New World]....Ever 
since African civilizations bloomed, hairstyles have 
been used to indicate a person’s marital status, age, 
religion, ethnic identity, wealth, and rank within the 
community….The hairstyle also served as an indicator 
of a person’s geographic origins.”  In this view, hair 
had a communicative purpose that was inextricable 
from a person’s identity on the continent.
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During the Middle Passage and in the New World, 
slave owners debased and dehumanized Black and 
Indigenous peoples. Eliminating their access to 
products, tools, and time had a deleterious effect 
that suffocated cultural expressions related to hair 
adornment and ethnic specificity. Combined with 
scientific racism and post-Enlightenment hypocrisy 
that rationalized slavery at the same time that it 
contemplated man’s freedom as a natural right, Black 
hair was subjected to torturous practices used to 
physically expunge any sign of Blackness.  Under 
severe conditions that propagated anti-Blackness, 
Black people were forced to assimilate in exchange for 
economic survival and potential social mobility. 

In addition to disdain for Black hair, society’s inveterate 
surveillance of those it deems different derives from 
overlapping systems of oppression, including racism 
and neo-colonial policies of discrimination. Visual 
culture grapples with these problems, exposing the 
politics of visibility and representation as denatured, 
if at one-time radical. In other words, it is not enough 
to be visible; it is also a matter of healing trauma, 
taking up space without apology, and being in control 
of a narrative that is purposefully appropriated, 
copied, co-opted, and consumed by non-Black people, 
subsequently erasing the owners of that culture.  
For this reason, hair and Black hair will be used 
interchangeably in this essay to normalize Black hair 
as such (but distinctions are offered when necessary).  

By examining—and centering—environments integral 
to the construction of  Black cultural practices, the 
artists in this exhibition consider the subtle and 
more direct associations between hair and inherited 
legacies of dislocation and estrangement as well 
as belonging and autonomy.  In the example above, 
Solange demands deregulation of her appearance 
and identity, rejecting the idea that something that 
she owns should be accessible or consumable in a 
way that Black culture frequently is. Similarly, this 
exhibition is less interested in educating a wider 
public or showing alternative images to counter racist 
stereotypes or fascination with Black hair. To do so 
would risk propagating a fetishized or exoticized 
view of Blackness as abnormal and thus in need of 
explanation; Blackness has borne the brunt of those 

explorations in Otherness for far too long. If this stance 
evokes disappointment or indignation in the reader, I 
encourage them to interrogate that discomfort.  

Black culture is not obligated to fit certain boxes nor  
is it beholden to bridging racial divides, for example, 
teaching wider (and whiter) audiences about Black  
hair. Roots & Roads is an exhibition created 
unapologetically for Black people and Black artists 
who are interested in thinking about the many 
intricacies that Black life comprises, of which hair 
is a meaningful component. Guided by a number of 
questions (e.g., What stories can hair tell us about 
legacy, dissent, acceptance, and identity? What 
social institutions and creative practices concerning 
hair have facilitated dialogue amongst other Black 
folks about the idea of “rootedness?”), this exhibition 
explores the connection between hair culture and 
counter-hegemonic narratives of affirmation.

You know this hair is my shit/Rode the ride,  
I gave it time/ But this here is mine

The curatorial premise of Roots & Roads developed as 
a tribute to the African women who braided seeds and 
rice into their hair and into the hair of their children 
to ensure that they would be provided for despite 
the unknown circumstances occasioned by the 
transatlantic slave trade. The exhibition title plays 
on homophones “roots” and “routes,” examining the 
multiple meanings of each in relation to history and 
memory. Within the space of the essay, the history of 
hair as it pertains to the African American experience 
is given specific consideration.  I acknowledge that 
this take represents only one position of a multifaceted 
topic, and it is not a definitive account of hair within 
the larger African Diaspora. This exhibition presents a 
cross-section of contemporary work in which hair has 
a material function as well as symbolic value. It is also 
indebted to a lineage of scholarship and curatorial 
exploration that has examined hair’s “tangled” history. 
Artists such as Lorna Simspson, Sonya Clark, Chris 
Ofili, Michael Cunnigham, Kwame Braithwaite, Ellen 
Gallagher, and J. D. ‘Okhai Ojeikere and scholars like 
Noliwe Rooks, Dr. Yaba Blay, Dr. Deborah Willis, and 
Dr. Ingrid Banks (among many others) have framed and 
sustained dialogues about the sociological and visual 

1.   Ayana D. Byrd and Lori L. Tharps, Hair Story: 

Untangling the Roots of Black Hair in America, p.2.

2. According to Byrd and Tharp, with no access to 

combs that were traditionally used for their hair 

texture, enslaved persons turned to using  

a sheep fleece-carding tool to untangle their 

hair. This makeshift solution also accompanied 

scalp infections that stemmed from the inhumane 

conditions of slavery. Later in the text, they 

elaborate on the chemical treatments that 

were pushed in the market dominated by white 

companies:  “The products being sold, like 

arsenic wafers for lightening the skin and lye 

for straightening the hair, were often dangerous 

chemical concoctions that not only failed to 

perform miracles but could prove deadly” (p. 22). 

Gendered practices related to hair alteration are 

also examined. Men, who started wearing conks 

in the 1920s, mixed lye and potatoes in order to 

relax their curl patterns. The relaxer (as it is known 

today) was invented in 1954 by George E. Johnson, 

who revamped the previous formula to include 

petroleum instead of potatoes. Within ten years, 

Ultra Sheen, the relaxer specifically marketed to 

women,had made the company a certifiable gold 

mine. Ibid., p. 82-83. 

3. As a related aside, asking to touch—or worse, 

reaching out without consent to touch or 

manhandle another human being—is unacceptable 

regardless of intent.
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relevance of  hair to style, spirituality, and the politics 
of beauty.  

This project began with a studio visit in Providence, 
Rhode Island, around the time of the Rhode Island 
School of Design’s graduate thesis exhibition in May of 
2018. Exhibiting artist Nafis White and I met to discuss 
the possible acquisition of her work for the RISD 
Museum’s permanent collection, and she brought out 
a series of prints from her photogravure series, Roots 
& Rows (2017 - present). In her words, the series was 

“inspired by the varied hairstyles found within Black 
culture worldwide and personally inspired by the Black 
women in my family and in community who cultivated 
warmth and tradition through their fingertips, using 
care and love and embodied knowledge to create 
intricate, ancestral, and mathematical patterns.” 
Two of the prints for the series are on view in Roots & 
Roads. Figuration and abstraction oscillate in White’s 
tightly cropped, textured images of braids and plaits. 
In cornrows that take their name from the landscape 
formation (and precedes the term itself), we encounter 
larger questions about hair and its connection to 
land: in aesthetic and serviceable topographies, in 
the ancestors weaving maps and messages in their 
strands, and in the histories that precede the trauma 
that made the African Diaspora. 

