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What do you see when you look at me? 

Who am I? 

I grew up in a multicultural, multiracial and multiethnic family. Parts of my heritage 

include Afro-Caribbean from Trinidad and Tobago, East-Indian, Puerto Rican, First Peoples 

from the Andean and Blackfoot tribes, Jewish, White from various European countries, and 

African American from various parts of West Africa. Although my ethnic makeup is multi-faceted, 

I grew up primarily with my mother’s family who immigrated from Trinidad and Tobago. Hair is 

important to my mother's side of the family. Therefore, I was either doing hair for my family or I 

was watching them do each other’s hair.  

In a Trinidadian family, there can be mixed ethnicities. There are those who sometimes 

define themselves as Black (Afro) Trinidadians and those who define themselves as 

Indo-Trinidadians. The slave trade brought Africans to different islands all over the world but 

within those islands, people from different countries immigrated there to work. For Trinidad and 

Tobago, once slaves were free, indentured servants of the lowest caste in India were shipped 

over to work the sugar plantations. Now, the island of Trinidad and Tobago is 40% of 

East-Indian heritage. The influence of Indian culture is in the food, the music and the traditions 

on the island. This multiethnic symbolism is portrayed in my hair and in the hair of my mother’s 

side of the family. As I mentioned, I grew up doing hair and watching my family do each other’s 

hair. Although Black hair can be generalized as only 4C hair , those of African descent can have 1

several different curl patterns and textures, sometimes just on one person’s head. 

I went to a predominantly Black and Latinx elementary school and attended a 

predominantly Afro-Caribbean church every Saturday (Sabbath). In both my school and my 

1 Curly, coily and kinky hair is categorized into types, starting at 3A and ending at 4C. For more 
information, visit www.curlcentric.com/hair-typing-system 
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church, I would hear comments that my hair was never done properly. I would hear that my hair 

would look better if it was straight. I would hear that my hair was too curly, that I have too much 

of it and that I should just get a perm. However, my mother had been “perming” her hair for as 

long as I can remember and she warned me not to get a relaxer. I would go visit my father’s 

side of the family on weekends and I would not be allowed to wear my hair in a ponytail. It was 

too difficult for my paternal grandmother to comb it out and she didn’t like how it looked. My hair 

could be glossy, long and swinging one moment, and then shrink into an afro puff the next. If I 

wanted to wear a ponytail, my grandmother would tell me that I needed to braid it, which I didn’t 

like. Without telling my mom, I had a relaxer put in my hair, paid for by my paternal 

grandmother. After this, everything in my life changed. When my mother found out I had a 

relaxer, she was upset that I used harmful chemicals in my hair. She told me that if I were to 

continue doing this and with the looser texture I had, I could eventually lose all of my hair. This 

was the first and last relaxer I ever did. However, I liked the comments I received about my 

straight hair from everyone in my community. I found ways to get my hair straight without having 

to put in a relaxer. I would go to hair salons and sometimes I would have them use a hot comb 

to straighten my hair or I would endure high heat on my scalp with my hair pulled tightly around 

large curlers. There were different methods I could choose from.  

I eventually stopped straightening my hair when I went to college at UMass Dartmouth. 

UMass Dartmouth is next to the town of New Bedford, a whaling community. New Bedford and 

other towns surrounding it have a very large Portuguese, Cape Verdean, and Angolan 

population. When I was in college, I made friends with a lot of Cape Verdeans. They had hair 

similar to mine. Some of them straightened their hair, but only occasionally. They told me about 

hair products and styles I could wear. There were some Cape Verdeans with tightly coiled hair 

and some with hair that had looser curls than mine. They knew how to work with several types 
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of styles and textures including, cornrows, afros, and straight or wavy hair. This experience, 

along with trying to save money used to pay others to do my hair, influenced me to keep my hair 

as it is naturally.  

