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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS  
 

Material Memory 
 
 

by  
 
 

Kevin Vincent 
 

Master of Fine Arts in Visual Arts 
 

University of California San Diego, 2020 
 

Professor Anya Gallaccio, Chair 
Professor Ruben Ortiz, Co-Chair 

 

 Through the physical act of combining of wood and rope to make assemblages, I explore 

questions surrounding memory, historical trauma, growth, perseverance, and integration. I 

examine memories from my childhood to understand how my initial relationship to wood and 

rope, as materials, has warped over time as I learned about slavery and how these same materials 

were historically used to harm or instill fear. The assemblages use this historical trauma as a 

contact point for the two materials, addressing the violence and fear many people of color feel on 

a daily basis, but also showing the possibility of growth and creating a new relationship between 

myself and these charged materials, that is more like that of when I was a child. 
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Material Memory 

 

Walking into my studio one would find a variety of collected/ found materials, mostly 

natural but also man made objects, stacked and grouped together by types, colors, origin, textures, 

size, hardness, sheen, among other things. Collecting found objects has always been an interest 

for me; as far back as I can remember I have been enamored by nature and its processes, finding 

what I deemed interesting and proudly presenting it to my mother. The majority of the objects I 

found and collected were wood, including stumps, roots, logs, and branches, stones, and gems, 

that had either experienced a change due to its environment or had interacted with another 

object/ material, and these are many of the same things that currently reside in my studio. I want 

to begin by diving into some of my childhood memories to better understand what my initial 

interest and relationship to these materials were, because my current relationship is now much 

more complex/complicated. These early childhood memories represent a time of exploration and 

observation, which is not tainted or weighted down by historical knowledge, shared trauma or 

fear, a kind of childlike purity that viewed the world just as it was.  

 

To give these memories some context I must first give a bit of personal background, I 

was born in Charlotte, North Carolina to African American parents both working in corporate 

America in the early 1990s. My mother and father are both from small rural areas in North 

Carolina and worked diligently to earn postgraduate degrees and provide for my brother and 

myself. Shortly after I was born, my family relocated for my father’s job to a predominately 

white suburb in Atlanta, Georgia, as a result a lot of my earliest memories and formative years 

take place there. Atlanta’s suburbs, which are situated along the foothills of the Appalachian 
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Mountains, are filled with a variety of neighborhoods hidden under the cover of masses of 

deciduous and evergreen trees.  

 

My particular neighborhood, despite being fairly large, felt completely extremely 

secluded for a few reasons, first, it had no large signage stating the name of the neighborhood as 

well as being located on the bend and even though there were two entrances the number of times 

friends and family missed the turn-in was immeasurable. The second reason is due to the massive 

pine and magnolia trees that hid all of the houses from the street view, turning my neighborhood 

into a “safe” zone, where barely any people besides the residence came through. The last 

characteristic of the neighborhood that made it feel like a safe haven was the fact that to get to 

my house one would have to drive down an extremely steep hill turn off onto a side street and 

then travel further down another hill, where you would find a cul-de-sac with my house sitting 

atop a steep hill. These hills are worth mentioning because between those and the trees they 

changed the time of the sunset, making it darker earlier, a darkness that for a lot of children in 

my neighborhood instilled fear and uncertainty or just signaled time to go inside. But for me 

being outside in my neighborhood was a chance for me to explore and experience a vast natural 

landscape containing large climbing trees, rope swings, backyards, streams, and small woods 

while feeling safe, day or night, it was not until much later that the feeling of safety started to 

fade away, but I will touch on that shortly.  

 

One of the reasons I felt safe initially was that the neighborhood we moved to was 

extremely kid friendly, with most of the neighbors allowing/ encouraging us and about a dozen 

other children and grandchildren of all different ages to play/explore without too much worry.  
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Memory – Link between man and nature 
 

I have always been extremely active, consequently a large amount of my free time was 

spent outside, but I was still fairly young so even with the “safety” of the neighborhood I still 

had restrictions on the distance from the house I could go; which grew larger as I grew.  

