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Migrations and Meaning(s) in Art

Thursday, January 30 – Sunday, March 15, 2020

Ana Teresa Fernandez, Erasing the Border (Borrando la Frontera), video still, 3 minutes 38 seconds, 2012.  
Courtesy of the Artist and Gallery Wendi Norris, San Francisco.

Because there are such major ben-
efits in creating and sustaining an 
Other, it is important to (1) identify 
the benefits and (2) discover what 
may be the social/political results 
of repudiating those benefits.1 
—Toni Morrison
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1.Toni Morrison, The Origin of Others, Harvard University Press, 2017, p. 19.
2. https://edition.cnn.com/2015/07/11/entertainment/nina-simone-revisited/index.html

The artists in this exhibition create a framework in which 
to reimagine and reflect on the various experiences of 
migration and choices whether to stay or leave. What 
happens when one crosses borders to seek a new life, 
and/or opportunities? What objects are carried; what 
remains; what is sustained only through the experience 
of memory—dress, foodways, photographs, religious 
symbols, sounds! What is the sonic experience of migra-
tion; how does it heal and give strength? These questions 
put forward by these mixed media artists, photographers, 
and collectives who are all exploring concepts on migra-
tion. The works are informed by social practice, concep-
tual art, portraiture, politics, and time-based media. I 
gathered these artists together to create a multi-varied 
conversation that explores concepts of memory through 
tales of grandmothers, dreams of grandchildren, forced 
migration, suffering of young children, and joy of family. 
The complexity of collective memory is a central theme 
to their practices. Some of the artists in this exhibition 
reconfigure old family photographs, while others create 
new images that reimagine the past. The images and 
sounds in this essay expand the possibility of migration 
as it transforms the notion of a “collective archive.” 

Migrations and Meaning(s) in Art explores a diverse 
range of debates on the topic of migration from histori-
cal references such as slavery and emancipation, the 
Great Migration, Windrush, virtual communities from 
the Caribbean, Africa, Europe, the Americas, and Asia. 
The exhibition is designed to make visible and examine 
motives for migration, the pleasure and pain centering on 
identity and global politics. It also explores how identi-
ties are realized, rejected, performed, and desired by 
artists considering these experiences in their work. This 
exhibition foregrounds varied experiences on migration 
from concepts of dislocation, border crossings and sto-
rytelling. The artwork embraces and challenges various 
narratives on identity through migration practices and 
looks at the impact and reception both empowering and 
subjective often explored through gentrification, longing, 
and trauma—as well as drawing attention to race, class, 
gender, and religion. 

These projects address questions and concerns raised by 
individuals and activists; families and lawmakers; as well 
educators and other artists. A diverse group of audiences 
will benefit from this experience as I hope to expand per-
ceptions of migrations while exploring identity and family 
life. The exhibition includes 28 artists and activists who 
individually and collectively examine contemporary issues 
and historical trajectories on migration. As Nina Simone 
reflects on the responsibilities of artists during a crucial 
time in American history in the 20th century, 

An artist’s duty, as far as I’m concerned, is to reflect 
the times. I think that is true of painters, sculptors, 
poets, musicians. As far as I’m concerned, it’s their 
choice, but I choose to reflect the times and situa-
tions in which I find myself. That, to me, is my duty. 
And at this crucial time in our lives, when every-
thing is so desperate, when every day is a matter of 
survival, I don’t think you can help but be involved. 
Young people, black and white, know this. That’s 
why they’re so involved in politics. We will shape 
and mold this country or it will not be molded and 
shaped at all anymore. So I don’t think you have a 
choice. How can you be an artist and not reflect 
the times? That to me is the definition of an artist.”2 

As in the case of the Nina Simone, the artists in this exhi-
bition address current events and daily life while invoking 
social change. 
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Sama Alshaibi is combining photography, 19th century 
printmaking and installation with her narrative about 
women leaving home. Alshaibi, an Iraqi-born multime-
dia artist, explores absence and what happens when 
women’s stories are lost or not preserved. In consider-
ing migration, 
she imagines and 
explores such 
questions like, what 
do you carry with 
you, and having 
that be central in 
her work, Alshaibi 
expands upon her 
own family’s nar-
rative of migration 
one that is full of 
love, longing, and 
trauma. By doing 
so, she memorial-
izes the struggles 
of migrating women 
globally. 