Black hair is a cultural signifier, a nucleus for collective 
anxiety, healing, celebration, and ambivalence. From 
(pre)slavery to sharecropping and even in the present 
day, hair has been imbued with significance that is 
reflected in the terms used to describe it. Phrases 
like “going natural,” “cornrows,” and “roots” are part 
of mainstream vocabularies. However, lesser known 
qualifiers, which  characterized hair in relation to 
place—for example, as either “countrified” (natural, 
cornrowed, or plaited) or “citified” (altered or 
temporarily straightened)—entered lexicons at the 
turn of the 20th century alongside the Black mass 
exodus out of the South in the Great Migration. Hair 
practices varied based on geographical location: 
styles in the North and South articulated ideological 
differences that mirrored their physical separation. 

At the same time, door-to-door hair businesses were 
revolutionizing the beauty manufacturing industry. 

Annie Turnbo Malone peddled her Wonderful Hair 
Grower (and later named the company Poro, the Mende 
word for “devotional society”). Madam CJ Walker 
originated a series of products, and her innovative 
shampoo-press-curl formula for straightening hair 
resulted in a financial windfall. The itinerant sales 
technique of these door-to-door entrepreneurs 
directly connects travel (a.k.a. navigating landscapes) 
to Black hair. Both Malone and Walker trained other 
Black women to sell their respective products, to start 
their own franchises, and once commercially solvent, 
to eventually switch systems and put down roots in the 
form of stationary headquarters. Mail orders for their 
products also persisted, supported by advertisements 
placed in the leading African-American publications 
of the time, including W.E.B. Du Bois’s The Crisis and  
Marcus Garvey’s Negro World. New technologies and 
tools for straightening hair became the subject of 
polarizing debates: to straighten one’s hair buttressed 
middle-class aspirations and claims of presentability; 
to not straighten risked being seen as “ignorant,” 

“uncivilized,”  “infantile,” or even un-American. The 
politics of appearance were a matter of racial uplift or 
regression, psychological bondage or liberation. Other 
iterations of the binary between natural styles and 
hair alteration emerged at unique historical moments: 
in the 1960s and ’70s with the conk’s decline and the 
rise of the Afro in the Black Power Movement; in the 

’70s and ’80s with the popularization of dreadlocks, 
coinciding with the battle between chemical relaxers 
and the fade; and in the ’90s until now with the Natural 
Hair Movement challenging the relaxer.  Although this 
overview is a truncated summary of more complex, 
overlapping hair moments, it would seem that hair has 
always been political or at least has been associated 
with particular agendas. 

4. “At the dawn of the twenty-first century, the image 

makers and power brokers in American culture are 

finally recognizing the influence Black hair has had 

in shaping American culture. In the last decade of 

the twentieth century, classes dedicated exclusively 

to the history and politics of Black hair were taught 

at America’s most esteemed institutions of higher 

learning, such as Stanford University. Scholars 

and historians—both Black and White [sic]—were 

dedicating research time and money to serious 

investigations into Black hair culture….To usher in 

the new century, in February 2000, the Museum for 

African Art in New York City launched a  two-year 

traveling exhibition dedicated entirely to Black hair 

[The exhibition was called  Hair in African Art and 

Culture].” Byrd and Tharps, p. 160-61. In 2003, the 

Scottsdale Museum of Contemporary Art put on the 

show HairStories inspired by a performance piece 

by Urban Bush Women of the same name. These 

are but a few precedents.Roots
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Historically, Blackness has been understood as the  
antithesis of whiteness, inhabiting a state of noble 
primitivism disengaged from the rationalism of 
Western Civilization. As gender has been dichotomized 
in the sexist belief that women are more attuned or 
aligned with nature, so too have people of African 
descent been cast as the foil for civilized, refined 
whiteness. Pitting nature against culture, this 
imperialist ideology manifests in language. Kobena 
Mercer in the essay “Black Hair/Style Politics” cites a 
Jamaican hairstylist’s process of straightening hair as 
an instance where language reveals its bias. 

First, the stylist applies hot oil to moisturize the hair 
and prepare it for shampoo. Once the hair is washed 
and subsequently dried, grease is applied to keep the 
hair lubricated for the hot comb. “When the hair is 
completely dry you start cultivating it with a hot comb,” 
she says, then proceeds to outline the subsequent steps 
that will turn textured hair into pressed-and-curled 
tresses. Her use of the word “cultivation” suggests an 
aversion to the hair’s curl pattern, not only because it 
relays an implicit prejudice that the hairdresser has 
internalized, but also because it offers a solution to 
what has been framed as an aesthetic problem. Here, 
to cultivate hair (likened to the cultivation of land) 
means to subdue as well as to make hair (visually) 
acceptable. For Mercer: 

Her metaphor of ‘cultivation’ is telling because  
it makes sense in two contradictory ways. On 
the one hand, it recuperates the negative logic of 
white bias: to cultivate is to transform something 
found ‘in the wild’ into something of social use 
and value, like domesticating a forest into a field. 
It thus implies that in its ‘natural’ given state, 
black people’s hair has no inherent aesthetic 
value: it must be worked upon before it can be 
‘beautiful.’ But on the other hand, all human hair is 
‘cultivated’ in this way in that it merely provides 
a raw material for practices, procedures and 
ritual techniques of cultural writing and social 
inscription. Moreover, in bringing out other 
aspects of the styling process which highlight 
its specificity as cultural practice—the skills of 
the hairdresser, the choices of the client—the 

ambiguous metaphor alerts us to the fact that 
nobody’s hair is ever just natural but is always 
shaped or reshaped by social convention and 
symbolic intervention. 

Of course, land and people are not interchangeable, 
although ownership certainly factors into relationships 
Black people have with our hair, and the ways in which 
environmental factors like urban planning, redlining, 
and gentrification have disproportionately affected 
Black folks.  Analogous to domesticating a forest, to 
manage hair in the aforementioned sense means to 
alter it in a specifically utilitarian way. By drawing 
attention to functionality, discourse around hair 
recalls ideas that connect to land development. Like 
a paved road being characterized as advancement, 
styled hair is determined to be an enhancement, 
further revealing the problematic associations 
between the two; while naturalism, in its many forms, 
is equated to backwardness. (And, both land and hair 
in their natural forms are devalued and subject to 
conversion.) Still, not all roads are paved or charted. 
Some are pathless and serpentine with a naturalism 
that is both precious and precarious—valued because 
of their seeming pristineness. Some roads are bodies 
of water—for instance, a roadstead is a safe haven 
where ships can make port. Composed of water, these 
roads exist at the edge of the sea, removed from the 
trade routes that transported the enslaved and the 
oceans that imperil the immigrant. 

