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Dedication

I would like to dedicate my creative work to Vernice Barnett, my late grandmother;

Sonia Boyd, my mother; and Mia Clarke, my daughter.
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Some Assembly Required

I am intrigued by an object’s ability to become a tool for commentary. Objects
often flow in and out of our lives, carrying with them residual clues about the society
they were once a part of. Some Assembly Required employs a number of artistic strategies
to display the manner in which my practice combines photography and objects to re-trace
public and personal moments in history. My practice re-contextualizes the object as a
connector, often closing the gap between one epoch and another in a single photograph or
artistic gesture. I use everyday objects to recall America’s lengthy and complex history. I
systematically combine social experiences such as slavery, The Great Depression, and the
Domestic Worker’s Movement with black, female, and Caribbean identities to create a
standpoint outside of dominant narratives. Doing such demonstrates the manner in which
I create new meanings through the performance of assembling pre-existing information
and visual material.

In the small town of Santa Cruz, Jamaica, my grandmother, Vernice Barnett was
born in the summer of 1944. She would spend the next twenty-five years of her life there
learning, working, and developing into the strong-willed, self-determined woman I'd
watch on a daily basis. After birthing three young children, she immigrated to the United
States in 1969. To her, a working mother from a small island in the Caribbean, the United
States embodied opportunity and prosperity. It was the door she needed to walk through
to be able to build a strong foundation for her family. The United States was a land of
hopes and dreams. Initially, she settled in Ithaca, New York, and eventually traveled
south to Brooklyn, New York. She found work as a housekeeper and cleaning woman to

both private families and institutions. It was through her hands that the life of others was



made easier.

For immigrant women entering into America during this time, it was quite
common to settle within this line of work. Numerous government sponsored agencies
such as the Frances Green Employment Agency and Castle, Barton, & Associates
funneled immigrant labor into white middle-class American households.' In Premilla
Nadasen’s House Hold Workers Unite: The Untold Stories of African American Women
Who Built a Movement by, she states:

Many Caribbean women were employed in their countries of origin,
although not necessarily as domestic workers, and migrated in search of
economic opportunity as Caribbean nations experienced shrinking job
opportunities, growing debt, and greater vulnerability to austerity policies
imposed by agencies such as the International Monetary Fund...Immigrant
Caribbean women may have been middle-class prior to their relocation
and were shocked at their poor treatment, which was exacerbated in
situations where employees were sponsored by or dependent upon
employers for their green card or permanent residency status. (159)
Immigrant women workers were easily exploited, especially when considering their need
for citizenship. West Indian women often performed housework duties, and their service
became a commodity, which could be tailored, contracted, and personalized according to
their employer’s wishes. During this time, the role of immigrant women employed in the
domestic sector mirrored the role of products on the market. Upper-middle class families

could purchase products to decorate, elevate, and adorn their home, while purchasing

! Nadase, Premilla, Household Workers Unite: The Untold Stories of African American Women Who Built
a Movement, pp. 157



immigrant women labor to upkeep their home. The new labor of immigrant women and
home products were valuable components to the American household; however, the
former is often rendered invisible as a strong contributor to the stability of white-
households.

In my most recent body of work, Mass Production Comes Home, 1 treat the home
as a site of erasure by having objects stand in for human presence. Select objects embody
traces of personal memory or signify a collective history within black female subjectivity.
The series is comprised of nine objects photographed independently: a can of ackee, a
vanity box, a steel pot, a picture album, a pot of artificial flowers, an alarm clock, a stack
of folded rag rugs, Blue Magic hair grease, and a depression glass bowl. I staged each
object centrally on a wicker stool before a floral background. Adorning objects for the
purpose of a photograph displaces them outside of their commonly perceived use. It was
my intent to reconsider the meaning and histories of everyday objects, which have
personal, historical, and cultural ties to my identity as an image-maker. Through this
strategy, household objects operated metaphorically symbolizing memories of my
grandmother and the biased systems of labor black women in America were subjected to

endure.

In Folded Rag Rugs and Towel (Figure 1), I stage an object portrait before the
viewer. The folded cloths point towards the process of folding linen, an act of labor
prevalent within private and occupational domestic work. Within my grandmother’s
kitchen she always kept a hand towel folded on a nearby countertop and multi-colored
rag rug positioned at the foot of her kitchen sink. As modest as these household fabrics

might have been, they assisted her in her chores both at home and in her place of work.