Zalika Azim is exploring the complexities of family his-
tory, photography, migration and South Carolina lineage. 
Her work unpacks the constructions of personal and 
collective narratives. Inspired by the discovery of finding 
her grandmother’s photographs, she created a lively rec-
reation of the on-the-road travels of her family’s journey 
North. Focusing on photography’s role on family memory 
and the dressed black body, Azim narrates the restor-
ative nature of the portrait when leaving home.

Taylor Renee Bissey’s photographs depict the activities 
focusing on the tradition of the charrería, an equestrian 
tradition in Mexico’s cultural history, maintained in the 
city of San Antonio, Texas. As she states, “the figure 
of the charro traces back to the Spanish conquista-
dores and Mexican haciendas. Following the Mexican 
Revolution, and the division of many haciendas, the 
Charros sought to maintain tradition through establishing 
the Asociación Nacional de Charros in 1921” 

Terry Boddie’s Resident Alien centers on place, dislo-
cation and the afterlife of slavery. By reconfiguring his 
resident alien card and transposing his official govern-
ment portrait from a positive to a negative print and 
incorporating archival images of the Atlantic slave trade 
along with his thumb print, Boddie condenses and pos-
its the experience of identity and portrait making and 
forced migration to voluntary migration from Africa to the 
eastern Caribbean to the United States. The surveillance 
of black bodies in transit are forever fixed in migration. 
By using 19th-century processes and superimposing 
images within the context of the U.S. Department of 

Justice and 
Immigration 
Services 
official card, 
Boddie 
entangles the 
fraught rela-
tionship to the 
term resident 
alien.
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Layo Bright works builds on the visual compositions that 
address contemporary migration through African narra-
tives, while creating different vantage points for ques-
tioning issues 
surrounding the 
continent. As 
curator Kalia 
Brooks Nelson 
writes, “the 
aesthetic quali-
ties that guide 
the narrative 
of how human 
beings move 
through time 
and space to 
both productive 
and detrimental 
ends” is central 
to her questions 
on movement 
and trade.

A Jamaican-born artist working within the structure of 
cultural memory and photography, Albert Chong uses 
passports, family photographs, cowrie shells, beads, 
hair, and text to preserve and give voice to Afro-Chinese 
Caribbean migration. For more than thirty years Chong 
has been mining the family archive focusing on ways 

to shape the 
broader experi-
ence of migra-
tions to the 
Caribbean from 
Africa, China, 
and Europe 
to the United 
States. Chong 
integrates the 
social, political, 
and the aesthetic 
in analyzing and 
reshaping his 
family’s migra-
tion experiences. 

The imaginary of gesture and sound frames the collec-
tive memory work of Michele Pearson Clarke’s Suck 
Teeth. It engages in the aural, the performance and the 
visual in a provocative video that transports the viewer in 
time and place. Suck Teeth Compositions (After Rashaad 
Newsome) is a three-channel video and sound instal-
lation that both responds to and extends the inquiry by 
focusing on sucking teeth, an everyday oral gesture 
shared by black people of African and Caribbean origin 
and their diasporas. The reflexive performance is smart 
and witty and is carried from one generation to another 
resulting in a shared narrative that translates throughout 
the diaspora. 