 Another connotation of roads is that of personal 
choice, especially relevant when hair expression 
becomes an indicator of life options. In Hair Story, an 
image consultant proposes that clients “decide what 
their professional goals are and ‘tailor hair and style 
so that [they] stay on...path.’”  What does a “right path” 
signify in regard to hair practices?  The implication 
is acquisition of economic advantage, which is not 
a new or rare occurrence: Black people have had to 
alter our appearances to counter social and economic 
disadvantage in efforts to appease the very systems 
that vilify our hair and continue to extract resources 
from our labor. Today, having cornrows, braids, or 
locs has been a cause for discrimination and seen as 
prohibitive to social mobility in the workplace, even 
though hairstyle is not an indicator of one’s ability to 

5. Byrd and Tharp, Hair Story, 30-35

6. Mercer, “Black Hair/Style Politics,” 38
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do a job. Mired in hegemonic claims of professionalism, 
aptitude is dictated by respectability politics and 
physical “appropriateness” in public spaces. For 
Black students, school policies and dress codes also 
denigrate hair with punitive rules meant to deter 

“unkemptness.” 

In spite of these circumstances, hair and land have 
been central to ideologies concerning Black freedom, 
both on the continent and in the African diaspora. The 
works in Roots & Roads explore visual similarities 
and symbolic parallels between land and hair across 
different forms of media, including video, performance, 
sculpture and photography.  Exploring various social 
pressures, these works align contemporary renditions 
of self-affirmation with inherited legacies.

Exhibiting Providence-based artist Nafis White 
focuses on braiding and plaiting in her artistic 
practice. With her series Roots and Rows White uses 

“the camera lens to highlight embodied knowledge as 
the conduit through which our histories are woven and 
told,” creating photogravure and polymer prints that 
reflect the artist’s personal journey in search of her 
biological family. As a result of her adoptive mother’s 
lack of knowledge about caring for her texture, White 
taught herself how to take care of her own hair. The 
series depicts close-up images of White’s braided 
hair in configurations that resemble aerial views of 
cornfields. This exhibition also includes sculptural 
works by White. Cumulus #7, a commissioned cotton 
triptych, is composed of cotton balls attached to their 
calyxes. Suggesting clouds in which the piece takes 
its title, the piece recasts the comparison that Black 
hair feels like cotton to the touch and features beading 
and decorative elements that evoke contemporary 
hair adornment practices. The fiber and cotton work 
Oreo is a material consideration of the pejorative for a 
Black person who “acts” white.  Demarcated from the 
wavy stands of the piece, its cotton center analogizes 
an alleged internalized whiteness. 

In Adama Delphine Fawundu’s video, the cleanse (2017) 
and in Bryan Keith Thomas’s African-American, cotton 
also has a symbolic meaning and serves as a metonym 
for land.  Fawundu is a first-generation American with 
parents from Sierra Leone and Equatorial Guinea. In 

the video, her straight hair reverts before the viewers’ 
eye, as she showers herself in water, milk, and “blood.” 
Fawundu’s cleanse shows her performing a spiritual 
bath, a personal healing ritual, to a soundtrack of  
Southern trap music, Mende chants, and Fawundu 
reciting texts by Ntozake Shange, The Holy Bible, 
The Holy Quran, Alice Walker, Toni Morrison, James 
Baldwin, Audre Lorde, Gayl Jones, Sojourner Truth, 
and Erykah Badu. Represented in sonic elements and  
references to Black American writers, the diaspora 
converges with Mende beliefs. Bryan Keith Thomas 
grew up in Dyersburg, Tennessee, surrounded by Black 
matriarchs with a penchant for storytelling. A visual 
griot who pays homage to Black vernacular traditions, 
Thomas collects and assembles objects that reference 
Southern culture, religion, ancestor veneration, and 
portrait photography. African-American combines 
two facing portraits and antique heirlooms connected 
by a braid. The sculpture is like a transportable altar, 
outfitted with  bells (a tool used to call and to alert 
one to the presence of spirits) and heirloom bags, 
which contain precious objects.  “The heirloom bags 
in Thomas’s work are filled with precious objects and 
allude to the African-American tradition of keeping 
valuables close to the body. In this way, the works are 
‘metaphorical for those things that you carry with you, 
that become important to you, that you want to pass 
down.’”  Brass military buttons emblazoned with the 
Great Seal envelop the two portraits— a reference to 
American history and the body as the buttons would 
have appeared on a military uniform. 

Becci Davis is similarly interested in commemoration, 
analyzing structures and metaphorical monuments to 
the past. In her video Nostalgia, cotton is understood 
in the context of its commodity status—synonymous 
with slavery in the American South. Using the film Gone 
with the Wind (1939) as a vehicle to deconstruct racism 
and antebellum romanticism, images of field workers 
and sharecroppers are interspersed with iconic 
moments from the film, including the scene where 
Scarlett O’Hara’s father, Gerald, relays the importance 
of land to her against the panoramic backdrop of their 
plantation, Tara. (In the film, the full scene includes 
Gerald telling Scarlett that “land is the only thing in 
the world worth working for, worth fighting for, worth 
dying for because it’s the only thing that lasts.”) Davis 

7. Ibid.

8. Byrd and Tharps, 106. 

9. Examples and tips for dealing with hair 

discrimination can be found in “Black at Work: 

The Struggle To Navigate Black Hair in the 

Workplace is Far From Over” by Jessica Bond. 

https://medium.com/nappy-head-club/black-at-

work-the-struggle-to-navigate-black-hair-in-the-

workplace-is-far-from-over-a95330decb4a

10. In the U.S., Vanessa Van Dyke, Tiana Parker, 

Maya and Deanna Cook, Andrew Johnson, and 

most recently DeAndre Arnold have also faced 

disciplinary action by school administrations for 

their hair.  California became the first state to ban 

racial discrimination in educational institutions 

and workplaces in

11. Nafis White in email message with Anita 

Bateman, July 8, 2019
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reproduces the famous pullback silhouette in black-
and-white instead of the movie’s original technicolor. 
Hattie McDaniel as the character Mammy is also 
featured, most notably staring down Scarlett in a type 
of visual standoff between the two.  In another scene, a 
young Black girl is shown using a peacock feather fan 
to cool down napping white women. She is not given a 
name in the movie, effectively being represented as a 
prop who comforts the genteel white characters. 

