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ABOUT

• 2018, BFA (cum laude); Painting & 
Printmaking, VCUarts, Richmond, VA

• Minor in art history (cinema history and 
African art)

• Background in oil painting, drawing, and 
mixed media collage

• Writing practice: Biographical fiction 
and Black Girls Abroad





MFA WORK: BLACK GIRL 
MAGIC

• A paper doll book celebrating black womanhood

• Textures were created by digitally collaging 
watercolor with culturally significant textures, 
patterns, and images

• The user has the opportunity to color their own 
doll

• Includes a poetic introductory text expressing the 
strengths and difficulties of being a black woman

• Includes a rendition of Sojourner Truth’s Ain’t I a 
Woman speech 

MFA WORK: 
BLACK GIRL MAGIC





MFA WORK: 
NIA MEANS PURPOSE

• Children’s book

• The narrative follows a young girl asking her 
father about her name

• Illustrated with scanned images of mixed media 
collage

• Relies on symbolic shapes that are revealed to 
the reader at the end

• Includes an activity for the reader to tell the 
story of their own name through symbols







MFA WORK: BLACK ENGLISH 
CORRECTION MAGNETS

• Satirical magnets reminding African Americans to not 
speak in their natural dialect

• Focused on the grammatical differences between 
African American Vernacular English and Standard 
American English

• Primarily an experimental material study

• Notably jesmonite, Rockite, food-based dyes, and fibers



THESIS PROJECT PROPOSAL:
CODED COMMUNICATION

Language born of oppression



INTRO

For centuries African Americans have been confined to speaking in code: 
Slave quilts, “the nod”, and negro spirituals are a few examples of this. In 
the modern age, this coded communication manifests itself through the 
act of “code-switching”: Alternating between two or more languages, 
dialects, styles or registers. However, for African Americans code-
switching extends beyond linguistics to encompass social behavior in its 
entirety. Because of this, the ability to code-switch is considered means 
of survival within American society, because without it, African Americans 
risk severe penalization and social ostracization—punishments that are 
comparable to the reasons why slaves began communicating in code all 
those centuries ago.



INTRO CONT.

In an ideal society, African Americans would no longer need to code 
switch as means of survival. They would be able to act naturally without 
penalty because those outside the community would have a better 
understanding of the African American experience and what they could 
do to minimize the need for oppressive code switching. African 
Americans would also see their historical and contemporary modes of 
communication as a source of pride in the same way other aspects of the 
black experience are deemed worthy of celebration.



THE PROBLEM & SOLUTION

The problem: American society penalizes African Americans for the way 
they speak, behave, and otherwise express themselves. This problem 
developed from many factors, best summarized as misinformation amongst 
people outside the black community, indoctrination amongst those within 
the community, and a general lack of information within the community.

The solution: The solution to this problem comes in two parts: Primarily, it 
can be addressed through educating and reeducating people both outside 
and within the black community.  Second, the problem can be solved by 
encouraging African Americans to celebrate their unique relationship with 
coded communication.



EDUCATION & CELEBRATION

Examples of  “codes” to 
celebrate:

Silent codes

• Gestures (i.e. giving dap, the ‘nod’)

• Black American Sign Language (BASL)

Verbal codes

• African American Vernacular English 
(AAVE)

• African American naming traditions

Codes embedded in art

• Negro spirituals

• Slave quilts

Examples of topics to teach:

• The grammar and vocabulary of 
AAVE and BASL

• The daily code-switching 
experiences of African Americans

• The long-term effect code-switching 
has on African Americans (i.e. self-
esteem, relationship with language, 
relationship with their name)



CONVEYING THE INFORMATION

• Reference “books”

• Examples of reference formats: Dictionaries, recipes, 
yearbooks

• Examples of “books”: e-Books, diaries, trading cards, Instagram 
Stories 

• Wall installation

• Research video



REFERENCE “BOOKS”

• Creating 2 to 4 abbreviated  
books (1-10 “pages” each)

• Serial “books” with text 
and imagery based in 
collage
• Potential methods include 

appropriated text, 
papermaking, and digital collage

• Interested in lenticular printing



WALL INSTALLATION

• Includes curated text, 
objects, textures, and 
images
• Ex. Maps, fabric swatches, 

planets, frames, small 
paintings

• The “books” will be 
presented here

• Collaborative and 
interactive



WALL INSTALLATION (CONT.)



RESEARCH VIDEO

• Primarily used as a research tool

• Interviewing African Americans in 
their 20s – early 30s
• This group has a unique relationship 

with code-switching because they are 
more often in predominantly white 
environments compared to their 
predecessors



ANOTHER LAYER OF CODE

• A code that is applied to all the 
different materials, objects, and 
mediums

• For example:  Orange means power, 
blue means anxiety, and green means 
pride. The relevant parts of the “book”, 
wall installation, and video would all 
adhere to that visual language



EDUCATION & CELEBRATION

Examples of  “codes” to 
celebrate:

Silent codes

• Gestures (i.e. giving dap, the ‘nod’)

• Black American Sign Language (BASL)

Verbal codes

• African American Vernacular English 
(AAVE)

• African American naming traditions

Codes embedded in art

• Negro spirituals

• Slave quilts

Examples of topics to teach:

• The grammar and vocabulary of 
AAVE and BASL

• The daily code-switching 
experiences of African Americans

• The long-term effect code-switching 
has on African Americans (i.e. self-
esteem, relationship with language, 
relationship with their name)



WHY THIS APPROACH

Current means of educating people on African American code-switching 
experience: Short interviews, TED Talks, and written works (such as research 
books, magazine articles, and scholarly journals).  They typically discuss only one 
aspect of the African American code-switching experience.

Current means of celebrating African Americans’ unique relationship with 
coded communication is yet to be found.

My approach to the topic will address what code switching is, how it manifests, 
and the repercussions of not doing it, while also highlighting the different ways 
African Americans have expressed themselves in code.



WHY THIS APPROACH (CONT.)

• The existence of code-switching and coded communication is 
multifaceted. The historical and contemporary circumstances that have 
necessitated code switching for African Americans are layered and complex, 
encompassing issues such as race, class, indoctrination, slavery, education, power, 
and so on. 

• The act of code-switching for African Americans is multifaceted. Code 
switching for African Americans appears in all aspects of life: Making reservations at 
restaurants, deciding what to wear & how to wear it, choosing what name to write 
on a resume, and so on.

• “Books”, wall installation, and research video: Each of these means express 
information in a different way, accommodating for the different ways people learn, 
access, and respond to information.



CRITICAL REFLECTION

Experiences

• Painting and printmaking

• Mixed media collage

• Prose writing

• My experiences as an African 
American raised in the U.S.

Resources

• Material explorations as part of my 
Independent Study

• Faculty at VCUQ to assist with book 
design, paper making, and writing

• Connections to faculty and students 
at VCU that can assist with research, 
notably BASE



SUMMER 2020

• Attend a low-relief paper making workshop

• Explore collaboration opportunities

• Possibly begin recording interviews

• Collect and read research texts

• Talking Back, Talking Black: Truths About America's Lingua Franca, John McWhorter

• “Are Emily and Greg More Employable Than Lakisha and Jamal? A Field Experiment 
on Labor Market Discrimination”, M Bertrand and S Mullainathan

• Language and Interracial Communication in the United States: Speaking in Black and 
White, 

• The Souls of Black Folk, WEB DuBois



THANK YOU
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