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To the Garifuna of St. Vincent and the Grenadines, and the Maroons of Jamaica. Your fearlessness in pursuit of Black liberation grounds my studio practice in reimagining Black archives and futures through the hands of Black women makers.


To my grandmothers, Linda London and Ruth Rebecca Alexander. Thank you for your foresight to put family first in the investment of our collective narrative. Your seed shows us the power of one. We are the harvest.


To my mother, Cynthia Barnett, and my aunties Janet Stewart and Marie King. You have shown me the power of making as a tool for independence and creative expression.


To all the ancestors.
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INTRODUCTION
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In the ceramic studio at Edna Manley College of the Visual and Performing Arts during Fulbright Jamaica 2022–23.






Art has always been a part of my life, defining who I am and the impact I want to make on the world.


I am a child of Caribbean immigrants from a lineage of makers: my maternal grandmother was a gifted fashion designer and my mother turned jute yarn into intricate macramé wall hangings. Witnessing the care and artistry they put into their work set the stage for my appreciation of craftsmanship, and it sparked my interest in archives that preserve—or in some cases, fail to preserve—the histories of our Caribbean creative practices.


After working as a textile and rug designer for two decades, I decided in 2020 to pursue an MFA in ceramics at Tyler School of Art and Architecture at Temple University, which is where I spent two years unraveling my romantic relationship with my Caribbean origins. My investigation began with researching my own Caribbean heritage, asking, “How does having a mother from St. Vincent and a father from Jamaica—the first and last Caribbean islands to be colonized—inform my sense of identity and my multidisciplinary creative practice? How does my identity as a member of the diaspora inform my work, and how does it intersect with the work of Caribbean makers who were raised in the region, including those who have remained in or returned to their Caribbean lands?”


I was born in the Bronx, New York; grew up in Norwalk, a small city on Connecticut’s shoreline; and settled in Brooklyn, New York; and so my research necessitated the reverse journey as that taken by my parents—back to Jamaica, St. Vincent and the Grenadines, and across the Caribbean islands.


My queries served as guides on my journey of self and cultural identity and in my search for Caribbean makers asking similar questions who were also on a mission to deconstruct the region’s colonial past by creating art, objects, and spaces for Black diasporans.


Learning about each new maker, I saw common threads emerging in the materials, processes, and themes across our collective studio practices. Yet each maker had a different approach to creating new futures for the region, from reimagining colonial narratives through an Afrofuturistic lens, to repurposing everyday objects and materials, to implementing ancestral processes such as Manjak weaving, coil building in clay, and painting with sugar to expand Black diasporic experiences. From my research, I started to imagine what it would be like to converse with these Caribbean makers and document what they had to say and how they worked. And since my studio practice centers on Pan-Africanism by connecting the community and reimagining Black archives, I wanted to gather a group of like-minded Caribbean makers, create the book I wish I’d had in graduate school, and contribute to a historical record for future generations.


Hence Crafted Kinship was born—a book by Black Caribbeans about our rich heritage. Here, more than sixty voices from across the Caribbean explore how, through practices of making with our hands, we have each formed a kinship with the land where our ancestors began a life of forced servitude. Of course, this book is also about hearing each maker reflect on the specific provocations that inspire their practices, what I’m calling the Threads of Kinship. These threads are the strands of DNA that run through their work, establishing their particular salience as artists, Caribbean artists, and Black Caribbean artists.


Core to this book is the understanding that the Caribbean is a small place that significantly impacts the world. It doesn’t matter where we are; we return to our Caribbean homes as a source of our work, identities, and spiritual belonging. Keeping this in mind, I was interested in each maker’s process rather than the outcomes. I searched the Caribbean and its diaspora, bringing together a group of contemporary Black Caribbean makers to reflect on prominent themes in their work: African origins, ancestors, Black womanhood or manhood, colonial histories, community and collaboration, identity, joy, land, climate, sustainability, materiality, memory, migration and diaspora, and spirituality.
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My maternal grandmother, Linda London (right), and her friend, my mother’s godmother, in St. Vincent and the Grenadines before Linda immigrated to New York.






As you will read in these pages, most Caribbean artists self-identify as multi- or interdisciplinary, just as they identify as makers who bridge the artificial divides between art, craft, design, and artisanship. The labels that society attaches to “artists,” “designers,” and “craftspeople” all apply but are almost meaningless on their own. They are inventions of a reductive, commodified view intended to impose a value system on the people and their products. The makers always create their work for self-expression, engagement, conversation, and aesthetic pleasure. This is both intentional and organic. Historically, ancestrally, art and design were not separate. Design always needed art to thrive, and artists were always thinking about space, usage, and audiences to connect with. But we often distinguish between these two making practices to simplify commercial transactions with buyers. Many of us expressly reject this means of segregating art and design based on colonial value systems, sometimes offering our critique of the terms themselves—the meanings and value systems implicit in words like art, design, and craft. When you read the interviews, read between the lines because these makers are reshaping the boundaries around art and design by describing their studio practices as action-oriented rather than being defined by a medium or discipline—they are crafting kinship. For that reason, the book is not organized by discipline, last name, or chronology—all Western narrative constructs. Instead, we honor chosen names and invite you to engage with the makers by their definitions of their practices.
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My mother, Cynthia (far left), with her siblings (from front row, counterclockwise) Roy, Marie, and Janet, and Granny, my great-grandmother (back row, middle).
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Me in art class in 1988, painting a self-portrait from a photo taken on my first trip to Barbados.