 

During the earliest years at that house, I spent a lot of time between the edges of my 

backyard, a fence, a concrete water drainage path, and a small grove of trees that were still on 

our property. This was partly due to the fact that both my front and back yards were not yards I 

could spend time in, the front was a steep, curved lawn that made it hard to do anything and the 

back yard was fairly small and contained a path leading to a concrete patio, a large area where 

grass was supposed to grow, and a single large oak tree that stretched up and over the house, 

surrounded by a thick circle of tall dark green grass that belonged to various ground critters, also 

not the best place to play, but despite going through many changes for the better over the years 

was barely ever played in. These edges/ boundaries felt like a secret/hidden area/space in-

between the natural world and the human world, a place where I could be alone even with my 

mom keeping a loose eye on me from the living room. One of the first things that caught my 

attention was the physical space between the two areas, the long cold concrete drainage path that 

stretched through my neighbor’s backyard, through ours, down to the end of our property 

foundation. Its primary function was transporting runoff away from our houses but as I continued 

to spend more time there I observed it was a path for animals and seeds as well and reminded of 

a river basin that dries and fills with the seasons. Masses of seeds from the nearby florae would 

pile up and be washed away during summer rainstorms and I started to become increasingly 
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curious about where the hundreds of seeds were transported, which prompted the excursion that 

would spark an interest that remains relevant throughout my current practice.  

 

I followed the concrete path down, away from my yard, into a lush tunnel of trees, where 

hundreds of little warm sunbeams pierced through the canopy like stars in the night sky, 

highlighting the change in temperature in the space as I moved through in. With each step the 

manmade creations like fences and property markers faded away and were replaced with newly 

sprouted florae, which brought a plethora of new aromas much richer and earthy than in my own 

backyard. The only thing manmade that remained was the concrete path that I was walking on 

and up until this point had remained intact and relatively uniform, gently sloping downward 

towards a small drop off about three feet high. As I ventured closer to the end of the walkway I 

noticed cracks starting to emerge as broken pieces of concrete shifted under my feet, I had 

reached the end my houses foundation, and without this support under the concrete the path 

became vulnerable to nature. Small plants were pushing their way through the cracks, spreading 

the pieces further apart to the point where pieces had become dislodged and fallen off the drop 

off to woods below. The shifts under my feet slowed my movement to the edge as the fear of 

falling started to set in, this new pace in actuality let me take in my surrounding and appreciate 

this relationship between man and nature. While cautiously moving around the edge to get a 

good view of all of the thriving plant life I noticed that there was a section directly under the end 

of the waterway I couldn’t see from any angle. My curiosity slowly began to overpower the fear 

of falling I previously had, so I carefully laid face down on the cold hard concrete with my head 

hanging over just enough for me to look over without tumbling end over end, all the while 

gripping the edge of the concrete like my life depended on it. This scene I happened across 
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immediately captured my attention and has stayed with me to this day; peering over I saw 

saplings and wildflowers working their roots and vines through the rubble of the unsupported 

waterway, and becoming intertwined to form a sort of net/web that reached down into the soil. 

Since these same roots and vines were holding the rubble in place I could clearly see that the 

waterway would have extended at least ten to fifteen more feet if not for the water that had been 

gradually eroding the topsoil and red clay. The area from the ledge where I was to out to the lush 

woods made a sort of gradient from concrete, to topsoil, to red clay, to rocks, to vines and roots, 

to moss, to lush grass and trees, all speckled with brightly colored wildflowers extending out of 

the rocks, reaching towards the rays of sunlight peeking through the canopy. I doubt during this 

first excursion I could have even put into words why I was drawn to this in-between space but 

reminiscing on the experience, much later in life, made a few things very clear; I was interested 

in spaces where manmade creations and nature met, and the way nature fought back and 

persevered against the plans of man. This struggle to live and grow in a potentially hostile 

environment is something that resonates with me as a black man, who grew up in the 

southeastern United States.  