Stories of women warriors are central to the narrative 
of migration. Renee Cox’s re-enactment of the figure, 
Queen Nanny of the Maroons, in this exhibition is realized 
through her performance of the iconic Jamaica maroon 
figure. Cox writes: “In the 18th Century, Nanny of the 
Maroons was known by her people and British settlers 
alike as a military expert and symbol of unity and strength.” 
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Colette Veasey-Cullors is looking at the present and 
the past searching for answers while asking provoca-
tive questions 
about family. 
Leaving home 
and retain-
ing memories 
about female 
family mem-
bers occupies 
a prominent 
space in her 
photography. 

In Jennifer Ling Datchuk’s stark and amusing observa-
tions of daily life in girl culture we are presented with 
staged constructions that focuses on femininity, girl-
hood, fears, loves, and desires. Based in San Antonio, 
Texas, Datchuk’s impressive and embracing oeuvre 
about beauty, history, and the poetics of women’s voices 
shows her deep commitment to sharing women’s sto-
ries and realizing them in subtle ways. The interplay 

between identity and 
self-making is unique 
in her practice. Her 
directness and sense 
of humor are both 
engaging and dis-
arming; her humility 
invites us to imagine 
multiple histories 
as her concern for 
humanity is funda-
mental to her work. 
She is interested in 
how women are per-
ceived worldwide. 

Sonia Louise Davis’s Across 116th Street focuses on 
a wide and long street in Harlem, a diverse community 
in New York City. Davis placed a large format camera on 
selected corners of 116th street and created a make-
shift studio to photograph the residents who moved 
there from other parts of the world in order to find a safe 
home. It is a project about migration and kinship; family 
stories and portraiture; it honors the itinerant photog-
raphers of West Africa of the 20th century and expands 
upon the current work of Davis’s interest in visual sto-
rytelling. Davis considers the cultural diversity of the 
neigh-
borhood 
as she 
acknowl-
edges the 
props that 
some bring 
to the ses-
sions from 
cloths to 
bags to 
objects. 

Regina DeLuise’s Italia is a meditation on the complexi-
ties of home and memory. DeLuise looks at the role of 
the photograph in family rituals and disrupts the viewer’s 
imagination to create new meanings and excite new 
emotions. By revisiting old spaces in Italy and photo-
graphing objects within the home environment from 
mirrors to hangers to slips and windows, DeLuise takes 

us on a journey 
that unpacks the 
drama of move-
ment—what 
is left behind 
and how are we 
informed by its 
treasures. The 
black and white 
photographs 
interrogate the 
in/visibility of the 
gender, specifi-
cally the presence 
of femininity. 
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Nekisha Durrett’s work references 19th century 
images of well-dressed men and women arriving at the 
portrait studio. They are stylized drawings that offer the 
viewer an imagined past of 
freedom and libera-
tion as migratory 
stories are 
seen through 
stylized 
portraits. 

Adama Delphine Fawundu’s photograph Passageways 
#2: Secrets, Traditions, Spoken and Unspoken Truths or 
Not affirms the importance of the women in her family. 
As the only child in her immediate family born in America, 
Fawundu’s mixed-media photographic works explore the 
tension between her family’s traditional Mende beliefs 
(Sierra Leone) and Westernized values. Fawundu’s work 
is inspired by the comfort of women in her family and 
women narratives in general. She writes, “for me, most 
special is that I’m robed in a dress that was hand dyed 
by my grandma, and worn my momma. The dress is older 
than me and my three children. I lay in what was and still 
is the most comfortable position in the world. She is my 

comfort and a 
Matriarch, not 
just in my family 
but within our 
Sierra Leonean 
community 
here.” 

Ana Teresa Fernandez resists borders. She actively 
crosses borders by creating work that challenges the 
complexity of migration. Her work is performance based 
and shows the importance of the plight of migrants 
encountering border walls. Of Bodies and Borders 
explores the hopes and despairs of the thousands of 
people who have crossed a border. 