Crafted Kinship is intended to serve as an archival record, comprising interviews and photographs. The featured makers are multidisciplined, multigenerational, and gender-inclusive. The interviews provide insight into each person’s exploration of their “crafted kinship” to the land, people, and culture around their Caribbean identity and how it informs their studio practice. For some of the makers profiled here, their connection to the land is to a specific island home, while for others, it’s to the broader region. Some are relatively new while others are deeper in their practices. Several makers employ the tools of art, design, and craft to explicitly explore their relationships to island homes, while for others the themes are more subtle or innate. Navigating a kinship to the Caribbean is multifaceted and complicated, whether you were born inside or outside the region. I want you, the reader, to gain insight into how each maker examines and reconstitutes our fragmented histories through their craft.


Interviewing each of the makers was a singular honor. Some are colleagues and friends I have known and collaborated with—mainly through the Black Artists + Designers Guild (BADG)—for many years. Others are new acquaintances and makers I’ve encountered through my research and travels. Their perspectives felt both familiar and profoundly unique to each of them. At times, their words don’t do justice to the articulateness of their work. I invite you to experience both word and image as constantly interacting with each other.


The Caribbean and its makers are essential to recontextualizing Black diasporic experiences. Everyone must rally around Black Caribbean makers, especially those who have dedicated their studios to deconstructing a colonial past for the betterment of the community. These makers continue to transcend form, function, process, and practices as they manifest multitudes of new visual languages that inspire. Many threads connecting the Black diaspora continue to grow through art, objects, and spaces. Each work weaves together historic legacies that create new futures. This book will lead you to deeper conversations about the history and culture of the Caribbean and encourage you to consider becoming a custodian of the archives. It’s impossible to profile every Black Caribbean maker, but this book is a tool to begin recognizing their contributions.


In addition to interviewing the makers, I asked prominent scholars, collectors, and advocates of contemporary Caribbean art to contribute their perspectives on the state of Caribbean art and design, including a view of the support networks that continue to gain strength in the region and in the diaspora.


The photography in this book was as important as the interviews. Portrait photographer Alaric S. Campbell set the visual direction for each maker’s portrait and studio tour. Alaric and a team of freelance photographers across the Caribbean, North America, Central America, and Africa took stunning images of the makers in their studios, homes, and places of inspiration.


Like my studio practice, this book has been a collaborative process. I see power in making space for many of us to share the spotlight. I invite you into this shared light as well. Immerse yourself in the space held for and by these makers around our shared stories and practices.


I hope this window into these makers’ lives is a source of inspiration for you, whether you’re a budding or seasoned maker from the Caribbean, an advocate for Caribbean makers, a curator, a collector, or simply someone curious to know more about the region. Slowly turn the pages, absorb the words and visuals, and figure out what crafted kinship means to you.
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My mother during her first Christmas in the United States, in the Bronx, New York, in 1965.
















A VIEW OF THE Caribbean



THIS MAP OF THE CARIBBEAN IS KEY TO UNDERSTANDING WHERE MAKERS ARE CRAFTING THEIR UNIQUE FORMS OF KINSHIP TO LAND, CULTURE, AND PEOPLE THROUGH THEIR PRACTICES.
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THREADS OF KINSHIP
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While each of the makers featured in Crafted Kinship creates art and design from their unique personal, cultural, geographic, and political perspective, a number of common threads bind them together. There are motifs, sources of inspiration, and expressions of identity woven throughout. These are cultural signifiers that identify the work as uniquely Caribbean, or uniquely diasporic, or uniquely of the maker’s island home. These signifiers situate the works featured here, and the vast bodies of work produced by these and many other contemporary makers across the Caribbean, within a time and place, within a gendered or socioeconomic context, within an ancestral or linguistic tradition. Each thread of significance speaks to the specificity of Caribbean history and identity. The makers occasionally speak explicitly about how some of these motifs surface in their work and in their practices, but we invite you to consider how other, perhaps unspoken, threads of kinship are visible to you.


AFRICAN ORIGINS


For artists and designers throughout the Caribbean diaspora, African cultural and geographic origins are a profound source of connection, tension, and inspiration. In fact, the word origins presents a persistent challenge to our identity, as few of us can access specific geographical or familial ancestries. Many Caribbean makers forge unique relationships with Pan-African cultural practices, rituals, symbols, and motifs, while others name specific countries and cultures, like Senegal, Ashanti, and Yoruba. Those influences are discernible in the materials and processes—traditional weaving and ceramic techniques—and surface in stories of joy, sadness, loss, and hope. They appear in the symbols, colors, and textures that speak to shared and unique interpretations of African Caribbean legacies.


ANCESTORS


Makers across the Caribbean call forth ancestors in their work, employing forms and materials that have been passed down through generations in their families, through makers in their regions, and throughout the diaspora. These relationships are often nuanced. We hear makers talk about leaving behind or unlearning ways of navigating the world that have been harmful, that have not always served them. In some cases, they are actively discovering, reimagining, or reconstructing ancestral narratives in their work. And as they call forth their discoveries into the present, they’re often also speaking into the future, evoking and embodying new possibilities for generations to come.


BLACK WOMANHOOD/BLACK MANHOOD


Many artists challenge preconceptions of Black womanhood or manhood through their work. Where this theme was salient in a maker’s work, we asked how their provocations about Black womanhood or manhood might reshape viewers’ perspectives, how they might trigger new ways of being within the self and in relation to others.


COLONIAL HISTORIES


Stories from and about the Caribbean cannot avoid shared colonial legacies, often through the lens of trauma and reparations. The sources that inform the makers’ work—including oral histories, objects, places, and archives—are found in their homelands, but also in the countries of the colonizers: England, France, Germany, the Netherlands, Spain, and the Vatican among them. Several artists explain how they make sense of historical documents and artifacts held in distant archives. They reveal how they navigate the institutions that house collections related to the colonial histories of their regions, and the kinds of postcolonial futures they imagine through their work.