Davis’s mixed media works are excavations of her 
“personal geography,” excavations of “what Pierre 
Nora would call realms of memory, [or] devices for 
remembering people, places, and events.”  Inspired by 
her family’s history and the use of their land, Bubba 
and the Playhouse and Backyard Banana Trees show 
how her family’s space has changed in form and 
function over time. Made using papier-mâché collage, 
image transfer, and painting technique, the objects 
were constructed through additive sculpting methods. 
Once dry, Davis created collages out of old family 
photos and photographs she had taken herself. Davis 
describes her work as: 

...tell[ing] the story of specific areas of my 
grandmother’s backyard. Working from memories 
of traversing the landscape, I built the form to 
exaggerate the undulating topography. Bubba 
and the Playhouse records a gentle hill where my 
childhood playhouse once stood, before becoming 
the home to an apple tree that my grandfather 
planted. It bore fruit for nearly a decade before 
catching a blight. After the tree was removed, a 
koi pond was installed that became the home to 
a fish named Bubba. Some of my teenage son’s 
earliest memories are of playing alongside the 
pond and catching frogs. Backyard Banana Trees 
documents the area closest to my grandmother’s 
patio where she planted three banana saplings 
that were given to her by a friend from church. 
According to my grandmother, two of the trees 
grew bananas for a while after reaching maturity. 
However, only one of the three trees remain and I 
have never known it to bear fruit. 

Collapsing multiple temporalities, Jay Simple’s 
photographic works offer commentary on racial 

relations and identity politics, referencing history 
within contemporary meditations on place. The Grand 
Wizard’s Bridge was taken as a part of a body of work 
titled “Whites Only,” which looks at the ideas and 
legacies that came out of the Civil Rights Movement. 
Created at the National Voting Rights Museum and 
Institute in Selma, Alabama, the work depicts a young 
white girl pulling the hair of a mannequin whose back is 
to the viewer. The confrontation on the Edmund Pettus 
Bridge (named after the Grand Wizard of the KKK 
who served as a U.S. Senator) also shows protestors 
and opposing images of police officers, who stand 
blocking the bridge. Blurring distinctions between 
visitors and figures in the installation, the work 
speaks to boundaries; on the one hand, undermined 
by the young girl’s naive hair pulling—a nascent sign 
of racial othering—on the other, reinforced by actual 
figures representing white supremacy.  In the artist’s 
words, “As I was photographing, a family came in 
and their children began to run around and play with 
the mannequins. It seemed a peculiar location for a 
young child to take a moment’s pause between a game 
of tag to contemplate the physicality, texture, and 
representation of the black body.” 

Julianknxx’s Roots for a Crown and Andrew Wilson’s 
Shed present different glimpses into social anxiety 
via video, centering locs in conversations concerning 
bodily autonomy. Knxx, who is Sierra Leonean via 
London, creates a lyric poem of moving images in 
which various actors weave together a narrative about 
the personal and symbolic significance of their hair as 
a “marker of ancestral identity.” Particular attention is 
given to the history of locs in the Caribbean and in parts 
of Africa. Originally commissioned for a performing 
arts space in London, Roots for a Crown is the latest 
project from the poet that draws heavily on his own 
biography—which commonly considers themes of 
masculinity, blackness, and mental health.”In the short 
film, several musicians and activists are featured: 
Zimbabwe-born, Huddesfield-based musician Thabo 
Mkwananzi; Tawiah, a British-Ghanaian Alternative/
Neo-Soul singer and songwriter; Pan-African scholar, 
DJ, and political analyst, George Shire; and queer 
activist, filmmaker, and director Kayza Rose, whose 
work centers the  QTIPOC community.  

12. According to Fawundu, “For the Mende, beautiful 

hair is called kpotongo, which literally means “it 

is much, abundant, plentiful.” The root, kpoto, 

is used to describe things in nature that can be 

pulled together, such as rice and tree fruit. The 

most significant thing about hair in Mende culture 

is that it grows, which symbolizes [the] essence of 

life. It is important to wash it regularly and nurture 

it with herbs and natural oils. The maintenance  of 

growth is essential.” A description of the cleanse, 

sent by Fawundu in an artist’s statement. 

13.  Becci Davis in email exchange with  

Anita Bateman
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Reminiscent of Yoko Ono’s infamous performance 
work Cut Piece, Andrew Wilson’s Shed interrogates 
the conceptual implications of the artists as the work. 
Inviting his UC Berkeley cohort to use scissors to cut 
off locs that he had grown for five years, the piece 
portrays several unsettling interactions between 
Wilson and his female classmates. Wilson’s unwavering 
gaze opposes the anonymity of the other participants 
who come one by one and then congregate around his 
head. Wilson says the video can be read in multiple 
ways, “as loss, as transformation, as auction block, 
or as readying the Black body for sale, the viewer is 
meant to project their own feelings and experiences 
onto the figure to reveal something about their own 
inner psychology.” 

In a seeming reversal to communal space being 
perceived as a space of violence, the importance 
of the barbershop as a cultural sanctuary for Black 
men is explored in Barber Blocks, six cyanotypes on 
glass. Their creation was somewhat spontaneous for 
Wilson, who recounts  that he found the blocks after 
wandering around a Habitat for Humanity ReStore. He 
took the blocks home, found some old negatives, and 
began experimenting on them. He recounts: 
 
The negatives used in Barber Blocks comes from a 
series of books I made while interning with Fred Wilson 
in the New York Arts Program called SHOP. The work 
included 12 images photographed in a barbershop in 
New Jersey, where I got my lineups around the corner 
from my dad’s place, and a series of poems by Joshua 
Merchant and myself. The images were made with 
cyanotype on Saunders Cold Press Cotton Rag and the 
poems were overlaid with transparency film. 

 The original Barber Blocks were accidentally 
destroyed while on display at The Colored Museum; 
however, Wilson re-fabricated this set as commission 
for Roots & Roads. 

If the barbershop represents a safe space to gather 
for the purpose of self-care, the beauty salon similarly 
peddles comfort along with aesthetic grooming. 
Nakeya Brown’s photograph Free summons memories 
of kitchen beauticians and do-it-yourself hairstyles. 
Brown examines Black feminine spaces by staging still 

lifes that feature beauty products, and vintage album 
covers from influential songstresses of the 1970s and 
’80s, with some images also including houseplants. 
Free, perhaps Willams’s most famous song, is an 
anthem about self-confidence; in Brown’s photograph, 
Deniece Williams’s record This is Niecy hangs over 
turquoise hot rollers and repurposed flower vases. 
Keeping with Brown’s practice of resisting white 
beauty standards, hair in her work is defined in relation 
to Black womanhood and beauty rituals.

Haitian-American artists Morel Doucet and Nadia 
Wolff express Afro-Caribbean identity in conversation 
with biomorphic patterns in their respective oeuvres. 
Doucet, a ceramicist and self-proclaimed “cultural 
draftsman,” often incorporates flora and fauna in 
his drawings. I am not my hair (Imposter Syndrome) 
is a self-explanatory refutation whereby hair is not 
conceived as the definitive aspect of the subject’s 
identity; instead, the parenthetical continuation adds 
a layer to that interpretation, revealing the feelings of 
inadequacy that may come with standing in one’s truth.  
Part of the series, “The dirt beneath our nails still 
pray to the Midnight Sun,” the work in Roots & Roads 
takes into account the ecological and environmental 
realities that stem from  climate gentrification and 
dislocation in South Florida’s Black communities.