Trinidadians and other West Indians are largely populated in Boston. There are more 

Black Trinidadians than there are Indo-Trinidadians living within inner city Boston. The migration 

of Afro-Caribbeans to the inner city has been influenced by redlining, which forced Black 

Americans to live closer to urban cities of each state in the U.S. in the 1930s. However, the 

population of Cape Verdeans in southern Massachusetts is a mixed group of people who have a 

range of different skin tones and hair textures. In summary, due to redlining, I was not able to 

learn the information I need to know to accept myself for the way I am. Once I traveled outside 

of my neighborhood and pursued higher education, I was able to find out how I can truly care for 

myself while being myself.  

Hair Discrimination 

My work is about how systemic racism has affected the decisions of women of color in 

the U.S., specifically how women of color choose to style and wear their hair. My art practice 

includes making and researching. I have made hair accessories for women of color. I have 

conducted interviews with women of color on what difficulties they have experienced trying to 

make their hair conform to Western standards of beauty and why they feel they must conform to 

these standards. I asked these women how they believe they have been perceived because of 

the hair texture or style they choose to wear and in contrast, how they would like to be 

perceived. I have done research on articles that provide evidence that women of color have 

been discriminated against because of hair texture and style. I have made sculptures that 

represent the voices of people who said they experienced this type of discrimination. My 
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sculptures also celebrate the various hair textures and styles that come from people of the 

African Diaspora. 

People of color in the US, specifically Black and Brown people, have experienced 

systemic oppression through segregation, red-lining and other institutional/direct racism that 

continues to play a role in where one lives, works and receives an education. However, the 

systemic oppression of women of color is an intersection that is currently being explored 

(Crenshaw 140). For this demographic, there is a question being asked which is: does a woman 

of color have the ability to wear her hair the way she chooses in America? Even when women of 

color have the choice to wear their hair they way want, do they understand that they have this 

choice? More and more attention is being brought to bans put in place that prohibit hair 

discrimination for natural and protective styles. For example, a ban was passed in New York 

that prohibits employers to discriminate against protective styles such as dreadlocks and 

cornrows (Stowe). Senator Holly Mitchell of California, also submitted a bill to be passed in April 

2019 which bans hair discrimination in Los Angeles (The Times Editorial Board). However, the 

choice for Black people in America to wear their hair the way the want may not be clear, as 

Black celebrities and public figures continue to straighten their hair or wear a style that is 

eurocentric. This is shown in the way Black women who have rose to power in America such as 

Oprah Winfrey, Michelle Obama and even presidential candidate, Kamala Harris still continue to 

style their hair to project a eurocentric look. When these public figures are still wearing their hair 

in a eurocentric style even though discrimination on natural hairstyles are gaining publicity, this 

can send a message to women of color in general that in order to raise to a high status, one 

must assimilate to whiteness as much as possible, even if this means using harmful chemicals 

to straighten ones hair (Cochrane). 
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My work focuses on people of the African Diaspora (this includes Afro-Latinx 

communities as well as African American, Afro-Caribbean and Pan-African). I purposefully 

shifted my practice to focus on people of the African Diaspora because of the issues of colorism 

that came up in my conversations with others. To provide an example of this, I once had a 

casual conversation with a woman who was a Colombian Latina. The woman started to talk 

about her husband who was Dominican and her children who had different textures of hair. 

While I was chatting with her, the woman used the derogatory term, nappy, when referring to 

the hair texture of one of her children. This woman showed a clear disdain for a hair textures 

that were more tightly coiled than hers. We hadn’t spoken of this then, however, I knew that this 

disdain was a product of colorism. This wasn’t the only time I engaged in a conversation like 

this. There were several times in my life when I heard a person of color express disdain for 

another family member’s hair which was either more coarse or more tightly coiled than theirs. 

Later, I heard conversations like these in my research interviews for this project and therefore, I 

wanted to bring awareness to the issue of colorism in communities of color. This to me, had a 

connection to Anti-Blackness and I wanted to address this in my work. With this, I started to 

focus on making sculptures that would represent the hair textures and styles of those who are 

part of the African Diaspora. 