 

For most of my recent artistic career I have been interested in making assemblages, 

where I bring unlike materials together as seamlessly as possible to the point where a viewer 

begins to questions whether it was an object I created or one that occurred naturally over time, 

but I did not have a full understanding of why I was interested in this process and specific 

materials until I revisited on some of my formative memories and began to focus on my 

relationship to my surroundings, natural or otherwise. 
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Memory - Realization of otherness  

 

One set of memories in particular that were extremely formative for me while growing up 

was my experience of learning how to swim because it is one of the earliest instances where I 

became painfully aware that I was different than the other people in my immediate environment 

and how I came to terms with that. Swimming pools play a major role in the south, especially for 

children trying to escape the oppressive heat of summer, and my parents aware of this took my 

brother and I to swimming lessons regularly while I was growing up. All throughout my life I 

have truly loved swimming; the feeling of gliding through the cool clear water is unlike any 

other experience but obviously comes with some risk attached and also came with some 

unforeseen problems for me when I started learning, like my inability to float on top of the water. 

The first memory I have of being unable to float was in Charlotte, North Carolina, where I was 

taking swim lessons at an early age and was incorrectly told by the lifeguard that everyone can 

float and that it should be easy. The lifeguard at a public pool was instructing five children, 

including myself, how to tread water and float saying, “Okay, lets begin... tread water until you 

get tired, then lay back and float until you get your energy back and repeat.” Most of the other 

children had no problem following the instructions but I was struggling, after treading water I 

would try to lay back, sink to the bottom, and come up gasping for air. I asked the lifeguard how 

to float and she placed her hand on my back and responded nonchalantly, “Everyone can float, so 

you just need to lean back, hold your breath, but don’t let the water get in your nose. When you 

are ready I’m going to take my hand away.” When she removed her hand I sunk into the pool 

almost immediately while momentarily catching a glimpse at the enormity of the rest of the 

twelve-foot deep pool before she lifted me back out of the water. This expectation of being able 
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to float was one of the first times I felt inadequate for something I didn't have any control over. 

This memory for me represents the realization of inadequacy or difference, that parallels what it 

feels like to be a minority faced with racism or prejudice and this interaction continued to greatly 

affect me as I interacted with other bodies of water; I had this fear that because I could not float I 

could not actually swim, which as a kid was very demoralizing even though that is not true. In 

the car on the way home my mom noticed I was feeling down and asked how I was doing, I 

sadly replied, “I had fun but I kept sinking, the teacher said everyone should be able to float... 

but I don’t think I can…” She jokingly said, “Maybe you are just a submarine meant to explore 

the depths, but don’t let it get you down you can try again next time”, this resonated with me one 

because I think submarines are pretty but mainly because it provided a different way to view 

myself and my predicament and in the long run helped free me from the expectations of 

conforming to others ideas about the world and my place in it. The next time I attempted to float 

in a teacher and student capacity was roughly four years later in Atlanta during a summer camp 

at our local YMCA, however during that four years I had began to come to terms with the fact 

that I most likely would never be able to float the same way my peers did, but I was still open to 

try. The first thing I did was let our instructors know that I did not think I could float and would 

just sink to the bottom if I tried, and they replied in disbelief, “Nonsense everyone can float!” 

We swam out to about six feet, and they placed their hand on my back as I reclined, just as the 

other instructor had done, and slid them out quickly, I once again almost immediately sunk to the 

bottom, only stabilizing at about a foot above the bottom. This time however I took my time, 

taking in everything from the other swimmers doing laps nearby to the few divers training in the 

deepest part of the pool, I found myself feeling very content with this new perspective and 

calmly returned to the surface. Reflecting on these memories I realized that the instructors had 
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never experienced a situation where someone could not float so they didn’t know how to help me 

come to terms with the fact that I physically couldn’t float, regardless of the effort that I was 

putting in, and made me aware that we are all individuals growing and adapting as we progress 

through life.  
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Memory – Wood/Trees 
 