Nadia Wolff’s practice unites textile work, painting, 
embroidery and design to ideate issues of race, 
gender,  sexuality, and culture. According to Wolff’s 
label for her commissioned work, A Litany is a sculpture 
and a performance between artist and model, wherein 
the artist will cornrow and weave a braided/woven 
basket structure onto the model’s crown. The model 
will wear a garment constructed from silkscreened 
fabrics, the patterns of which the artist has developed. 
These patterns feature Haitian Vodou religious motifs, 
illustrations of hair braiding, beauty supply flyer text 
and products, and barber shop charts. The patterns’ 
compositions are inspired by the long tradition of “vine 
structure” patterns, which utilize imagery from nature, 
particularly foliage, to create dense visual surfaces. 
Referencing the Egungun masquerade tradition, this 
garment riffs off of the traditional beauty salon/
barbershop cape on a grander scale, as the size of the 
garment drapes expansively and overwhelms the floor, 

14. Jay Simple in email exchange with Anita 

Bateman https://www.nowness.com/

story/roots-for-a-crown-julianknxx-chris-

west?utm_campaign=later-linkinbio-

nowness&utm_content=later-4045681&utm_

medium=social&utm_source=instagram

15. Andrew Wilson’s statement on Shed.  

https://www.aiwart.com/new-page-5

16. Artist in conversation with Anita Bateman
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surrounding both artist and model. When the piece is 
not activated in performance, the garment is to remain 
draped over a salon chair.

A Litany considers the link between the hand and 
the body; of the politics of labor within craft and 
adornment, meditating on the action of braiding 
as a particularly potent moment of Black intimacy 
often experienced and performed between femmes, 
mothers and daughters, that is viscerally queer in its 
eroticness.  In combining basket weaving with hair 
braiding, A Litany illustrates connections between 
these frequently gendered modes of work. Initially 
inspired by the practice of women and children piling 
materials high upon their crown in order to transport 
items, this piece aligns imagery and textile traditions 
from Black diasporic—particularly Haitian and Yoruba—
religious performance and art with commonplace 
gestures of braiding, craft making, and transport of 
goods. 

While some artists in the exhibition unpack more 
figurative associations, the visual similarities between 
hair and land are a key element to understanding this 
polysemic subject. 

Wangui Maina’s intricate studies emphasize the 
dynamism of Black hair. The piece Untitled is an 
exploration of textures and braids whose minimalist 
but detailed impressions have a  conceptual closeness 
to land art, a movement in the 1960s and ’70s that 
produced large-scale man-made interventions into 
the natural landscape. (Documentation of such feats 
exists as photographs and as preliminary drawings.) 
Using Kanekalon hair as her medium, Katarra LaRae 
Peterson creates “Hairscapes,” abstracted formations 
in which landscape art and social concerns coalesce. 
Widely available, this type of synthetic material carries 
no reverence unless it is on someone’s head. Used as 
an artistic material, it is elevated, and subsequently 
elevates the canvas on which it is found. For Peterson, 
it represents ideation of personal boundaries: “You 
would never walk up to a Picasso and drag your hand 
across it. I began putting hair on the paintings to make 
a point. Why do you just walk up and have enough 
agency or entitlement to claim things that are not 
yours? That was the starting point.”

Graphic designer and multimedia artist Nontsikelelo 
Mutiti’s practice “traverses the boundaries of fine art, 
design, and public engagement.” Her interventions 
in the Franklin Street Works galleries were executed 
with particular attention to repetition, social space, 
and geometry.   Protective Styling 1-3 comprises three 
vinyl treatments that feature braided tangles and 
words; each panel has a different name of a product 
from a Black beauty supply store. The site-specific 
installation, Black Thang, also examines the beauty 
supply store as a Black hair mecca and cultural 
space. Reconstructed aisles simulate the experience 
of shopping; moreover, hair product sculptures 
made to scale have identifiable silhouettes made of 
black and gray concrete. For example, the shapes for 
Royal Crown Pomade for Men (also known as Royal 
Crown Hair Dressing), Blue Magic, and Ultra Sheen 
Conditioner are immediately recognizable. Staples in 
Black households, these products were, and still are, 
widely used to moisturize and treat Black hair. In her 
third work exhibited here, tessellated wallpaper, Tête-
à-Tête, depicts braids on African women. Connoting 
a private conversation between two people, the title 
has a literal application as the heads take on a mosaic 
quality in their juxtaposition.

Roads we travel often lead back to our roots. By bringing 
these emerging artists together in conversation, it is 
my hope that somewhere our ancestors know that the 
seeds they protected grew. 
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Nakeya Brown
Free, 2014 
Archival inkjet print
Courtesy of the artist

CHECKLIST

Becci Davis 
Backyard Banana Trees with 
Topography, 2016
Mixed media
Courtesy of the artist
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Becci Davis 
Nostalgia, 2018
Digital video
Running time: 00:03:33
Courtesy of the artist 

Becci Davis
Bubba and the Playhouse with 
Topography, 2016
Mixed media
Courtesy of the artist 
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Morel Doucet
I am not my hair (Imposter Syndrome), 
2019
Silkscreen on paper with rice paper
Courtesy of the artist and Galerie 
Myrtis, Baltimore, MD    

Adama Delphine Fawundu 
the cleanse, 2017
HD color video with sound
Running time: 00:10:28
Courtesy of the artist 
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Wangui Maina
Untitled, 2014
Charcoal and pastel on Gampi
Courtesy of Rhode Island School of 
Design 
Campus Exhibitions Office

Nontsikelelo Mutiti
Protective Styling 1-3, 2020
Vinyl
Courtesy of the artist
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Nontsikelelo Mutitipro
Black Thang, 2017
Wax, resin, cement
Courtesy of the artist

Nontsikelelo Mutiti
Tête-à-Tête, 2017
Wallpaper
Courtesy of the artist
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Katarra LaRae Peterson
Untitled (hairscape triptych), 2019
Synthetic hair, mixed media on 
Somerset velvet paper
Courtesy of the artist

Jay Simple
The Grand Wizard’s Bridge, 2018 
Archival pigment print 
Courtesy of the artist

CHECKLIST CHECKLIST32 33



Julianknxx
Roots For A Crown, 2019 
MPEG-4 Movie, HD (1-1-1)
Running time: 00:06:47
Courtesy of ROOTS FOR A CROWN

Bryan Keith Thomas
African - American, 2017
Mixed media on wood (bells, 23kt gold 
leaf, heirloom bags, brass military 
buttons, and more)
Courtesy of the artist
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Nafis White 
Roots and Rows, 2019
Two photogravure prints 
Courtesy of the artist 