The photograph Blue Magic (Figure 2) displays a single jar of the mass produced hair
pomade; a product that found its genesis amongst the mid-century societal pressures on
Blacks to assimilate into the image of white American culture. Photographing hair grease
denotes the act of integration and the manner in which it erases an individual’s personal

identity for the dominant identity.

An Empty Photo Album (Figure 3) refers to the importance of photographs in
generating a household’s visual history. My grandmother owned stacks of photo albums
in all shapes, sizes, colors, and finishes. In my younger years, I would flip through these
adult picture books with images from her encounters in Jamaica, Canada, Pennsylvania,
and New York. Much like the home, photo albums are containers that can be tools to
archive and preserve histories. The difference between her photo albums and the photo
album photographed is the absence of the visual history. This gap in visibility illustrates

how accounts can be erased.

While the main themes of my work explore the sectors of employment my
grandmother participated in, the photograph Faking Flowers (Figure 4), refers to another
type of domestic work. In the early twentieth century, black women took up artificial
flower making as a form of labor. In these contracts the homes of black women became
an extension of the factory.” In A Can Of Ackee (Figure 5), the packaging is
photographed to establish its utility as a commodifiable entity. The ackee fruit arrived to
Jamaica in the late eighteenth century during British colonization. It is believed that
Captain William Bligh purchased ackee plants as a domestic source of food to feed slaves

on British plantations set up in Jamaica. Another account argues an unknown enslaved

? Boris, Eileen, “Homework: Historical and Contemporary Perspectives on Paid Labor At Home, pp. 45



African survived the Middle Passage journey and carried the fruit over’. Ackee fruit
flourished in Jamaica generating about $400 million of the island’s revenue and it has
since become the country’s national fruit and a staple accessory to the Jamaican dish
ackee and salt fish.* Being a commodified product, ackee operates on multiple levels
within this body of work. It symbolizes, for me, a significant personal memory of my
grandmother cooking of ackee and salt fish. Despite her integration into American
culture, she held on to her Jamaican roots and used her home as a site of cultural
preservation. Ackee also represents West Indian cultural mass production that circulates
within the market and ends up inside the homes of its consumer. Lastly, it represents the
way past aspects of slavery continue to infiltrate the households of many immigrants of

African and West Indian descent.

Housework includes chores done to the home and activities done within the home.
The photograph Vanity Box Sitting Pretty (Figure 6), symbolizes the beautification
activity done within in the home. It also refers to the pressures of assimilation, much like
the hair grease photograph. By contextualizing assimilation within an implied domestic
interior I reference the beautification rituals of black womanhood as yet another form of
labor that is practiced within the home. Pointing back to the kitchen as a site of labor, the
photograph Steel Pot (Figure 7) refers to the “second shift.” For many African-American
and West Indian women that were domestic workers, the privilege of leaving their work
duties at work remained out of reach. Often their duties on the job, such as household

cleaning, cooking, and sometimes child-care might be gendered responsibilities they

> Morris, Kerry Ann. Jamaican Echoes. “The Ackee and the Breadfruit: Where did These Fruits Come
From?” Retrieved November 25, 2016. http://jamaicanechoes.com/ackee-and-breadfruit

* https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ackeet#cite_note-NatGeo-7



needed to tend to in their own homes after their domestic shift ended.

In Depression Glass Bowl (Figure 8), the glass container represented some of the
low-cost household objects my grandmother brought into her home. These dishes were
most often used when hosting celebratory events and holidays. Popular during the Great
Depression, depression glassware was produced in U.S. factories and came in an array of
translucent colors, sizes, shapes, and decorative finishes. This commodity reached its
peak in the 1930s and 1940s, a time when household work for black women was
calamitous. In New York, unofficial “slave markets” began to pop up on street corners
and operated as a site for black women domestic workers to be selected for a day’s worth
of work by wealthy white women residing in the Bronx.” In this case, black women that
could only find work as a household worker were treated like products to be brought into
the home for the purpose of making it look its best. The Depression era glass bowl links
the commodification of objects to female labor within a specific moment in American
history. The final still life within this series, Alarm Clock (Figure 9), represents an
imagined start of a workday and/or start of the “second shift.” The big hand and little
hand announce the time of day within the photograph. Whether its morning or evening is
undisclosed and emphasizes the doubled nature of labor experienced by working women

like my grandmother.