My relationship to wood begins in this neighborhood, specifically with one kind of tree in 

particular, Magnolia grandiflora, commonly known as the southern magnolia, a large evergreen 

with strong low hanging branches. Several of these eighty to ninety foot trees were located 

throughout the neighborhood, but the biggest and most easily accessible was just across the cul-

de-sac from my house, majestically standing by itself in my neighbors yard. It had captured my 

attention since the first day I laid eyes on it, I wanted to climb to the very top to see what it 

looked and felt like and after I was old enough, by my standards, I did just that. I very vividly 

remember standing at the base of its trunk, looking up through its radial branches as individual 

rays of the summer sun penetrated the darkness that is created by the thick masses of leathery 

leaves, and being filled with a strong feeling of awe. As I walked towards the trunk, I ran my 

hands against the bark, its rough and lightly textured surface would make it perfect for climbing 

and after hanging on some of the lowest branches to see if they could support my weight, which 

they easily did, I was ready to start my ascent. The first twenty or so feet up the tree felt 

effortless almost as if the tree was inviting me into the safety of its crown, each branch was 

strong and dense and as I climbed it felt like it had the complete support of the rest of the 

branches and trunk. As I continued upwards, navigating the branches became increasingly more 

difficult due to the increasing number of branches and the decreasing size of the individual 

branches but I was determined to reach where those golden sunbeams peaked through the canopy. 

A few times during the ascent I looked down to check my progress, this provided me with a 

different perspective where I was able to see how its roots were radiating out, connecting the tree 

to the soil and how it interacted with the pavement; forcing its way through and under, breaking 

out as it grew. After what felt like a hour in the tree I settled into a group of branches that could 
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support me about three quarters of the way up, I couldn’t safely climb any further, but I had 

reached my goal, the warm sun rays kissed my face as I looked out over the cul-de-sac, and the 

view put the tree’s lifespan into perspective, I didn’t have to count the rings to get a sense of how 

long it had resided there, growing and watching over its domain, providing refuge for animals 

and humans alike. Looking back it felt like the tree was accepting/protecting me; I was hidden 

away from the cars and people occasionally passing by and it became a regular hiding place for 

me when the neighborhood kids and I would play hide and seek, which we also called man hunt 

to make it seem “cooler”, especially since I felt more comfortable being high up in the trees. 

 

These initial observations were altered in school as we learned about slavery, segregation, 

and the oppression of people of color in the United States. I remember very vividly watching 

Roots in the seventh grade and having my eyes opened to some of the horrors and trauma 

surrounding people of color and it also made it very apparent that the educational system was not 

interested in informing us about our tragic past nor implicating the parties involved in this 

trauma. 

 

As I continued to learn more over the years through personal research there were two 

facts that really hit home; the Southern Magnolia, which I held in such high regard, was initially 

used as a symbol for the Confederate army that fought to keep black people enslaved. On the 

other hand, a magnolia tree outside a person’s home often indicated a safe haven for escaped 

slaves during the 1800s. For me this represents a kind of re-contextualization of symbols and 

shows some of the complexities surrounding these issues and is something I am interested in 
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recreating in my own work. I find it extremely interesting that I myself unknowingly used this 

tree as a safe haven while playing “man hunt”.  

 

After that I began thinking about trees as complex sites as well as a material, they were in 

some instances a site of protection, like I had experienced, and in some instances a site of pain 

and death were thousands of people of color were hung and lynched. Now when I look at trees or 

wood, magnolias or any other kind, fear, trauma, and death are usually some of the first things 

that cross my mind, followed up by the nostalgic memories from my past, and I am currently 

interested in making work that deals with that duality. I am not interested in making works that 

hide that pain and suffering as my schools did but that acknowledges the trauma as something 

that has inadvertently shaped this country, its people, and who I am as a person for better or 

worse.  

 

These histories are just one of the few reasons I work with wood, another reason is that I 

see some important similarities between trees (nature) and people of color. The first similarity I 

noticed was that both nature and people of color are both extremely resilient and if left to their 

own devices will grow and thrive regardless of the obstacles in the way, which leads to the next 

similarity, the containment and control surrounding both bodies. Trees and plants are often 

planted in places where there is a lack of resources meaning either the plants growth will be 

stunted, it won’t reach its full potential, or it will outright die and the same can be said about a 

large majority of underprivileged colored communities that just do not have access to the 

resources or protection necessary for upward mobility. To make matters worse after both bodies 

had already been placed in these desolate areas, doing their best to survive, the wealthy come in, 
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buy the land, and push out the current residents or raise the cost of living to force them out of 

what little space that was actually theirs. 