Methods & Artistic Process 

I transferred from UMass Dartmouth to Mass College of Art and Design in fall 2016. I 

studied Fibers at both colleges but at UMass Dartmouth, I focused mainly on textile design. 

After I transferred to MassArt, I made several weavings in my first semester, as I was very 

interested in 2D patterns. In spring 2017 at MassArt, I took a class called Projects in Wood. In 

this class, I was assigned to make a vessel for my most precious object. My most precious 

object was my hair, considering my family background. I decided to make a headpiece/hair 

5 



accessory. I did some research on West African masks at the Museum of Fine Arts to start this 

assignment. Then I designed a piece in cardboard that was similar to these masks. I showed 

the cardboard prototype to my professor for Projects in Wood and got their approval to complete 

this project using wooden disks. In this class, I had learned sawing, drilling, and sanding. For 

this project, I made a vessel out of wooden disks using the techniques learned in this class. 

During the same semester, I was in a class called Sculptural Weaving which taught us various 

basketry techniques. I connected the wooden disks I made in Projects in Wood through a 

technique called coiling which I learned in Sculptural Weaving. In Projects in Wood, I was able 

to make a 12 inch wooden dowel in height, with a three-inch radius for a width, and then drill a 

large 1” hole into the dowel. Then, I sliced the same dowel into multiple quarter inch widths. 

Once I had my wooden disks, I used the coiling technique to connect all the disks together. 

 

I was able to make a large vessel that surrounds my head attached to a smaller vessel (on top) 

that surrounds my hair. This vessel as a whole sat on my head while some of the circles flowed 

down the sides to stabilize and keep my hair in place. Where the smaller and larger vessel met, 

these circles were coiled with elastic. The reason for this was for someone with larger hair to 

have the ability to stretch the elastic over the hair while they put the vessel on their head, giving 
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them more freedom to use this as an accessory. This was made to honour and respect the 

multi-textured hair of women of color. The rest of the circles were coiled with a material called 

wax linen. Wax linen is typically used to coil baskets together because of its sticky texture that 

keeps pieces from moving. This feature combined with the strength of the linen makes it hard to 

break. 

 After I made this headpiece, I realized that I had made something I always yearned for 

as a product- something that could hold my hair away from my face and also looked nice. Now 

that I had this accessory that was functional and aesthetically pleasing, I wanted to see if I could 

make similar accessories, this time with different functions and better looking than the last. I 

decided that in order to do this, I was going to consult with other women of color to find out if 

they also had issues finding hair accessories and what they wanted to see.  

The first interview I did was with a friend of mine who attended MassArt. Her and I had 

frequent conversations about our hair journeys whenever we passed by each other in hallways 

or while working. For the interview, I started asking her questions mostly about hair accessories. 

This led to a conversation about deeper issues related to hair in our community. After this 

interview, I revised the original questions. I found other women, through online facebook groups 

as well as student led groups at Massart. I also contacted old friends of mine. For the next set of 

interviews, I asked more questions about hair and race discrimination, along with questions 

about hair accessories. I continued to design hair accessories while doing the interviews and I 

incorporated the women’s ideas into the new designs. I made accessories using smaller 

wooden disks and various colors of yarn, including purple, brown, and white. The interviewees 

had asked for more colors and one stated the original wooden disks were too big. 

In spring 2018, I made a headpiece based on a conversation that stood out in my 

interviews. I spoke with a friend who told me she heard comments about her being a lesbian 
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and having a shaved head. The woman said, people assumed she had chosen to shave her 

head simply because she was a lesbian, or because she had two moms. I realized then, that a 

person sometimes experiences discrimination based on the intersection of race, gender and 

sexual orientation. I asked this woman what she would like to see in hair accessories and she 

answered that she had never seen an accessory made for a woman with a shaved head. She 

wanted to see a product made like this, for the first time. From there, I began to work on a piece 

that would meet this woman’s needs. I included much more adornment in this piece. This piece 

included pieces of wood that I carved to resemble crystals, glass beads, metal beads, plastic 

beads, and cowrie shells. The choice of these beads were inspired by a picture of Solange 

Knowles. I had also worn beads similar to these when I was a child and I saw other young Black 

girls wearing these beads. 