IDENTITY


Self-identity is present in the work of every maker, more discernibly for some than for others. The makers here explore how their expression of self has changed over time—from childhood, through experiences in the diaspora to the present—and whether there are aspects of identity that can be truly seen or understood only by other Caribbean people. We also see how the makers’ art practices reflect their unique Caribbeanness and their specific regions.


JOY


The artists and designers here reflect on the complexities of joy and how it must be nurtured with intention and often employed as a conduit for healing. Joy in the Caribbean can take the form of Carnival, soca music, and bachata dance, and it can appear in a contemplative walk along a familiar path through the woods, the collecting of materials at the banks of a river, or a gathering on Zoom with other Caribbean women seeking community and an understanding ear. The work of these artists is not always joyful in the traditional sense of the word, but joy shows up in both subtle and explicit ways: elated, angry, painful, complex, intimate, intense, spiritual, critical.


LAND, CLIMATE, SUSTAINABILITY


Our ancestors were forced to create a connection to the Caribbean soil on which they landed, having been brought to the region against their will over several hundred years. Current generations of makers have different ways of maintaining their relationship with the physical land, and connecting to the Indigeneity of the land in the context of forced diaspora. Many of the artists here reflect on issues of climate change—its impact on the use and availability of certain materials and how it shifts their practice, and also its effect on their islands.


MATERIALITY


Materiality, like identity, is truly the core of every maker’s practice. The artists featured here use a wide range of materials, including traditional ones like wood, clay, stone, and fiber as well as materials that are particularly symbolic for Black Caribbean makers, like sugar, salt, and human hair. Materials signal connection to the land—the specific wood of a certain forest, the clay from ancestral soil, the fiber and sand and hair that represent the textures, aromas, and colors of particular places. These materials are encoded with the artists’ connection to the earth, to diasporic lands, to memory, often to personal histories and gender, and to deep feelings of love, loss, and repair.


MEMORY


Memories are personal but can also comprise collective experience. For many makers in the diaspora, memory is a material of art-making. Personal memory fuels stories, while cultural memory informs the design of symbols, sense memory forms the invisible tether between artist and viewer or maker and user, and spiritual memory lays the path toward revelation. The makers here evoke memories of specific people and places, but they also employ them as invocations of feeling: joy, pain, longing, anger. Several makers share the sources they consult in their search for memories, including places that hold cultural memory, like the market, historic districts, and ancestral waterways.


SPIRITUALITY


Many artists experience the act of making as a spiritual or sacred practice, and here, some of the artists explain how materiality, the making process, and symbols drawn from ancestral stories invoke or evoke a spiritual practice.










THE MAKERS
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The makers—multidisciplinary artists, designers, craftspeople—profiled in this book defy convention in their approach to materials, representation, and process even as they invoke and reclaim traditions. Tradition is important, but by whom, for whom, and for what purpose it was established has to be considered. Taking this into account, the organization of the contributors alphabetically by first name—or studio name—is especially important to the spirit of this book. To arrange them by last name would be to honor, in many cases, the names of the original colonizers of their regions rather than the names given to them by family or chosen by themselves.


Each person’s island(s) of origin, as well as their current working location(s) as of this printing, is noted at the beginning of their profile.


Every artist and designer featured here is incredibly thoughtful about their work. You might imagine the distinct sounds of each person’s voice, their choice of words, the laughter that accompanied a great number of conversations, the sounds of their studios, and the makers’ particular intonation that might be discernible only on their own island home. My hope is that the feeling of us being together as Caribbean people, and enjoying each other’s company and care, is palpable. As you read, I invite you to consider how you, too, are crafting a kinship with your own home.










Guyana ₪ Boston



Alison


Croney Moses


a wood-based artist exploring motherhood and Black joy
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I’m trained as a furniture maker, but I primarily make sculptural objects now, using bent lamination and coopering to make curved forms that mimic shells or other natural objects.


What did you make as a child before you knew to call it art or design?


I was the kid who was into whatever the adults were doing. If my mom was cooking, I was cooking. If my dad was building furniture, I was there under his feet trying to help. If he was changing the oil in the car, I was there. I remember designing and sewing hair bows with my mom’s help, and I would sell them to my teachers. Making was part of doing things ourselves, our home traditions that stem from our culture.


Was there a moment in your career when you had to reinvent yourself or your practice because of an obstacle?


I studied graphic design for a bit, then switched over to furniture design. At that time, I wanted to be viewed as a craftsperson, a maker or furniture designer, and I tried to suppress my personal, visual identity in my work (even though that’s impossible).


I always wanted to engage community in some way; for my senior thesis at the Rhode Island School of Design, I worked with high school students to design children’s furniture for a local elementary school.


The work I’m doing now is a series called Black Body for the Designing Motherhood exhibit. The second iteration of that is unADULTerated Black Joy, which I’m working on with two other Black mom artists. My work merges these three aspects of my being: identity, community, and craft.


What feelings are you trying to evoke through your work, and what do you hope viewers will do as a result of their interactions with it?


I’ve been creating vessel-like shapes or curved forms that mimic the womb, forms that speak to safety. This mirrors how I am in the world: I try to bring people in and support them, help them find safe spaces. These pieces are very smooth and silky on the outside. I love when someone asks if they can touch them.
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What does community look like for you as a maker living and working in the diaspora?


My art practice fulfills my values of building community. I started Moms of Color, a Facebook group, and created smaller spaces for Black moms: Caribbean Black moms, African American Black moms, however they identify. We try to engage in person and online to support each other.