One of the last similarities I will touch on I noticed while studying at UCSD looking at 

the masses of eucalyptus trees on campus, these among many other types of trees present here 

are not native to the United States, but were transplanted here to be used as building materials in 

a similar way that Africans were brought over to be used as labor. This idea of being separated 

from an origin point is very important to me because like many others in this country I have no 

connection to my ancestral origin and it also helped me to decide that found wood, whether that 

be found lumber, abandoned stumps, or trees removed during construction, was what I primarily 

wanted to work with. Found wood resonated with me at first because it allowed me to keep my 

cost down when buying materials, but the more I collected and worked with it the more I started 

to think of them as unique individuals that were either lost or removed from their homes and if 

these are individuals, they are most definitely corpses, like the many people of color killed in the 

streets and left to rot by the same people that were supposed to serve and protect them. I like the 

idea of myself as a caretaker for these plant bodies that have been discarded, finding them and 

giving them a “new life” in the artworks. The found wood is also important because it shows and 

contains a full record of its life and growth, a kind of implied time that allows me to imagine and 

integrate other materials into each timeline, addressing multiple points in time, simultaneously, 

in one piece.   
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Rope swings  
 

With wood and trees standing in for the body, the first material that caught my attention 

was rope. By itself, without any context, rope is an extremely useful material with thousands of 

different uses and functions, and one of my earliest experiences with it was one of support and 

excitement as I swung threw the air on my grandparents rope swing. The rope was securely 

attached to a medium sized pecan tree, roughly thirty feet high, with a round wooden seat 

secured by a knot on the bottom. When we visited, my brother and I would spend hours in their 

spacious backyard taking turns swinging and getting as high as possible, enjoying the feeling of 

gliding through the air. The rope and tree felt strong and supported our weight easily, which 

allowed us to put all of our weight into each swing, which led to one of the first times I 

experienced my stomach drop due to the weightlessness at the end of each big swing. The feeling 

was terrifying because my body, feeling weightless, lost its connection between the tree and rope 

as the rope went slack high in the air and if I were to fall from that height I would definitely get 

injured but this feeling over the next few years changed into excitement as I got older and 

realized that I could trust the rope to catch me and in that moment I was free, free from the rope, 

free from the tree, and free from gravity.  

 

A large part of the reason this feeling turned from fear to excitement was that after we 

moved to the suburbs in Atlanta my next door neighbors had the largest rope swing I had ever 

seen in their front yard. Their house sat atop the same hill as my own and their yard was equally 

as steep, if not more, and at the top just outside their front door was a huge tree that dwarfed the 

large oak behind my house. Roughly twenty to thirty feet up the tree, the rope was secured so 

that when swinging the rope would swing out over the yard, making the distance between the 
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swing seat and the ground upwards of twenty feet at some places. I approached this swing with 

extreme caution at first because a misstep or fall from it would seriously injure me, but I was still 

drawn to it after mustering up the courage to swing because the increased scale allowed for a 

wildly more exciting experience. From then on I slowly began swinging more frequently and 

swinging further out every time as I became more comfortable with the rope, each swing I took 

was building my trust in not only the rope but the tree as well. Through spending extended time 

with, understanding, and trusting those materials I believe I was able to overcome the fear of that 

weightless moment and change it into a moment filled with joy and excitement.  

 

School would once again come and alter/tarnish my relationship with this material; rope 

had a dark history surrounding it that grew even darker as I learned more about the southern 

United States. I was aware that throughout history hanging was a means of capital punishment all 

over the world when peoples crimes warranted it but I had no relationship to it and had no reason 

to fear rope or being in that situation but learning about lynching in the South quickly changed 

how I felt about rope. Lynching differs from hanging in a few key ways; one if the biggest 

differences is who is performing the act, hangings are arranged by the governing body based on a 

set of rules that have been previously established after a trial of sorts has taken place, lynchings 

on the other hand were committed by the white public, outside of the law, with no trial for 

“crimes” that the mob feel were committed by other individuals, two thirds being blacks. 

Another difference is the intent behind the act, hangings are meant to keep order in society and 

be a punishment for committing serious crimes, as for lynching the goal was to assert dominance 

over and instill fear in the hearts and minds of black people. Many times white people turned 
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lynchings into social gatherings, a mob would assemble and essentially make a party out of the 

brutal killing of people of color by capturing the person/people that offended them. 