 

I connected these materials together using elastic cord. The purpose of the elastic cord, like the 

first headpiece I made, was so that a person could stretch the accessory over their head. I took 
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a photograph of the woman and this photograph was installed into the president’s office at 

MassArt. 

 

Along with conducting interviews, I would sometimes ask my interviewees if I could photograph 

them wearing my pieces. Altogether my work became social practice of conversations, 

building/designing, and documenting. 

At the time, I had been satisfied with this practice of making hair accessories. I felt like I 

conquered an issue that women of color had not conquered in the past. I created a new way for 

women of color to have hair tied back and keep their confidence. But then, I noticed a problem. I 

asked myself, why had I been so focused on keeping hair tied back? Why did I want to adorn 

natural textures? What was the purpose of my work? While I was making these accessories and 

conducting interviews, I was doing research that highlighted some of the news stories about 

people who had experienced discrimination based on hair texture. I noticed the accessories I 

had been making were masking specific hair textures. The accessories provided adornment on 
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one’s head so that a person might be distracted, and not see what was underneath. Considering 

the discrimination some faced from having their hair loose or in its natural form, I became 

dissatisfied with my practice of making hair accessories. I decided I was going to experiment 

with new materials. 

I enrolled in an independent study where I learned hot glass casting. The study was set 

up for me to learn the techniques and implement them into my own studio work. For this study, I 

learned all of the steps needed to cast hot glass into a mold. I began to work on a new piece. In 

the past, a professor made me a plaster mold of a foam mannequin head that did not contain a 

face. I took this plaster mold and casted a hollow wax version the piece which would later be 

casted into glass. The design of this piece included multiple copper wires going through the 

head, starting at the face (or where the face would have been) and ending at the scalp. I drilled 

holes into the wax face and scalp so that I could stick copper wire into the head through the 

hollow opening which was the neck. Once each strand went through the neck into the head, I 

pulled the two ends of copper out of the two surfaces of the head (the face and the scalp) and 

put a single bead on each end of the strand, outside of the surface of wax. I secured each 

strand of copper from falling out of the hollow opening by bending the ends slightly around the 

single bead on the surface. This piece was then cast from wax to glass. Afterward, I cut off the 

bent end of the copper so that it could not be seen sticking out of the hole of each bead on the 

surface. Most of the beads remained tacked to the surface of the clear glass, since they melted 

together in the hot casting process. My intention for this piece was to show how people 

dehumanize a person with coily hair, yet the individual with this hair can only think about how it 

is being perceived by others.  
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After making the glass head, I received feedback that a viewer would not be able to 

identify this piece as a human being- the piece did not have a face. I wanted my work to show a 

human somehow so that I could represent the stories that I heard from the women whom I 

spoke with. I initially started working in glass because I had not seen sculptures of people of 

color in glass. At the same time, I was having a difficult time trying to figure out how to make the 

properties of glass work in my favor. While I was in this independent study, I spoke with a 

professor about my purpose for using glass. This professor was helping me and other students 

understand the purpose behind everything they do and their art practice. As I had more 
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conversations with this professor, I realized that if I were to continue using glass, I should take 

advantage of its properties, most importantly its see-through property. The professor suggested 

that instead of using glass, I should be casting in metal, especially if my pieces did not need to 

be see-through. I immediately started to think about what I could cast in metal instead of glass. I 

still tried to learn about techniques in glass, while being aware that I would cast a future 

sculpture in bronze. Around this time, I did not use what I had learned about glass in any other 

work except the sculpture without a face. However, I was still determined to make sculptures 

that represented the stories I heard and I decided to start a new art practice.  