How has your work sought to expand the view of non-Caribbean Black identity and culture?


When the pandemic hit, I started hosting Zoom meetings for Black moms, who were grieving in a different way than other folks during the racial awakening of white society. That led to the in-person work after the lockdowns were lifted, which was specifically for Black moms. In my art practice and in these mom spaces, we talk a lot about anti-Blackness as something our society has not rid itself of. That’s what connects us in those Black-only spaces, where we recognize that Blackness shows up in many cultures. How do we uproot anti-Blackness? I remember artist and educator Tanya Nixon-Silberg saying that if you uproot an anti-Blackness, you uplift all Black folks. That’s what comes to mind when I think about non-Caribbean Black identity and what connects us. I’m starting to investigate how that shows up in our aesthetic, in our parenting, in our communication and our language.


Can you talk about how or whether your work closes the gap between art and design practice, or whether you would like to close that gap more?


I consider myself a craftsperson, someone who likes the material and the process of making and designing. You absolutely cannot have art without design or design without art, but you have to categorize yourself in order to sell. Both craft schools and art schools influence how we categorize making practices and what gets called art, craft, or design, but they are basically the same thing. I’ve been teaching woodworking to Black, femme-identifying folks who don’t necessarily consider themselves artists, craftspeople, or designers. I want to empower folks to see themselves as makers and designers helping to shape our society. We are just people doing what humans do, which is make, create, influence, be fulfilled, exist, love—all the things.


What does joy mean or look like to you? Why is it an important form of expression for you through your work?


Community-based art practice is joy for me. Working on projects around unADULTerated Black Joy has been challenging, yet also very fulfilling. I sit down with two other Black women—friends of mine—when our kids are in bed, to catch up and debrief; we find joy in planning art projects with one another and for our community.


I also recently roller-skated with some Black moms, which really brought me back to what was fun about Black girlhood.


Are there aspects of your identity that can be seen or understood only by other Caribbean people?


When I connect with Caribbean Americans, I feel seen in a way that I don’t with other folks. We have similar experiences of how we were raised.


Any words of encouragement for young artists who are interested in materiality that isn’t the “norm” when it comes to being creative?


It’s hard to forge your own path when adults around you aren’t encouraging or supportive. There’s something to be learned from the wisdom and lived experiences of our elders. But there are also moments when you’re just going to fall on your face; that’s how you learn. You may believe passionately in something and not be able to explain it, but stay true to that because that is likely what you should be doing.


“Community-based art practice is joy for me.”
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Trinidad and Tobago ₪ Detroit


Allana


Clarke


a conceptual artist exploring ideas about inherited, diasporic histories
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My formal training is in photography, but now I work in performance-, sculpture-, video-, and text-based mediums.


Can you talk about how you’ve been exploring materials in your work?


I’m often interested in materials that I have a personal connection to. They’ve lately been materials that deal with caring for the body or presenting it to the world. I’ve used them in beautification practices that informed my sense of self as a woman, as a Black woman in this world. The two materials I’ve used a lot for the past few years are cocoa butter and hair-bonding glue. The cocoa butter has cultural significance, because it’s something you would find in the homes of people of color. But when I brought it into my studio, it took on a different meaning. It made me think through my complicated relationship with the matriarchs in my family and how they shaped my understanding of my womanhood in both positive and negative ways.


I would squeeze the bridge of my nose every night, hoping to narrow it. That ritual was passed down to me by someone who cares about me. Why would this not be a form of care? At the time, I didn’t think about it, but I was absorbing it as a process intended to make me more desirable in the world. My mother had an understanding that I did not at the time that Blackness is not elevated or appreciated. Her solution was to try to diminish Black features instead of appreciating, accepting, loving, elevating who you are. As I grew up and started researching it, and also experiencing the damage it did to me, the lack that I was taught existed within me innately became real.


The cocoa butter represents intimate and caring experiences I had with my mother, being rubbed with it, absorbing it into my skin, its scent. But it is also through her that I understood Blackness to be a negation, and a thing to be diminished. Some notions of care were actually perverse: the practices of hair-straightening and adding extensions, which is where the hair-bonding glue comes in. It is far more complex than a simple beautification practice. Bringing these materials that are from the social structures of my upbringing into the studio helps me tackle some of the anti-Black rituals I adopted from her.


This idea of not being enough, never being enough, never being good enough, never being desirable, having to change, transform, be something else, creates so much tension in your body. Now I’m using my work to unburden myself of those traumas and tensions.


I wanted to think through these concerns and through the materials, especially the hair-bonding glue, which I have so many memories around that absolutely speak to trauma. I didn’t know what I wanted to do with the glue, but I knew I wanted to do something. And I engaged in an intense process of experimentation and discovery, buying a dozen bottles and pouring it out on surfaces in my studio and poking it and probing it and taking notes about what happened, letting time become a part of the material, too.


Through this intense process, I understood how my work wanted to exist in the world in a more expansive way. I started making abstract sculptural wall installations where the gestures on the surface of the material are an accumulation of actions that I perform on the material using my whole body. Pouring the glue out in very thick layers, allowing it to cure over a few hours or a day; and as it cures, the top develops this leathery skin, while underneath, the glue is still liquid and malleable. Using my hands, elbows, and feet, I push it, rip it, pull it, twist it. It’s this transference of energy where I engage in conversation with the material.


That was extremely joyful, fun, freeing, and cathartic. This thing that was so traumatic was now operating in a completely different way. It became all the things I wanted to be: futurity, an accumulation of experiences, and really beautiful.
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“I want viewers to think about their bodies existing in the freedom and space of abstraction.”