 

Sometimes tying their captives to trees and burning them alive, sometimes tying a noose 

around the captives’ neck and hoisting them into trees by the rope, and almost always leaving the 

mangled bodies on display as a warning for other people of color to stay in their place unless 

they want to experience the same fate. Through further research I found that, “From 1882-1968, 

4,743 lynchings occurred in the United States.  Of these people that were lynched 3,446 were 

black.  The blacks lynched accounted for 72.7% of the people lynched.  These numbers seem 

large, but it is known that not all of the lynchings were ever recorded.  Out of the 4,743 people 

lynched only 1,297 white people were lynched.  That is only 27.3%.  Many of the whites lynched 

were lynched for helping the black or being anti lynching and even for domestic crimes.” 

 

“Most of the lynchings that took place happened in the South.  A big reason for this was 

the end of the Civil War.  Once black were given their freedom, many people felt that the freed 

blacks were getting away with too much freedom and felt they needed to be controlled.  

Mississippi had the highest lynchings from 1882-1968 with 581.  Georgia was second with 531, 

and Texas was third with 493.  79% of lynching happened in the South.” 

 

I am inserting two investigations of lynchings that occurred in 1918 to show the brutality 

behind the actions: 

 

“MAY 19, 1918 
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Walter White was sent by the NAACP to investigate lynchings in Brooks- 

Lowndes County, Georgia. The lynching of Mary Turner was one of the 

investigations. 

Abusive plantation owner, Hampton Smith, was shot and killed. A weeklong 

manhunt resulted in the killing of the husband of Mary Turner, Hayes Turner. 

Mary Turner denied that her husband had been involved in Smith’s killing, 

publicly opposed her husband’s murder, and threatened to have members of the 

mob arrested. 

On May 19th, a mob of several hundred brought her to Folsom Bridge which 

separates Brooks and Lowndes counties in Georgia. The mob tied her ankles, 

hung her upside down from a tree, doused her in gasoline and motor oil and set 

her on fire. 

Turner was still alive when a member of the mob split her abdomen open with a 

knife and her unborn child fell on the ground. The baby was stomped and crushed 

as it fell to the ground. Turner’s body was riddled with hundreds of bullets.” 

 

“TENNESSEE 1918 

Walter White, The Crisis, May 1918 

(Of fair skin and with straight hair, Walter White, assistant secretary for the 

NAACP, used his appearance to increase his effectiveness in conducting 

investigations of lynchings and race riots in the South. He could “pass” and talk to 

whites, but identified as Black and could talk to members of the African 

American community. Through 1927 White would investigate 41 lynchings.) 
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Jesse McIlherron was prosperous in a small way. He was a Negro who resented 

the slights and insults of white men. He went armed and the sheriff feared him. 

On February 8, he got into a quarrel with three young white men who insulted 

him. Threats were made and McIlherron fired six shots, killing two of the men. 

He fled to the home of a colored clergyman who aided him to escape, and was 

afterwards shot and killed by a mob. McIlherron was captured and full 

arrangements were made for a lynching. Men, women and children started into 

the town of Estill Springs from a radious of fifty miles. A spot was chosen for the 

burning. McIlherron was chained to a hickory tree while the mob howled about 

him. A fire was built a few feet away and the torture began. Bars of iron were 

heated and the mob amused itself by putting them close to the victim, at first 

without touching him. One bar he grasped and as it was jerked from his grasp all 

the inside of his hand came with it. Then the real torturing began, lasting twenty 

minutes. 

During that time, while his flesh was slowly roasting, the Negro never lost nerve. 

He cursed those who tortured him and almost to the last breath derided the 

attempts of the mob to break his spirit.” 