 
Nafis White 
Cumulus #7, 2019
Cotton bolls, calyx, beads, Swarovski 
crystals
Courtesy of the artist 
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Nafis White 
Oreo, 2019
Fiber, cotton bolls and calyx
Courtesy of the artist 

Andrew Wilson
Barber Blocks, 2015
Cyanotype on glass blocks
Courtesy of the artist
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Andrew Wilson
Shed, 2017
Color video
Running time: 00:14:59
Courtesy of the Artist

Nadia Wolff
A Litany, 2020
Hand dyed screen printed cotton, 
embroidery floss, beads, sequins, 
synthetic braiding hair
Courtesy of the artist 
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A Litany is a sculpture and a performance between artist 
and model, wherein the artist will cornrow and weave 
a braided / woven basket structure onto the model’s 
crown. The model will wear a garment constructed 
from silkscreened fabrics, the patterns of which the 
artist has developed. These patterns feature Haitian 
Vodou religious motifs, illustrations of hair braiding, 
beauty supply flyer text and products, and barber 
shop charts. The patterns’ compositions are inspired 
by the long tradition of “vine structure” patterns 
which utilize imagery from nature, particularly  
foliage, to create dense visual surfaces. Referencing 
the Egungun masquerade tradition, this garment  
riffs off of the traditional beauty salon/barbershop 
cape on a grander scale, as the size of the garment 
drapes expansively, and overwhelms the floor 
surrounding both artist and model. When the piece 
is not activated in performance, the garment is to 
remain draped over a salon chair.

A Litany considers the link between the hand and 
the body; of the politics of labor within craft and 
adornment, meditating on the action of braiding 
as a particularly potent moment of Black intimacy 
often experienced and performed between femmes, 
mothers and daughters, that is viscerally queer in its 
eroticness.  In combining basket weaving with hair 
braiding, A Litany illustrates connections between 
these frequently gendered modes of work. Initially 
inspired by the practice of women and children 
piling materials high upon their crown in order to 
transport items, this piece aligns imagery and textile 
traditions from Black diasporic– particularly Haitian 
and Yoruba– religious performance and art with 
commonplace gestures of braiding, craft making, 
and transport of goods. 

Artist Bios
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NAKEYA BROWN was born in Santa 
Maria, California in 1988. She received her 
Bachelor of Art from Rutgers University and her 
Master of Fine Arts from The George Washington 
University. Her work has been featured nationally 
in recent solo exhibitions at the Catherine Eldman 
Gallery (Chicago, IL, 2017), the Urban Institute for 
Contemporary Art (Grand Rapids, MI, 2017), the 
Hamiltonian Gallery (Washington, DC, 2017) and 
The McKenna Museum of African American Art 
(New Orleans, LA, 2012); and in group exhibitions 
at the Eubie Blake Culture Center (Baltimore, 
MD, 2018) the Prince George’s African American 
Museum & Cultural Center (North Brentwood, MD, 
2017), and the Woman Made Gallery (Chicago, 
IL 2016 & 2013), among several others . She has 
presented her work internationally at the Museum 
der bildenden Künste (Leipzig, Germany, 2018) and 
NOW Gallery (London, U.K., 2017). Brown’s work 
has been featured in New York magazine, Dazed 
& Confused, The Fader, TIME, and Vice. Her work 
has been included in photography books Babe and 
Girl on Girl: Art and Photography in the Age of the 
Female Gaze.

BECCI DAVIS was born on a military 
installation in Georgia named after General Henry 
L.Benning of the Confederate States Army. Her 
birth initiated her family’s first generation after 
the Civil Rights Act and its fifth generation post-
Emancipation. She is an interdisciplinary artist who 
finds inspiration in exploring natural and cultural 
landscapes in addition to her experiences as 
daughter, mother, American, Southern expatriate, 
and Black woman. Becci earned her MFA from 
Lesley University College of Art and Design. In 
2018, she was the recipient of the St. Botolph Club 
Foundation Emerging Artist Award in Visual Art, the 
Rhode Island State Council on the Arts Fellowship 
in New Genres, the Providence Public Library 
Creative Fellowship and the RISD Museum Artist 
Fellowship. Becci lives in Wakefield, Rhode Island 
and is currently working on a performance series 
to honor the enslaved Americans of the state and 
an exhibition commemorating the centennial of 
women’s suffrage.

MOREL DOUCET is an Emmy nominated 
multidisciplinary artist and arts educator that hails 

from Haiti and is based in Miami, FL. He graduated 
from the New World School of the Arts with the 
Distinguished Dean’s Award for Ceramics. He 
attended the Maryland Institute College of Art, 
receiving his BFA in Ceramics with a minor in 
creative writing and concentration in illustration. 
Doucet’s work explores the cultural disparity of 
self-realization, assimilation, and transnational 
identity as a Haitian immigrant. Using direct or 
implied human figures, he is interested in exploring 
narratives of vulnerability, isolation, and alienation 
within various cultures across the globe. Doucet’s 
work has been featured and reviewed in numerous 
publications, including Vogue Mexico, Oxford 
University Press, Hyperallergic, Luxe Magazine 
Miami, Clay Times Magazine, and more. Doucet 
has exhibited both in the US and abroad, including 
a solo show at the African Heritage Cultural 
Center, Miami, FL; National Council on Education 
for Ceramic Arts, Pittsburgh, PA; American 
Museum of Ceramic Art, Pomona, CA; Museum of 
Contemporary Art North Miami; Flaten Art Museum, 
St. Olaf College, São Tomé et Príncipe, Haitian 
Heritage Musem; Miami FL and the Havanna 
Biennial.

ADAMA DELPHINE FAWUNDU is a 
photographer and visual artist born in Brooklyn, 
NY to parents from Sierra Leone and Equatorial 
Guinea, West Africa. With over fifteen years 
experience working as a photographer, Fawundu 
completed her MFA in Visual Arts from Columbia 
University in 2018. She now uses photography, 
printmaking, video, sound and assemblage as 
an artistic language. Fawundu co-founded and 
independently published the sold-out book 
MFON: Women Photographers of the African 
Diaspora.  In recognition of her artistic practice, 
she was nominated for and won the Rema Hort 
Mann Emerging Artist Award, named OkayAfrica’s 
100 Women making an impact on Africa and its 
Diaspora and included in the Royal Photographic 
Society’s (UK) Hundred Heroines, in 2018. Fawundu 
has exhibited internationally, with two solo 
shows in 2019 at the African American Museum 
in Philadelphia and Crush Curatorial gallery in 
Chelsea, NYC. Her work has been reviewed in 
publications and media outlets such as Time 

magazine, The New York Times, Vogue Online, 
The Washington Post, the BBC World, and more. 
Fawundu’s works can be found in the private and 
public collections such as the Brooklyn Museum 
of Art, The Brooklyn Historical Society, The Norton 
Museum of Art, Corridor Art Gallery, The David C. 
Driskell Center at the University of Maryland and 
The Museum of Contemporary Art at the University 
of São Paulo, Brazil.