How have you crafted a kinship with the land, people, and culture of the Caribbean?


Through materials, but also through what can often be a common experience of feeling disconnected from the idea of home. When my parents came to the United States, they kind of abandoned that location, that identity, to exist in a part of the world that offered a specific promise. I was born in Trinidad but grew up in the States. Often when I went back to Trinidad, it felt like my body fit there. But when I spoke to people who lived in Trinidad, they didn’t think I was from there. And I also didn’t fit in the States.


I feel this sense of displacement in my body. While I belong to the land, people, and culture of Trinidad and Tobago, I can’t claim it because it doesn’t want me. It’s a very complicated space, but I use these feelings as a way to talk about the complexities of being “unhomed.”


What feelings are you trying to evoke through your work, and what do you hope viewers will do as a result of their interactions with it?


I work figuratively through video, photography, and live performance. And I work nonfiguratively through sculpture, which includes text-based works. The ways in which people receive each of those modalities can be really different.
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When I work figuratively, often either I’m the subject or other Black women are depicted. If I’m working collaboratively with other women who look like me, it always starts from a conversation. Many times, the topics unfold intuitively from talking about issues of the body, about how we are categorized in the world, and about how our bodies communicate information to the world. We’re all born into a preexisting system: there are specific conditions placed upon your body—depending upon your race, your gender, your class, where you were born—that have nothing to do with you. As you grow up, so much of how you experience the world is based on these things that others have decided for you. When I work figuratively, this is often what I’m thinking about—other people’s associations.
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When I work in a nonfigurative, abstract manner, I want viewers to think of bodies existing in the freedom and space of abstraction. I want them to think about their own physicality in relation to the work—how seeing someone else’s body makes you think about yourself, or, through scale, where you position yourself in relation to the text or poems.


What does community look like for you as a maker living and working in the diaspora?


The most important part of the work is creating conversations around it. I love giving lectures and gallery talks and speaking on panels. Having those opportunities to discuss the work is an important part of community, because I’m tackling very difficult issues. Being curious and inquisitive, and trying to gain a deeper understanding around something, is how we create transformation. That is how we create connections.


Performance video work is another form of community, because it’s never just me as a facilitator or as the sole maker telling everyone else what to do; it’s about coming together in a space and talking first about our lives, and then about how everyone in that room connects or doesn’t connect.


How has your work sought to expand the view of non-Caribbean Black identity and culture?


This is important, but also tricky. What I’m hoping to do in the work is create multiplicity. If you are a member of a marginalized group within our larger culture, each individual bears the weight of that identity. They represent everyone else who might be associated with that identity. And the burden of that representation is problematic because then you’re perceived to be monolithic, singular, even though we all have nuanced experiences and understandings in this world. But we’re not allowed to live in that expansiveness. I’m trying to do two different things: speak to an individual, nuanced experience while making work that is complicated and complex, work that is unsettling a singularity, and saying, “This is Black identity, too. It’s not one thing. It is a collection of many, many, many different experiences and understandings.”


You’ve talked about all the modalities you’ve used to express your work. Is there also a conversation you’re having around the intersection of fine art and design? Are these binary definitions for you, and do you see them as overlapping and connected?


Art is design. But the gap between art and design can be very useful because of the ways in which art helps you think about the meaning of a material beyond its practical purpose in the world.
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The way you live, the standards you hold yourself to, and your work as a maker must reflect a constant craving for discovery.


Allana Clarke













1924–2020 Trinidad and Tobago



ALTHEA McNISH


By Christine Checinska


In addition to the contemporary artists profiled in these pages, a number of ancestors remain situated in the discussion of contemporary Black art and design practice.


Althea McNish was born in 1924 in Port of Spain, Trinidad and Tobago, and moved to London in the early 1950s. Taught and mentored by the artist Eduardo Paolozzi, McNish used exuberant color and energetic brushstrokes in a way that defined the 1950s/1960s era of printed textile design for both fashion and interiors. Her creolized aesthetic, informed by her Trinidadian roots, overthrew the sterile rules of taste that had previously shaped British and European design houses. Her work might be understood in the context of modernist art and the Caribbean Artists Movement, since these were the artistic communities that she inhabited.


In conversation, McNish emphasized the expressionist elements of her print-based works; their basis in nature, pattern, and color as language; and the sensory importance of feeling the mark of the hand. There are echoes of modernism’s underlying principles and characteristics. There is a move away from realistic depictions of her subject matter, such as wheat fields, in Golden Harvest, and poppies, casino wheels, and train tracks in other designs. McNish was innovative, experimental, expressive, bold. Forms are abstracted, layered, and textural, and colors are saturated and intense in each design.


McNish began painting at an early age. She was mentored by artists Sybil Atteck and Pierre Lelong from the age of ten, going on to have her first exhibition with the Art Society of Trinidad and Tobago at sixteen. After leaving school, McNish apprenticed with a private architect. Following that, she was employed in the civil service as a cartographer and entomological illustrator, a job previously held by Atteck, but left government employment to take up studies in London, initially in graphic design at the London School of Printing and Graphic Arts.
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McNish’s interest in textiles began during this period, when she took textile design evening classes run by Paolozzi at Central School of Art and Design. She then received a scholarship to study at the Royal College of Art (RCA), making the switch from graphics to textiles. She and her peers would have been influenced by the abstract expressionism that dominated Western art between the 1940s and ’60s. McNish visited Matisse at his studio in Vence. She admired his work and that of Picasso, Braque, Van Gogh, and Gauguin. She met the artist and collector William Ohly, and ethnologist and curator Cottie Burland, of Abbey Arts Centre Museum and the Berkeley Gallery, where Ohly showed African art. McNish was thus exposed to an important new influence. She began to study the African arts housed at the British Museum.