Ivan Forde shifts the narrative of migration to the epic 
adventures of Gilgamesh and Enkidu. He reconstructs 
the imagined experience by creating a visual tension 
about migration through the classics. He writes, “these 
works on paper are from a larger series of blueprints that 
illuminate the life of Enkidu from the Epic of Gilgamesh.” 
Forde duplicates his body in photographic self-portraits 
printed using a mix of silkscreen and cyanotype to imag-
ine the curious life of Enkidu, “tracking his migration 
from non-human to human status through the poetics of 
relation with his mimetic double Gilgamesh.” 
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Danny Wilcox Frazier has a strong sense of conviction 
about home and place. Iowa is central to his story and 
conserving a community that chooses not to migrate. 
What happens when farm communities stay on the land 
for generations and decide not to move to cities or larger 
urban settings? Frazier does not blur the line about home 
as he embraces the daily life of people who decide to 
stay and consider their dreams and hopes. Since 2008 
Frazier has been photographing the impact of depopula-
tion on rural communities across the Midwest and Great 
Plains. He writes that the “series Lost Nation documents 
the slow decay that has turned many small towns into 
rural ghettos.”

Daniel Castro Garcia has been documenting the 
European migrant/refugee crisis for four years. “Since 
June 2017 I have been living in Sicily, documenting the 
lives of unaccompanied minors; 12 sub-Saharan chil-
dren that were rescued in the Mediterranean Sea and 
have spent the last two years living in a reception center. 
Furthermore, in February 2018 I visited Senegal for one 
month and then met the families of some of the boys that 
I was working with in Sicily. This experience introduced 

new and powerful 
themes of memory, 
space and time whilst 
also ingraining a 
spirituality that I feel 
is fundamental to the 
project.” This work is a 
call to action as it tells 
the traumatic experi-
ences of young people 
in search of a full life 
without the social and 
political stigma of the 
term refugee.

Lonnie Graham’s large-scale portrait of Adia is a 
reminder of his quest for documenting the people he 
encounters in his project Conversations with the World. 
He is fascinated with gesture and dress as he explores 
the work of the people he meets. He writes, “I encoun-
tered Adia on 
the island of 
Gorée as she 
was travel-
ing between 
the coast and 
her home in 
the hills of 
that island in 
Senegal. In the 
hills of Kenya, 
farmers travel 
distances to 
collect food for 
their families 
and for their 
livestock.” 

Leslie King Hammond’s Barbadian Spirits—Altar for my 
Grandmother is an homage to women who migrated from 
the Caribbean and beyond. They bring their craft and 
recipes and determination to survive. Hammond writes, 
“My grandmother, Ottalie Adalese Maxwell, migrated 
from the island of Barbados around the time of WWI. 
She was a very accomplished master seamstress who 
worked in the NYU Garment District for more than 30 
years. This altar is a reflection of my personal memories 
and the re-imagination of too many women’s work that 
has been dismissed in history because of its domestic 
origin that was believed to be more about decoration 
and not significant enough to speak to the aesthetics 
of a broader more articulated cultural heritage.” What 

emerges from 
Hammond’s 
installation is 
a sense of joy 
and respect for 
the women’s 
creativity.
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Abbigail Hong’s photographs document Korean busi-
ness women and explores the lives of local Korean 
women who 
own local 
shops in the 
Baltimore 
area. She 
writes, “these 
women are 
working neck-
breaking 
hours to  
provide for 
their fami-
lies and to 
achieve the 
American 
Dream.”

Jessica Ingram’s Migration and Motherhood expands 
her practice as a photographer committed to social 
change. Photographing and mentoring students at 
Hilltop High, a public high school for pregnant teenagers 
in the Mission District of San Francisco. Ingram’s photo-
graphs looks at Hilltop as a safe space for young women 
immigrating to the United States and a crucial safe space 

for young women 
and their children. 
Almost every young 
mother says that her 
baby saved her life, 
forcing her out of 
dangerous and  
abusive situations, 
and into the com-
munity of young 
mothers at Hilltop, 
and the support 
system the school 
provides.