WANGUI MAINA is a multidisciplinary artist 
based in Brooklyn, NY. Her work often examines 
culturally specific adornment practices and how 
they shape the way individuals navigate through 
the world both physically and figuratively. Wangui 
received her BFA from the University of Denver in 
2012 and her MFA in Printmaking from the Rhode 
Island School of Design in 2014. She has been 
included in numerous group exhibitions including 
Edge Gallery in Denver, Colorado, the International 
Print Center New York, Gelman Gallery in 
Providence, Rhode Island and Christie’s Gallery 6. 
Her drawings and prints are also part of the Rhode 
Island School of Design Museum’s Prints, Drawings 
and Photographs collection. In 2017, Wangui 
was invited as the annual visiting arts lecturer at 
Hamline University in St. Paul, Minnesota where 
she held her solo exhibition Embodiment. In the 
Spring of 2020, her work will be featured in the 
Roots & Roads exhibition at Franklin Street Works 
in Stamford, Connecticut. 

NONTSIKELELO MUTITI is a Zimbabwean-
born interdisciplinary artist and educator. Mutiti 
holds a diploma in multimedia art from the 
Zimbabwe Institute of Vigital Arts, and an MFA 
from the Yale School of Art, with a concentration 
in graphic design. She has been a resident artist at 
the Museum of Contemporary Art Detroit, Recess, 
and the Centre for Book Arts, both in New York 
City. In 2015, Mutiti was awarded the Joan Mitchell 
Foundation Emerging Artist Grant in its inaugural 
year. Mutiti has participated in several group shows 
including Salon Style at the Studio Museum, a 
special screening for Dreamlands at the Whitney 
Museum, Talking Pictures at the Metropolitan 
Museum, and THREE: On Visibility and Camouflage 
at We Buy Gold. Mutiti produces project-based 
works, founding Black Chalk and Co with Tinashe 

Mushakavanhu, a collective of writers, artists, 
curators, and educators that initiate research-
based projects that result in publications, archival 
projects, and events. As cofounder of Black Chalk 
& Co. Mutiti has produced cultural projects and 
events. She is also artistic director for Reading 
Zimbabwe, a platform for archiving and publishing. 
Mutiti is currently Assistant Professor in Graphic 
Design at Virginia Commonwealth University.

KATARRA LARAE PETERSON’s work 
has been rooted in abstract landscape painting, 
engaging minimalism and the sublime rendered 
in textured, experimental mixed-media for the 
last decade. In 2016, she began incorporating 
kanekalon hair, which is used in a variety of 
traditional Black hairstyles. In recent years, 
in addition to the paintings, she had done 
live-braiding performances, exploring the 
act as an artform and international tradition. 
Through this workshe seeks to celebrate her 
personal identity while referencing legacies of 
Black Femmeentrepreneurship, community-
strengthening, historical mapping and survival. She 
currently lives and works in The Bronx, NY.

JAY SIMPLE is a visual artist from 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania and currently resides in 
Farmville, VA. He is currently a Visiting Assistant 
Professor of Photography at Longwood University 
and a Lecturer of Film and Photography at Virginia 
Commonwealth University . Working through 
photography, video, sculpture, performance 
and large-scale installations, Simple examines 
historical and contemporary identity politics within 
the culture of (neo)colonial North America. He 
holds a Bachelor of Fine Arts in Photography from 
Columbia College Chicago, a Master of Liberal Art 
from the University of Pennsylvania, and a Master 
of Fine Arts in Photography from the Rhode Island 
School of Design.

JULIANKNXX is an interdisciplinary 
Sierra Leonean poet, broadening boundaries and 
often presenting his work through installations, 
encompassing written word, music and visual 
art. He bring together the mediums of spoken 
word, music, and film, addressing topics including 
diasporan identity, mental health, and fatherhood. 
His live gathering project julianknxx & friends is 
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a living archive of African diasporic experience, 
exploring subjects from finding and communicating 
your voice as an artist to navigating the multiplicity 
of cultures held by Africans in the diaspora.  

BRYAN KEITH THOMAS was born in 
Dyersburg, Tennessee and received his Master of 
Fine Arts Degree from the University of Tennessee, 
Knoxville in 1996. Thomas Currently resides 
in Oakland, California, where he works as an 
Associate Professor at the California College of 
the Arts, in San Francisco & Oakland, CA. Thomas 
received the “White House Honor” as a guest of 
First Lady Laura Bush, for work with the Art in 
Embassies Program (Washington, DC.)  His work 
has also been exhibited locally, nationally and 
internationally at Art Basel (Miami, Fl),  Meridian 
Gallery (San Francisco, CA) ; the Joyce Gordon  
Gallery (Oakland, CA) ; Gallery Guichard (Chicago, 
IL) ;  ArtJaz  Gallery (Philadelphia, PA) ; E&S Gallery 
(Louisville, KY) the American Embassy ( Dakar, 
Senegal) ; Du Sable Museum ( Chicago, IL)  among 
others. His paintings are also included in several 
private collections across the United States.

NAFIS M. WHITE  is a multidisciplinary 
conceptual artist whose work mines complex 
narratives around objects commonly found in 
beauty supply stores, in nature, on industrial 
sites and the seemingly limitless horizons of our 
global and political landscapes. Through sculpture, 
installation, photography, found objects and 
weaving she centers the uncanny audacity of self-
affirmation and love by means of repetition as a 
form of change. White’s work is in the permanent 
collection of the RISD Museum and University of 
New Mexico Art Museum, and has been exhibited 
at Autograph ABP, Goldsmiths University and OXO 
Tower in London, Overture Center for the Arts 
Madison, The de Young Museum, Root Division 
among many others.

White holds an MFA and BFA from the Rhode 
Island School of Design in Sculpture, Printmaking 
and Digital Media with a Concentration in Art 
History. She lives and works in Providence, Rhode 
Island.