In 1957, during her final year at the RCA, McNish visited the Essex home of her tutor, painter and graphic artist Edward Bawden, and his wife, Charlotte, a potter. While on this trip, McNish saw a wheat field for the first time. It reminded her of the sugarcane plantations in Trinidad and Tobago. This proved to be a pivotal moment, and in 1959, she mobilized the wheat motif in Golden Harvest—her first design for Hull Traders. Printed on heavy cotton satin furnishing fabric and produced in four colors, Golden Harvest became a bestseller when it was released in 1960, staying in production for a decade.


On graduation, McNish was commissioned by Arthur Lasenby Liberty to create exclusive designs for Liberty, in London, and thus began her career as artist/designer. For McNish, there was no separation between her work as an artist and her work as a textile designer. She approached textile design as a painter would; that is, with no regard for boundaries of scale, use of technique, and repeat. Her designs are modernist works of art destined to dress the body through cutting-edge fabrics and the interior space through soft furnishings, wallpapers, and architectural murals. As design curator Lesley Jackson wrote in 2009, McNish was “a painter by instinct, but a designer by calling.”


Dr. Christine Checinska is the inaugural senior curator of African and Diaspora Textiles and Fashion at the Victoria and Albert Museum (V&A) in London. She was lead curator of the V&A touring exhibition Africa Fashion in 2022 and the exhibit Between Two Worlds in 2023. In 2016 she delivered the TEDx Talk “Disobedient Dress.”










Grenada + Haiti ₪ NEW YORK CITY



Alvaro


Barrington


a multidisciplinary artist whose work addresses migration and loss
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I have always trusted my hands. I let my senses guide me and help me figure out what the world is saying to me.


What kind of materials are you using to make the discovery?


Everything, to be honest. As a kid, I would watch my aunt sew. I wanted to see the act of sewing through her eyes. I realize that I was probably tapping into a longer history of mostly women in my family who sewed. That helped me see them a little more clearly, and deepened my connection to making.


Was there a moment in your career when you had to reinvent yourself or your practice because of an obstacle?


No, I haven’t really had to reinvent myself, but I knew I had to come to the art world in a way that gave me space to grow and not get stuck. I always relate it to music, where someone puts out a pop album and the first song is so good that people never listen to the rest of the album. Even if that artist puts out new music, people only want to hear that one song. I was very careful to make sure that wasn’t going to happen to me or my art—that people would fall in love with one work and I’d be stuck making the same painting for fifty years. I’m making sure as an artist that I get to be a fuller person.


How have you crafted a kinship with the land, people, and culture of the Caribbean?


Part of my practice is crafting a relationship with the idea of home. I start by asking myself, “What would have made my mom leave the island and go somewhere else only to work eighty hours a week and not be able to see her son?” In New York, that’s the story of so many folks from the Caribbean. I grew up in Brooklyn, really, really poor. My artistic practice has been about asking how culture can be a tool that gives us pride in our land, in the home. How do we reimagine the home?


What does community look like to you as a maker living and working in the diaspora?


Community means actively engaging and listening and being in a position where we’re working together. My boy Paul Anthony Smith and I had a show last year at the Sadie Coles gallery. One of my first exhibitions in New York was at my aunt’s storefront that had been a barbershop but was sitting empty. She ain’t really know what I was doing, and when she realized, she was like, “Oh, you an artist. I got this space. You wanna do an exhibition?”
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It’s my flesh that holds on to facts. It’s my spirit that holds on to truth.


Alvaro Barrington


To what extent do you feel the need to reconnect to your island or community as a member of the diaspora? And what does that reconnection look like for you?


Reconnecting is those of us in the diaspora feeling comfortable going back home. All of us. I went to grad school here in London, and one of my classmates told me that her friend had bought a multimillion-dollar home in Grenada. We have something special back home on the island.


Can you talk about how or whether your work closes the gap between art and design practice, or whether you would like to close that gap more?


To me, design is about reaching the masses, whereas art is about a personal search and an individual conversation between you and the world. Design has rules you don’t stray from, and you’re mostly copying something. Art is trying to create something new. A lot of things get categorized as art when they’re not.


What facets of migration, movement, change, adaptation, assimilation, and/or diaspora are evoked through your practice?


A lot of my art is about my mama, Emelda, and that was about migration and then loss. That’s the biggest part of my practice.
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Jamaica + Trinidad and Tobago ₪ San Diego, Ca



Andrea


Chung


a multidisciplinary artist whose work REFLECTS on ancestral histories and the experiences of Black women in the diaspora


[image: Image]


A big part of my practice is learning how to approach each new project I take on. I’m more interested in the materials and the making process than in the finished product. I fluctuate between a lot of different materials. They just find their way to me, which is exciting.


What did you make as a child before you even knew to call it art or design?


I drew a lot as a kid. I treasured my crayons. I had a book on how to draw fashion illustrations, and that’s how I started drawing the figure more, and getting into design.


Was there a moment in your career when you had to reinvent yourself or your practice because of an obstacle?


My God, being a mother! Trying to figure out how to navigate my career and the art world. Becoming a mother was actually what made me a better artist. You value time in a much different way. You figure out what you’re willing to put up with and what’s worth sacrificing your time for. I love what I do for a living, but life cannot revolve around work.


All the artists and designers in this book are connected through the lands of the Caribbean. You’ve talked about how important the materials of making are to you and how the materials and processes of making are more inspiring to you than just the finished product. Would it be fair to say that it’s through the materials and the actions of making that you craft your personal kinship with the land, people, and culture of the Caribbean?