Migrant Kitchens is a project that embraces collabora-
tion. Women and families working together to preserve 
stories and menus of their respective kitchens. Sarah 
Khan argues that “We are all migrants whether descen-
dants of settlers, colonizers, seekers, or enslaved. 
Each of us originated from somewhere else, unless our 
ancestors descended from indigenous peoples. And yet 
with passion, communities both embrace and demonize 
migrants, indigenous, and refugees across the United 
States and the globe.”

Nate Larson’s study is inspired by the surviving records 
of an historic town in the state of Virginia. His images 
trace the town’s historical buildings and documents 
the simplicity of the town, the tensions focusing on 
preserving the memory of the 18th century town and 
the planned commercial development of the village of 
Waterford. He states: “my photographs examine the 
performance of historical narratives and civic identity, 
while empathizing with the residents and their struggle to 
define their village in the 21st century.”

D
et

ai
l
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Nashormeh Lindo’s tapestry for her father’s family 
lineage is entitled NormanNamesake: First Generation 
North. It is a reflection on belonging and longing for her 
grandfather, who migrated with his family from South 
Carolina to Philadelphia by way of the Underground 
Railroad route that led to Mother Bethel AME Church 
located in South Philadelphia.

New media and performance artist Tsedaye 
Makonnen’s work consists of photography, sculpture, 
and installation focusing on experiences of forced 
migrations globally. 

Qiana Mestrich’s 1960s snapshots of women of color 
in the workplace is a celebration of sorts focusing on 
the promise of women’s labor outside of domestic work. 
Her mother immigrated from Panama to New York City. 
The artists pays homage to the women by creating a 
composite of snapshots of her mother and co-workers 
in an office setting. Mestrich visualizes the resiliency of 
the women and their hopes to maintain positions that 
empowered black women. She writes: “emigrating to a 
foreign country by herself and eventually having to raise 
a child alone while working 
full-time was a necessity for 
my mother. Being a “working 
girl” was a source of pride 
for her and a crucial part of 
her identity, not some sexy 
on-screen role. I remember 
admiring her typing skills as 
child, watching in awe at the 
speed with which her fingers 
ticked away on those IBM 
typewriters.”

Deyane Moses’ video exploration highlighting memory, 
loss, and the significance of spirituality in her family. It 
captures a moment in time where memories of migra-

tion is unfixed 
through her 
stop motion 
video titled 
Rapture yet 
fixed because 
of the stories 
shared. It 
was created 
shortly after her 
grandmother 
migrated to 
Virginia from 
Dominica. 

D
et

ai
l
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American born artist Susan Harbage Page’s work in 
this exhibition reexamines and scrutinizes the privilege 
of travel with an American passport. A self-reflexive 
exploration of questions, Page echoes a good number 
of Americans who examine the implications of travel with 
a U.S. Passport. Some questions include: “What does it 
mean to have a 
passport? Who 
gets to decide if 
you have one? 
What privilege it 
brings me? What 
it means to hide 
behind wealth? 
How does this 
privilege both 
obscure and 
reveal who I am.” 
Is it golden?

Pamela Phatsimo Sunstrum’s Polyhedra, is an anima-
tion that deals with ideas of simultaneity and symmetry 
that are grounded in ancient mythology, geometry, and 
science fiction. Her work embodies a multiplicity that is 
common among people who often live between worlds, 
cultures, and histories. Phatsimo Sunstrum infuses the 
female body with references to travel, searching, and 
migration as a way of understanding shifting, transna-
tional identity. 

Hank Willis Thomas’s Rich Black Specimen addresses 
self-emancipation and runaway advertisements during 
American slavery. Thomas mines a plethora of drawings 
distilled from the runaway ads in public archives of black 
men and 
women dress 
in loose fit-
ting clothing 
and carrying 
sacks as if 
in flight. The 
distinctive 
series is 
highlighted 
by silkscreen 
prints.