 

After learning about all of these horrible histories and more the materials involved in 

these egregious actions became triggering, my previous relationship to rope was now cloaked in 

the fear that something like that could potentially happen to myself, my family, and friends just 

for essentially existing somewhere, especially since I lived in the Georgia, the state with second 

highest record number of lynchings. Approaching the swing after that became a completely 
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different experience, I was forced to reflect on my mortality, easily imagining myself hanging 

there instead of the wooden seat especially knowing that the rope could easily support the weight 

of me thrashing around on it. Despite all those fearful thoughts running through my head I was 

still a kid wanting to swing and glide through the air, and I did just that and in doing so I felt the 

rope flex in my hands as it adjusted to my weight, that feeling was surprisingly jarring as it is 

very likely that thousands of black people felt a similar but much more extreme feeling while 

they were being lynched. Looking back on it I do not think I was particularly scared of that 

happening to me at that moment but more scared of that fact that something like that was done so 

white people could feel superior to blacks and that that could/would manifest itself in many 

different ways in the present.  

 

Rope would continue to be a reminder of that fear and trauma, until graduate school, 

when I decided to look at rope as a sculptural material and where I remembered I had overcome 

a different fear related to rope earlier in my life through physically spending time with it, so I 

began experimenting with rope to see if over time I could remove the fear associated with it, 

because at its core rope is not inherently scary. First I started by disassembling the rope to better 

understand its make up, it is a collection of thin fibers rolled together to make yarns, which are 

then twisted together to make strands, that are then braided together to finally make rope which I 

found extremely interesting because it shows that even though an individual part of something 

may be weak if it is grouped with more of its kind it becomes significantly stronger.  

 

These experiments allow me to focus on the versatility of the rope as a material that 

supports, covers, repairs, and can even be used as an aesthetic finishes or to mimic plant life. 
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Through broadening my ideas surrounding rope I believe that I am training my mind to respond 

differently to it and place that fear into the background. My goal is not to get rid of that fear 

entirely because despite all of the negatives it has made me more observant and aware of my 

relationship to other people and materials. I want to acknowledge that these histories have 

occurred as a starting point and then focus on growth and what comes after that.  
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Process 
 

Now, with a better understanding of what materials I wanted to work with and what they 

signify for me I started focusing on the nature and process of making the assemblages. My goal 

is to take these unlike materials steeped with meaning and imagine a scenario where they exist 

together, combining them in a way that addresses their difficult and most of the time violent 

relationship to each other. After collecting a multitude of plant (bodies) and various kinds of 

ropes to use for the pieces around campus, I started experimenting with different ways the 

materials could come together. Through this experimentation I realized that this long arduous 

process that was necessary to bring these things together mimicked the kind of work and effort I 

think it takes for seamless integration into places where I am considered other. I also feel that 

way about man’s relationship to nature; historically man has attempted to control nature instead 

of taking the time to integrate with nature in a way where both man and nature can thrive. This is 

visible on just about any American city street; plants and trees are relegated to small coffin like 

brick or concrete boxes, that either result in the death of the plant, the stunting of that plant’s 

growth, or the plant overcoming its constraints and forcibly making space for itself, disrupting 

the plans of man.  

 

The early assemblages I was working on in undergrad primarily revolved around this idea 

of imaging a harmonious relationship between man and nature, an idealized view of how I 

thought things should be or could be integrated together, with plants showing their resilience by 

working their way through various man made objects, primarily spray paint cans. Aesthetically I 

liked the direction these works were going in but overall I felt like something was missing, the 

relationship felt too one to one and did not leave a lot of room for outside thoughts and 
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interpretations. It was not until speaking with the artist Carrie Mae Weems, here at UCSD, and 

seeing her artist talk that I realized I had been avoiding any discussion related to myself or to my 

history so that I wouldn’t be pigeonholed as a “Black Artist.” In our conversation about how to 

approach this she quickly let me know that it was something that was unavoidable and would 

happen, regardless of my intentions, and that I should be just worry about making whatever work 