By the early 1970s my grandmother momentarily shifted sectors and took a
position as a factory worker at Valley Forge in Long Island. Through written biographic

material, family interviews, and examining her photo archive, I was able to contextualize

3 Nadase, Premilla, “Household Workers Unite: The Untold Stories of African American Women Who
Built a Movement”, pp. 14



the conditions surrounding her time as a worker in the American industrial sector. Five
days a week she would wake up at 5:30am to begin her twelve-hour workday. Built on
the legacy of slavery, the American industrial industry thrived on the streamlined labor of
its workers. The institution of slavery operated on a highly sophisticated level laying the
blueprint for effective management and arrangement of human labor. The delegation of
duties to slaves by their masters ensured the plantation reached its maximum
productivity. In turn, some of the earliest products of mass production would be created
during this time period®. Assembly lines were adopted as work systems within many
factories and ensured maximum productivity. These often created grueling work
conditions for those that sustained a livelihood within this sector of work. In Grandma at
Work in Valley Forge (Figure 10), the presence of my grandma immersed in work brings
to light the anonymity that shrouds the contributions of black women's labor. Brown
cardboard boxes, manufacturing equipment, and electrical wiring fill the warehouse,
outnumbering the human presence. This reflects the institutional power of capitalism over
the individual body. To the top of the reproduced and enlarged image are fluorescent
lights that shine down on the tasks that need to be completed below. These lights
illuminate two figures that are not easily identifiable. The first figure is a white woman,
who is larger in scale and thus understood to be closer to camera. She wears glasses and a
black blouse tucked neatly into a striped skirt, as she appears to investigate the inside of a
cardboard box. Her business casual dress suggests that her labor is not synonymous with
the duties of the second figure, my grandmother. My grandmother’s distance from the

camera and her profiled position obscures her identity; however, she gains importance

® Mintz, S., & McNeil, S. (2016). “Digital History. Retrieved December 17,
2016. http://www .digitalhistory.uh.edu



through being centrally placed within the overall composition of the photograph. Her
wardrobe mirrors the tone of the boxes, so much that it is difficult to separate her body
from the mound of cardboard boxes around her. She is difficult to discern were it not for
the color of her skin. The very condition of her body that has rendered her invisible
within the system of capitalism has rendered her visible within the factory space. This
dichotomy of visible/invisible holds larger metaphoric meanings when connected to the

lived experiences of women of color.

While the Mass Production Comes Home series examined how objects operate as
personal and cultural symbols, 4 Queen's Beautiful, Brown, Legs (Figure 11) and
Standard Beautiful, Brown, Legs (Figure 12) focus on photography and its framing of
products. The two images are almost mirrors of one another. Like my grandmother in the
factory found photograph, the central figure in the panty hose packaging is unidentifiable
while being visualized through photography. These photographs encourage the viewer to
consider how ideological beliefs about the roles of women attach themselves to products
and circulate within the world. The photographs go a step beyond the mainstream
depiction of woman, and specify themselves as black women's products. From the use of
"queen" to represent large, the naming of the skin complexion as "brown," and the
presence of the black female model, it is evident these products are designed to lure black
women consumers. The repeating photograph at the center of each package played a

significant role in establishing pictorial difference along racial lines.

By re-photographing these timeworn products, the longstanding polarization of
the black female body is made evident. A black female body is represented, but still

rendered invisible and lacking identification. The model is clothed in just panty hose and



heels, which implies a sense of sexual desire. However, her posture appears to cower or
suggest a kind of distress. By photographing the model's body to sell the product, it
becomes an object for consumption. The photographs reveal how consumer culture
reinforces a work culture that commodifies the black female body. Materials of the
feminine and domestic are tied to the lived experiences and conceptions surrounding
women. By working with materials of womanhood, I fabricate new readings onto their

already pre-existing ones.

Found photographs of my grandmother regained utility when I re-presented them
to give moments of her life dignity through visibility. The found photographs series,
arranged as three triptychs, emphasized the nuances of her life in both the domestic
sphere and the workforce. Scholars such as Debrah Willis and bell hooks generated
critical essays and books considering the importance of black image production. In her

essay, In Our Glory: Photography and Black Life, bell hooks states:

Though rarely articulated as such, the camera became in black life a political
instrument, a way to resist misrepresentations as well as a means by which
alternative images could be produced. Photography was more fascinating to
masses of black folks than other forms of image making because it offered the
possibility of immediate intervention, useful in the production of counter-

hegemonic representations even as it was also an instrument of pleasure. (49)

Hooks described the significance of “black folks” creating and controlling the types of
images that circulate within the public domain. Within my thesis exhibition, I grew

interested in using personal photographs passed down from my grandmother to my



mother, and used the archive as a political tool of representation through the collected
imagery of a black woman. Just as my grandmother might have selected which
photographs stayed within her archive, I selected which ones would appear in my
exhibition. Her photographs became visual storytellers and as an artist working within the
archive, I gave myself the authority to narrate what her story would look like.