I can’t speak for the region. I’m a first-generation Caribbean American, a child of immigrants, which is a specific and nuanced lens. It’s a very different experience than if I had been born in Jamaica or Trinidad, where I wouldn’t have to constantly explain who I am to everyone. I haven’t spent as much time in Trinidad as I would like. Jamaica does feel like home in some ways, but there’s also a sense of not quite fitting in because I have an American accent. I wonder what my life would be like had I grown up there. I try to understand what it was like for my grandfather to emigrate from China to Jamaica at seventeen and lose contact with his family. Psychologically, I’m always trying to discern the mental space of people living in the time of my grandparents, in those situations. I always feel like my parents are my audience, so I’m continually trying to make work that we can have a healthy conversation about, and that allows them to see my perspective, and me to see theirs. I want my child to know where he came from.


What part of your Caribbean identity or art practice do you think speaks to what is needed in the world right now?


I don’t think Caribbean people understand how much other Black countries look to them as a source of inspiration. I had the good fortune of receiving a Fulbright scholarship to study in Mauritius, where reggae has a huge social and political impact as a form of resistance against the government and the police. Mauritians have their own version of reggae called sega. Kaya is sega’s Bob Marley. Mauritians draw inspiration from Jamaica. They have a sense of shame that comes from being the descendants of slaves. But they feel that Jamaicans do not feel that same sense of shame, that they share a sense of pride behind it.


My Caribbean identity is also about challenging the binary thinking that’s common in the United States, where people tend to misunderstand cultural mixing. The world could learn from Jamaica how to accept that mixing without expecting people like me to explain every aspect of our being. I don’t have to do that when I go home, and there’s a comfort in that.


What feelings are you trying to evoke through your work, and what do you hope viewers will do as a result of their interactions with it?


Opening a dialogue is the most important thing for me. I’m not an artist who feels like art can change the world. It’s not stopping police brutality or coming up with a cure for cancer or Covid. But I would hope that it could create conversation around how we consider the complexities of colonialism, for example. I would hope that it could change people’s perspectives.


What does community look like for you as a maker living and working in the diaspora?


Like every maker from the Caribbean, I’ve been very fortunate in that it doesn’t matter what country you’re from, for the most part; everybody either knows each other or tries to get to know each other. We all try to help one another. There’s a lot of support. Ebony Patterson has provided me with a lot of opportunities. I talk to Lise Ragbir, a Trinidadian curator based in Montreal, a lot, and it’s nice to have someone to hash things out with whom you don’t have to explain the background to. I went to school with Cosmo Whyte at the Maryland Institute College of Art. Paul Anthony Smith and I vibe not just about making work but also about parenting now that he’s a father. It’s important to have that community, especially when you’re not on the island.


How has your work sought to expand the view of non-Caribbean Black identity and culture?


The work I did for a show at Kohler began with research on midwives in Jamaica. That led me to think about the role of Black midwives throughout the world; about Toni Morrison’s book Beloved; and about Drexciya, a techno-music duo from Detroit who created a myth about pregnant women on slave ships jumping overboard and giving birth underwater. My work was based on questioning the reasoning behind a decision like that. I’ve been interested in midwives who performed abortions on plantations as a revolutionary act, as a way of protecting children from a life of enslavement and from possibly being raped and tortured. Is it murder, or is it an act of kindness born out of love? Coincidentally, Roe v. Wade had just been reversed when I created that work.


I’m making work now that employs different teas and medicinal herbs that midwives used to perform abortions or to provide contraception to women. It didn’t matter what country they ended up in, they were able to identify these herbs, and they were great botanists. Europeans feared the midwives because they were afraid of being poisoned.


I’m really interested in what it means to be powerful in a different way and how you can protest in a lot of different ways. Dr. Kevin Dawes, a professor at UC Santa Cruz, wrote about our relationship with water and how African women would entice Europeans into their waters so they would drown. There’s power in being able to determine your own life, including how you live or die.


To what extent do you feel the need to reconnect to your island or community as a member of the diaspora? And what does that reconnection look like for you?


My community is my audience. That’s who I want to gain the most from the work. I want people from the diaspora to own it, and I really want to work with curators from the diaspora. There’s a certain level of care that they will take with the work beyond that of somebody who just wants to hang it above their sofa.


I’m sure there are challenges around trying to control who buys your work.


I am very fortunate that my gallery owner, Tyler Park, and I have an understanding that he will always ask me for my permission before he sells the work. With certain pieces, I am explicit about who I want the owner to be. I don’t want a collector coming in to buy a piece and then flip it. Don’t buy the work if you don’t love it, and if you don’t want to live with it. I don’t need to make a million dollars. I just want my work to go someplace where someone is going to love it and pass it down through their family, or gift it to an institution.


I’m struck by how your work uses methods and materials associated with both art and design. Can you talk about how or whether your work closes the gap between art and design practice, or whether you would like to close that gap more?


I was an illustration major at Parsons, which has a huge focus on design. A lot of the early design courses I took influenced my practice, particularly how I create compositions, and how I lay out patterns and materials. I used to use text a lot, and compositionally it hugely impacted the way I make work, particularly because I’ve moved into more installation art recently. So I do think about design and how people interact within a space. And sometimes I think of form and function. With the Kohler project, I wasn’t working in a white cube—the exhibition was in a space that was formerly part of the original Kohler house, so it looks more like a Victorian interior—so I was designing how people moved through the space. I was trying to get people to physically interact with the work so that they would sit down and read. I created a gigantic terrarium where I grew the herbs that midwives used to induce the abortions. I looked very specifically at how that room was designed and made sure it worked within the dimensions of the space.
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I also think a lot about design when I’m making collages, including the work I’ve done on tourism, which looks at how graphic design has impacted the way we understand tourism on certain islands. There are often phallic symbols in ads, or Black figures in very submissive positions, which is similar to what you’ll find if you look at archival images of laborers in the Caribbean. The ads were designed to make white tourists feel safe as they came into this space. I sort of embrace the design strategies that were used in constructing these images, because they never go away.