Hồng-Ân Trương From a Hot Border (2001) consid-
ers Truong’s childhood and families migration to the U.S. 
from Viet Nam. Layering photographs of her playing and 
riding a bicycle along with images of war brings together 
a background of tension.
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Carrie Mae Weems’ When and Where I Enter—
Mussolini’s Rome, 2006, is a large-scale photograph 
from Weems’ Roaming series. Its title is based on 19th 
century black woman educator, Anna Julia Cooper’s 
memoir. The photograph is meditative, yet disarming as 
we find Weems in Italy contemplating the Fascist period, 
reconsidering the plight of not only of Ethiopia but of 
women and children in Italy as well. Current debates on 
migration are oftentimes violent and intimidating; many 
women have 
lost children 
in the wake 
of war and 
displacement. 
Weems acts 
as witness to 
these events.

Vicky Zambrano’s grandmother migrated from Ecuador 
with her family. Zambrano has been interviewing her 
grandmother about her journey to the United States for 
a number of years as she carried with her a family photo-
graph made before she left her home country with four 
children. Zambrano continued to make photographs and 
recently began a project of her return to Ecuador after 
living 25 years in the U.S. She now lives under palliative 
care there. The photograph of her living room wall in the 
Bronx shows a treasured image of grandparents with 
ceramic female figures adorning the wall.

For Freedoms is a platform for greater participation 
in the arts and civil society. Founded in 2016 by Hank 
Willis Thomas and Eric Gottesman, For Freedoms is an 
artist-led platform that investigates how art and art-
ists can help deepen public discourse and political 
awareness in the United States. They have produced 
exhibitions, installations, public programs, posters and 
billboard campaigns for the purpose of advocating inclu-
sive civic participation American democracy. The works 
are inspired by American 
artist Norman Rockwell’s 
paintings of Franklin 
D. Roosevelt’s Four 
Freedoms (1941)—free-
dom of speech, freedom 
of worship, freedom from 
want, and freedom from 
fear—For Freedoms 
Federation uses art to 
encourage and deepen 
public explorations of 
freedom in the 21st 
century.

The artists in Migrations and Meaning(s) in Art 
offer distinct perspectives on the themes of 
migration that shift our understanding about 
the ubiquity of national and global movement 
in our current cultural, economic and socio-
political environments. They contemplate 
the idea of migration as it intersects with 
personal narratives, self-invention, issues 
of cultural identity, nationality, race, gender, 
sexuality, political activism, social justice, 
leisure culture, the discourse of domination, 
and global freedom struggles. In a society 
where stories of migration are often stigma-
tized and excluded, this exhibition puts these 
diverse stories at the forefront, expanding the 
discourses of migration and the processes of 
identifying oneself and community in the con-
text of social and cultural transit. 
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The origin of the exhibition Migrations and Meaning(s) 
began with a conversation about art and photography 
focusing on migration with Colette Veasey-Cullors and 
also about my recent co-edited volume with Kalia Brooks 
Nelson and Ellyn Toscano on a similar theme Women & 
Migrations. I have worked as a curator, photographer, 
and professor for more than thirty years focusing on 
themes relating to family, beauty, and home. I would like 
to thank Colette and the MICA community for inviting 
me to curate an exhibition on the storied and complex 
histories of migration. I express my sincere thanks to 
MICA alumnus Stuart B. Cooper ’72 (Photography BFA) 
and R. L. Besson for supporting this unique project and 
offering me this opportunity. Additionally, I would like 
to thank MICA’s President Sammy Hoi, and the Office 
of Provost/Academic Affairs, Office of Advancement, 
Undergraduate Studies Division of Design and Media, 
Undergraduate Photography Department, and the Office 
of Exhibitions, especially Gerald Ross, Carla Brown, and 
Andrea Dixon, and their enthusiastic response to this 
project. I am honored to work with all of the photogra-
phers, artists, and collectives in this exhibition and thank 
their galleries, collectors, Wendi Norris Gallery, and Sonia 
Davis for their support.

—Deborah Willis, Ph.D.