Each triptych contained photographs of my grandmother at a variety of time
periods, spaces, and positions situated between her home and places of work. The series
subtlety portrays the way in which work, family, culture, and the home were integrated
into my grandmother's everyday, over many years. In Grandma Standing in her Kitchen
(Figure 13) she is pictured over time busy in her kitchen. In first photograph she is
standing on her worn rag rug in a brightly patterned skirt sipping on a drink. The second
photograph is of her cooking with her steel pots on the stove, her hand on her hip with a
complete disregard of the camera. And in the final photograph of the series she is seen
washing dishes with a comb in her hair, a visual nod to the responsibility of upkeeping
womanhood through domestic duties and self-appearance. In Grandma’s Hands Left a
Legacy (Figure 14) moments of her at work and in uniform visualize her participation in
more professionalized domestic work at New York Presbyterian hospital. Her fire engine
red nails tip off the viewer that this is a woman that lives her life beyond the confines of
her workplace. In Grandma Acquires the American Dream (Figure 15) moments of
pleasure and joy are pictured in the photograph of her caressing her newly purchased
washing machine or her seated at her dining table surrounded by her children for the
holiday. Within this triptych, the artificial flower motif is immersed within each scene of

the black household. Either as wallpapering or tablecloth coverings, there is a visual
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connection to the history of black women’s labor in the home through everyday objects.
In the months leading up to this final exhibition, I spent a considerable amount of
time assembling the pieces of the show together. This process included the sourcing of
second hand domestic and occupational objects. While staging and finding pre-owned or
time-specific objects have become the foundation of my photographic process, Do You
See the Glass Ceiling?, employed object-based installation (Figure 16). The installation
consisted of a mirrored jewelry box, metal index card box, and a metal records keeper
positioned on top of a sheet of glass and perforated pegboard. The installation imitates a
retail setting in order to visualize the way women’s labor is treated as a commodity. The
occupational objects were intentionally positioned on the pedestal higher than the
woman’s jewelry box to proclaim the historic and contemporary disparity of women’s
pay and advancement within the workplace. Even in 2016, African American women are

still only paid 63 cents for every one-dollar made by white, non-Hispanic men’.

In Some Assembly Required, the invisibility of black women’s work in the
industrial and domestic sectors is dismantled through the archive of my grandmother. By
looking at the history of black women’s participation within the workplace, we can better
understand the way patriarchy and racism filters who receives access to jobs, adequate
pay, and other benefits. More often than not, these old traditions still circulate within
society and the workplace posing great challenges for black women workers. Within my

work I draw on domestic, feminine, and found objects to make these invisible traditions

" National Partnership for Women and Children. “America’s Women and the Wage Gap”. Retrieved
December 17, 2016. http://www.nationalpartnership.org/research-library/workplace-fairness/fair-
pay/americas-women-and-the-wage-gap.pdf
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visible. Activating an inanimate everyday object so it becomes more than a literal

reflection of its existence becomes a strategy that enables my own unique interpretation.
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Nakeya Brown, An Empty Photo Album, Inkjet Print, 16x20 inches, 2016
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Nakeya Brown, 4 Can of Ackee, Inkjet Print, 16x20 inches, 2016
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Nakeya Brown, Alarm Clock, Archival Inkjet Print, 16x20 inches, 2016
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Grandma at Work at Valley Forge, Found Photograph, 8x10 feet, Date unknown

Nakeya Brown, A Queen's Beautiful, Brown, Legs, Inkjet Print, 16x20 inches, 2016

Nakeya Brown, Standard Beautiful, Brown, Legs Inkjet Print, 16x20 inches, 2016
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Nakeya Brown, Grandma Standing in her Kitchen, Found Photos, Dimensions vary,

Dates vary
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Nakeya Brown, Grandma’s Hands Left a Legacy, Found Photos, Dimensions vary, Dates

vary
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Nakeya Brown, Grandma Acquires the American Dream, Found Photos, Dimensions

vary, Dates vary

17



Nakeya Brown, Do You See the Glass Ceiling?, Installation, Dimensions vary, 2016
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