Krista Thompson’s book An Eye for the Tropics was my bible for a long time because she really broke down how a lot of postcards and posters were made by the Jamaica Tourism Board for an audience that did not include us.


Has your approach to or use of materials changed over time in your practice?


I’m definitely cognizant of my materials and what is problematic. I try not to use anything that is sacred to or would be insensitive to any group. I’ve been working with sugar since around 2007. I always think I’m done with it, and then it creeps back in.


It was the bane of my existence for a long time until we finally figured out how we wanted to work with each other. I’m very much of the belief that you let the material do what it wants to do. It has its own life, and I just respond to the way it chooses to behave. That has served me well, because I used to try to control the material too much, and then I would just find myself really frustrated. I couldn’t get the results that I wanted. But by allowing it to be what it wants to be, I embraced ephemera and time and what time does to an object.


A huge part of my practice now is allowing things to deteriorate. In some ways, it’s like my middle finger to the art world, ’cause I’m like, “Try to sell this.” But in other ways, I find that there are people who are really invested in the deterioration of the work. A couple of years ago, I did stereotypes and had them dipped into sugar that would eventually crystallize like rock candy. We explained to collectors that over time, the sugar crystals are going to fall off and collect at the bottom of the frame. That the work is going to shift and alter and change, and that it’s its own living piece.


Sugar is an interesting material because it’s the most addictive drug there is. It’s in everything. You can’t escape it. There’s a heavy price that came with people’s fascination with sugar, and I’m interested in investigating that so that people think about the things they buy and how that’s impacting somebody else in the world.


I love working with mundane objects that we take for granted, showing how special they are or discussing their history. From my interest in sugar, I’ve made everything ephemeral now. Like cyanotypes. If you expose them to light over time, they will turn white, but if you put them in the dark, the image will reappear.


I’ve also been sculpting with paper and seeing how far I can push its limits. It’s a fun material to work with. During a residency at the Women’s Studio Workshop in 2016, I was supposed to be working on printmaking but was immediately interested in their paper-making studio. They taught me, and I lived in the studio for about two months. That’s essentially how I started making collages. I made paper from handkerchiefs that had been used by some of the midwives as birthing cloths, and then I would imbue the collages with the teas and medicinal herbs the midwives used. That paper was so precious to me.


Can you talk about how your work reflects cultural, familial, or personal memory?


That’s my goal. It’s not just one emotion; I try to complicate the work so that you’re thinking about all of it: cultural memory, familial memory, personal memory, sense memory. I’ve made sculptures with spices so that when you come into the space, you remember the first time you had curry, and ask, “What did it take for that to end up in the Caribbean? Why is curry such a common dish in the Caribbean, and how is that curry different from the curry that you may get in India or Thailand?” I want to encourage people to think about expansion and migration in that way.


All art is personal in some sense. Some works are more personal than others. The most personal piece I ever did was a video I made for the Pérez Art Museum. My dad and I have been estranged for the last eight years. He would never accept me for who I was. But no matter how much he tries to assimilate, he, too, will never quite be accepted, which is true for the Windrush generation or anyone else coming into the UK. You’re never really going to be seen the way that you should be seen. So the video I made was of these barrister wigs on Styrofoam heads and my hands trying but failing to dreadlock the wigs. In the background, you hear a Derek Walcott poem about the end of a relationship and learning, while it’s quite painful, to love yourself, to fall in love with yourself.


OEBPS/images/f0040-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0038-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0034-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0011-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0002-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0025-02.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0025-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0021-02.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0021-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0021-04.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0021-03.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0014-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0018-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0010-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0010-02.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0030-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781648294280.jpg
INSIDE

THE CREATIVE
PRACTICES OF
CONTEMPORARY
BLACK
CARIBBEAN
MAKERS

CRAFTED
KINSHIP

MALENE BARNETT






OEBPS/images/f0003-01.jpg
MALENE BARNETT

CRAFTED
KINSHIP

INSIDE THE CREATIVE PRACTICES OF
CONTEMPORARY BLACK CARIBBEAN MAKERS

PRINCIPAL PHOTOGRAPHY BY ALARIC S. CAMPBELL

F N

ARTISAN BOOKS | NEW YORK





OEBPS/images/f0024-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0028-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0020-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0036-01.jpg
|






OEBPS/images/f0004-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0008-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0016-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0037-02.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0037-03.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0037-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0012-01.jpg
BELIZE

CAYMAN ISLANDS

>

PANAMA

JAMAICA

THE BAHAMAS

DOMINICAN
REPUBLIC

CARIBBEAN SEA

BRITISH VIRGIN
ISLANDS ST. MARTIN &
PUERTO RICO - ST. BARTHELEMY
>
. ¥ % STMAARTEN&
L - ST.EUSTATIUS
USS. VIRGIN ISLANDS 'S ANTIGUA&

ST.KITTS § NEVIS

BARBUDA
o -

» MONTSERRAT

GUADELOUPE '.

oominica Y
MARTINIQUE s
ST.LUCIA §
BARBADOS
'} >

% ST.VINCENT &
THE GRENADINES

;
# GRENADA

~

TRINIDAD &
TOBAGO

GUYANA






OEBPS/images/f0032-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0026-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0009-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0022-01.jpg