In winter 2018, I took some time to focus solely on faces. First, I made three sketches of 

a face, each of the faces having different modifications on them. I began to make these 

sketches into 3D objects. I used a mold of my face as the base for each of the 3D faces. For 

each face, I pushed soft oil based clay into the mold of my face and took each one out to put in 

the modifications. I used oil based clay because this material allowed me to manipulate a 

sculpture in progress quickly and multiple times (oil based clay does not dry). Once I made the 3 

faces, I put different modifications in each one based on the sketches. One of the faces had 

cube-like chunks pulled out of the face. I drew intersecting lines into this face and pulled out 

chunks using ceramic tools. I did this because I heard stories in my research of women who felt 

they could not be themselves. This, to me, was like having a part of one’s body removed. For 

another face, I made flat rectangular pieces and overlapped them on the surface of the face. I 

made a face this way to represent the individuals who felt overwhelmed by the discrimination 

they experienced, so much that their identity was lost under the layers. The third face had braids 

laying across it. I made these braids by rolling out individual strands of clay in thin long lines. 

Then I carefully heated the lines to a temperature where they could be manipulated but not 

broken. I carefully braided these lines and made several braids. The braids covered up the 
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facial features so that a person could identify this as a face but not see the human. This, to me, 

represented a person who has a particular hairstyle and is judged for their hair rather than their 

character.  

 

 

After I made the modifications in these three faces, I knew that the face with the braids most 

represented what I had been trying to portray in my work. The braids laying across the face, to 

me, were like a set cornrows. These braids covered up the face of the individual, so that the 

viewer could only focus on the texture and not the person. I wanted a piece that showed how 

non-black individuals could dehumanize a person who is black, who keeps their natural hair 
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texture and who wears their hair in a protective style. It was very important to me to start 

highlighting protective styles (oringinated by people of African decent) both because of the 

colorism that came up in conversations and also because of the research that concluded, 

people of African descent experienced more discrimination on hair than any other racial group. 

My intention for the face with braids was to bring awareness to this type of discrimination and at 

the same time, show the beauty of Black hair. I wanted others to know about the vast amount of 

styles that coily textures could transform into.  

Protective Styles 

Protective styles include, but are not limited to, cornrows, single braids, locks, twisties, wraps 

weaves and bantu knots. Coily/Kinky hair (types 3C to 4C) can take hours to uncomb, which is 

needed to even begin styling the hair. Keeping hair in a protective style saves a person the 

hours and labor of doing the uncombing beforehand. Many Black individuals feel pressured to 

straighten their hair with high amounts of heat or a chemical straightener called a relaxer , which 2

also significantly reduces the amount of time needed to comb out ones hair. However, a 

protective style protects the natural hair texture and allows one to restyle their hair, without the 

damage. A protective style can be “freestyled” or designed intricately, which is often performed 

to prepare a person for an important life event. 

Methods & Artistic Process continued 

After I made the face with the braids lying across it, I made a mold of this face and 

casted it into plaster.  This was done in my last semester at MassArt, spring 2019. I then put 

gold leaf on the plaster version of this face. I used gold leaf to highlight the celebration of Black 

hair and to make the piece look as though it was casted in metal. 

2 To learn more about the potential damage of relaxers, visit 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TSoiHTRS0lo 
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I used this same face mold to cast another version into microcrystalline wax (the same wax 

needed to cast hot materials). I worked with the Iron Corps at MassArt to cast this piece in Iron.  
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While I was creating the wax version of the braided face, I was making wax versions of 

real cornrows and bantu knots (examples of protective styles). To make these, I styled real hair 

from a mannequin head, used a special grease needed before the liquid silicone gets poured on 

and then made a special silicone mold that can come apart from hair. Then, I casted these 

molds into wax and later I casted these into iron. I now had a braided face, a bantu knot and a 

set of cornrows in iron. Again, I had a deep appreciation for protective styles and I wanted to 

cast as many as possible in metal. 