ANDREW WILSON is a multimedia artist 
working in the intersections of the systematic 
consumption of Blackness, ritual and funerary 

rights honoring the deceased, new interpretations 
of mythology and queerness. His work is at once 
beautiful with an attention to craftsmanship and 
repulsing in its graphic subject matter. He wants 
to create an extra moment of confoundment for 
the viewer to contemplate their relationship to the 
work and the imagery and histories it evokes. He 
received his BFA from Ohio Wesleyan University 
in 2013 with a concentration in Jewelry/Metals 
and his MFA from the University of California, 
Berkeley in 2017. Wilson’s work has been in 
many galleries and institutions including: The 
Berkeley Art Museum, Yerba Buena Center for the 
Arts, SOMArts, and the Museum of the African 
Diaspora. He has received such awards and 
honors as: the Jack K. and Gertrude Murphy Award, 
and Emergency Grant from the Foundation of 
Contemporary Arts, the Carr Center Independent 
Scholars Fellowship and more. He has also shown 
with Carrie Mae Weems in The Spirit that Resides 
in Havana, Cuba alongside the Havana Biennial. 
His work has been collected by Michigan State 
University and the University of New Mexico. 

NADIA WOLFF is a Haitian-american artist, 
designer, writer, and a U.S. Presidential Scholar 
in the Arts from Miami, FL, who is now based 
in Providence, Rhode Island. They are currently 
studying Textile Design and Literary Arts in the 
Brown University | RISD Dual Degree program. 
Wolff’s work–which ranges from installation, 
textiles, performance, printmaking, and poetic 
interventions– contemplates queer/Black/
Caribbean aesthetics, history, and embodiment 
through a lens of intimacy. Their first solo show 
took place at Bay Parc in downtown Miami through 
a residency in collaboration with AIMCO and The 
National YoungArts Foundation. Wolff has also 
exhibited at Prizm Art Fair during Miami Art Week; 
the Granoff Center for the Creative Arts and the 
RISD Museum in Providence, RI; Ori Art Gallery in 
Portland, OR; the Rubell Family Collection and the 
National YoungArts Foundation in Miami, FL; and 
the John F. Kennedy Center in Washington, D.C.

thank yous
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Exhibitions are always a truly collaborative 
group effort and Roots & Roads is no different. 
First, thank you to Anita N. Bateman for curating 
this thoughtful group exhibition that brings so many 
smart emerging artists to Franklin Street Works. It 
has been an honor to be in discussion about this 
powerful exhibition with her over the last year.

Thanks, of course, to all of the amazing 
artists in this exhibition for their time, talent and 
labor. Also to Mark Moscone at RISD for his role in 
the loan and shipping of Wangui Maina’s drawing. 
I’m very grateful to Dan Tressler for his help with 
two RI shipping trips, and, more generally, his 
humor and unwavering friendship. 

Thank you as always to the FSW team, 
especially Natasha Kuranko who is the best 
collaborative partner a person could hope for 
during installation. Her thoughtfulness and 
kindness infuses even the most stressful days with 
calm and levity. 

A special thanks to Henry Halliwell who was 
an invaluable asset during install - painting, setting 
up A/V, prepping shelves, and more.  A big thank 
you art handler Japeth Mennes for his steady 
demeanor and flawless art handling skills during 
deinstall of Otherwise Obscured (the Jenny Holzer 
has left the building!) and installation of Roots & 
Roads. We were also happy to have  art handlers 
Harold Robinson’s and Lloyd Robson’s skilled help 
in applying Nontsikelelo Mutiti’s wallpaper. Thank 
you former gallerist and friend Nancy Solomon for 
popping in to help with lights in the final hours of 
install! I’m also grateful that, at almost 5-years-
old, Morty has become a spectacular gallery dog, 
sleeping patiently on packing blankets and tarps 
while the crew was working. Thanks also to Julian 
Baharian for his help. 

Branding plays an important role in our 
exhibitions. First, I’d like to first thank Maura Frana 
for doing all of our design work since we opened in 
2011 and, once we had a few shows under our belt, 
for her thoughtful attention to building a consistent, 
innovative FSW brand. A new mother and tenure-
track professor at The Art Institute of Chicago, 
Maura no longer had time to do our exhibition 
branding, so we asked friend of the space, 
designer, and past exhibiting artist Riley Hooker to 
brand Roots & Roads. We couldn’t be happier with 
the show’s graphic identity, which balances our 
overall look, the show’s themes, and Riley’s unique 
approach to graphic design! 

I would also like to thank all of our vendors 
whose professionalism and creative thinking 
made installing this show hum, especially Tad Day 
trucking and Jami Sherwood at Simply Signs/the 
team at Classic Graphics for producing all of the 
vinyl wall text here. 

And thank you to our sponsors! Big thank 
you to Shelly Nichani at Stamford Hampton Inn 
and Suites for artist and curator room discounts, 
to the City of Stamford for funding Roots & Roads 
programming, and to UConn-Stamford’s WGSS 
program for sponsoring Becci Davis’s April artist 
talk. As always deep appreciation to our board 
of trustees, FSW members, and our donors! Your 
support makes this work possible. 

The deepest gratitude to Spirit and my 
honorable ancestors who offer guidance and 
protection.  I am touched by your grace in all 
things.

To my life partner, Patrick Hollowell, who is 
my steady rock in a shifting world, I love you. 

My sincere thanks goes to each of the 
exhibiting artists of Roots & Roads for their 
generosity and contributions to the show. Thank 
you, Nakeya Brown, Becci Davis, Morel Doucet, 
Adama Delphine Fawundu, Wangui Maina,  Katarra 
LaRae Peterson, Jay Simple, Julianknxx, Bryan 
Keith Thomas, and Andrew Wilson for giving your 
labor, and abiding the many questions and emails 
from inception to installation. It was truly a joy to 
work with each and every one of you. 

Special recognition to Becci Davis and Nadia 
Wolff for welcoming me into their studios; and to 
Nafis White and Nontsikelelo Mutiti for acting as 
sounding boards for potential ideas. Your input 
was invaluable and appreciated. Nadia, Nafis, and 
Nontsi, thank you for the time and care you put into 
your site-specific installations. 

Thank you to Myrtis Bedolla of Galerie Myrtis 
and Mark Moscone at RISD for their enthusiastic 
support and efforts to make this show the best it 
could be. 

Thank you to Riley Hooker for the design 
work, and to Scott Gargan and Christopher Hartley 
for editing the press release and catalog essay, 
respectively.

A round of applause is reserved for FSW 
Gallery Manager Natasha Kuranko, installers Henry 
Halliwell, Harold Robinson, Japeth Mennes, and 
framer Chris Durante for their technical support 
and excellent work in transforming the gallery 
space. 

To Leah Penniman and the Soul Fire Farm 
family for their participation in the programming for 
the show. 

And last, but certainly not least,  to 
Executive Director Carole Southall for her palpable 
excitement, and to Terri C. Smith who has been 
a true ally and friend throughout this entire 
process. Terri, your diligence and thoughtfulness 
is recognized and has been crucial from beginning 
to end. 

 My heart is full, and I am so proud of what 
we accomplished together. 

Anita N. Bateman Terri C. Smith
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. Installation photos by Object Studies



info@franklinstreetworks.org
www.franklinstreetworks.org

41 Franklin Street
Stamford, CT 06901