I was interested in, regardless of how it was viewed. This allowed me to start fresh by taking the 

materials I had always been drawn to and focusing on my direct relationship to them, which in 

turn brought all of the previously mentioned memories back to my attention. Looking back on 

material experiences at different ages pointed to a shift in my relationship with certain materials, 

that I feel was not being portrayed in the previous work and was probably one of the things I felt 

was missing from it. I had unintentionally removed the starting point for the work; I was focused 

on growth, but from what? This realization prompted me to experiment with having some record 

of violence or fear visible in the artwork as the contact point between the materials, 

acknowledging some of the darker historical traumas surrounding those materials. From there, 

the materials start become gradually more entangled and intertwined, becoming one cohesive 

object, much like grafting a tree into another. The combining of materials, for me, speaks to the 

struggle of perseverance, and the fact that moving forward after trauma is something a large 

amount of possible viewers could pick up on. Active looking, or taking time to study and observe 

ones environment, also plays a huge role in a few different parts of my process, from the 

gathering of my materials to the actual exhibition itself. The feeling of discovery or realization I 

experienced as a child exploring beyond my backyard is something that continues to stay with 

me to this day and is an experience I would ideally like to recreate in my own work. Being 

immersed in that in-between space, as I stated previously, caused me too slow down and take 



 22	  

stock of what I was seeing, which in turn allowed me to look deeper and find that striking 

example of integration between the plant life and the manmade concrete path. In my work I like 

to build in similar experiences for the viewers, rewarding those who spend more time looking 

with a hopefully poignant moment where the materials exist in perfect harmony. I believe that 

this sense of discovery while being immersed will impact viewers the same way it impacted 

myself.   

 

During this time of experimentation I started to become aware that each time I worked 

with one of these charged materials in a new way I was in a sense overwriting the negative 

relationships I had initially had, changing the order of the queue in my head. This was a 

relatively recent concept I am excited to explore as I continue to produce work. 
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Exhibition  

 

Due to the recent outbreak of COVID-19 I am unable to have my exhibition this spring, 

nonetheless I wanted to touch on the ideal plans as I still intend to create the show, when it is 

feasible. The show will consist of three large-scale assemblages that each deal with a different 

stage in the process of integration. I obtained two forty-foot tall trees with three-foot wide bases 

and a four-foot by three-foot by one-foot root ball from a construction site on UCSD’s Campus 

where they were being removed to make space for an amphitheatre. Construction crews 

haphazardly removed the trees with chains and a bulldozer and the trees now carry that violence 

in their trunks with large gashes and various broken branches. The pieces follow a timeline like a 

family tree and each piece focuses on a different stage of interaction between the rope and wood. 

The timeline starts with the large root ball, which based on how a tree grows is the logical 

contact point for the rope. In this piece the rope is wrapped around different sections of the root 

ball that attach to the walls of the gallery, causing tension as it pulls at and tries to separate 

different sections of the root ball from one another. The rope then starts to make its way into the 

interior of the root ball through the gashes caused by its removal from the ground, pouring out of 

the openings at the ends of the roots and pooling on the ground in two places. Each pool then 

runs along the gallery floor working its way into the roots and base of one of the trees. One tree 

will be suspended by rope from the ceiling at a thirty-degree angle, with the roots touching the 

ground and the branches extending out towards the entryway. In this piece the tree’s form 

remains relatively unchanged as the rope unravels and works its way up through the trunk, 

integrating more and more along the way, finally emerging as foliage from the ends of the 

branches, reminiscent of the leaves on a weeping willow tree, completely transformed. 



 24	  

 

On the other side of the gallery, the other mass of ropes work their way to the other trunk 

entering through gashes and openings around the roots. This tree will be cut at fifteen feet and 

stand, supported by ropes exiting the trunk stretching to the wall, at a seventy-five degree angle. 

The majority of the ropes will come out of the opening at the top of the trunk and attach to 

different points in the gallery, but a few will twist together and hang down to make a rope swing 

with a wooden base that will hopefully support weight, if not I have cable I could wrap in rope 

for safety. 

The exhibition as a whole speaks to the different ways trauma can be processed and 

overcome, showing that material exploration and experimentation are ways that can help people 

process different traumas and grow from them. 

 

Over the last few weeks in quarantine I have been trying to adjust to not having access to 

the tools and facilities I had become accustomed to so that I can still produce work and move 

forward in my process. Having the physical space to work was also an issue and prompted a shift 

to making smaller scale sculptures. This switch allowed me to focus on how the materials could 

be combined with each other without the use of power tools and think about different ways to 

use each material in a way that felt generative. I have been experimenting with wood, ropes, 

threads, twines, and glues in an attempt to understand the various different possibilities and 

limitations surrounding these materials on a more intimate level.   
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