Goals 

Currently, I am working on a piece that is an entire head. This head will have braids 

across the face in an intricate design and bantu knots parted in a non-traditional pattern. In the 

future, I want to make another piece, similar to this one, but with facial features that the viewer 

can see. When I was working on my faces during winter 2019, I believed that the way to solve 

problematic behavior was to show people how they are being problematic. I realized later, that 

showing others their problematic behavior, especially in regards to race, makes them aware that 

they are “the other”. Rather than make people aware of their differences, we should focus on 

what makes us relate to each other. Something we can all relate to is celebration. I want 

viewers to see the celebration of this culture I have lived and researched. Therefore, in order to 

do so, I am including the full visibility of facial features in my next piece. I hope, by doing this, 

viewers will focus on the parts of the piece that celebrates (like the intricate hairstyle) and will 

want to know more about this culture. At some point, I also want to cast this piece in bronze.  

Towards the end of my final semester, I decided to gain experience casting in metals so 

that I can make a public art installation. These things are still in the works but I imagine having a 

10 square feet sculpture, possibly in Mission Hill, where I grew up. I want people living there 
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now to know who we are and what magic we have to share. In addition to this, I have always 

believed in accessibility. People in underrepresented communities should be able to access art 

in the way that it is available in museums. It is important that this public art installation shows the 

celebration of our community and makes 3D art accessible to people who came from this 

community. 

Conclusion 

I started as a young artist who was interested in fibers and textile design, then I made 

hair accessories as a way to provide a service to women of color, and now I am making art for 

the purpose of public installations. Through this journey, I spoke with Capeverdeans in the New 

Bedford area. I spoke with women of different ethnicities around the Boston area. I spoke with a 

woman who told me about her experience being a lesbian and living with short hair. All of these 

conversations helped to see that hair is the common denominator that unifies us. I hope that my 

work, when made public, prompts people to have conversations with those who are different 

from them, in several ways. What I have taken from my work is the value of reaching across to, 

and collaborating with diverse communities outside of our own familiar space. People who have 

been marginalized may feel wary of doing so, given past experiences. I understand this. I fully 

believe, when we show our magic to others, this creates a bond, and then we can create 

solutions together.  

17 



Cochrane, Cheyenne. “A Celebration of Natural Hair.” TED,  

www.ted.com/talks/cheyenne_cochrane_a_celebration_of_natural_hair?language=en. 

Crenshaw, Kimberle. “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist  

Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory, and Antiracist Politics [1989].” 

Feminist Legal Theory, 2018, pp. 57–80., doi:10.4324/9780429500480-5. 

Fernandez, Jacquelyn. "Sodium Hydroxide." YouTube, uploaded by Jacquelyn Fernandez, 1 

December 2011, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TSoiHTRS0lo. 

Jacobs, Julia, and Dan Levin. "Black Girl Sent Home From School Over Hair Extensions." New  

York Times, 22 Aug. 2018, p. NA(L). Academic OneFile, 

http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/A551132214/AONE?u=mca_main&sid=AONE&xid=9

8a99a15. Accessed 8 May 2019. 

Kenneth. “Hair Type Guide: The Only Hair Typing System Article You'll Ever Need.” Curl  

Centric® | Rewrite the Rules of Natural Hair Care, 5 May 2019, 

www.curlcentric.com/hair-typing-system/. 

Sanchez, Gabriel H. “13 Young, Black Women Share What It's Like To Enter The Workforce.”  

BuzzFeed News, BuzzFeed News, 29 Jan. 2018, 

www.buzzfeednews.com/article/gabrielsanchez/black-women-workplace. 

Stowe, Stacey. "City Bans Discrimination Based on Hair." New York Times, 21 Feb. 2019, p.  

D2(L). Academic OneFile, 

http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/A574965093/AONE?u=mca_main&sid=AONE&xid=d

35db89d. Accessed 8 May 2019. 

“Employers Have No Business Policing Black People's Natural Hairstyles.” THE TIMES  

EDITORIAL BOARD, 1 Apr. 2019, 

www.latimes.com/opinion/editorials/la-ed-mitchell-black-hair-bill-20190401-story.html. 

18 


