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Black Documents  
Mosaic Literary Conference
Saturday, November 25, 2017, 11-6pm
Bronx Museum of  the Arts  
1040 Grand Concourse, Bronx, NYC

www.BlackDocuments.com

ALL EVENTS ARE FREE. 

Black Documents: Mosaic Literary Conference explores 
historical and contemporary presentations of  black 
identity in literature and photography; and how self-
affirming imagery and text can counter negative 
stereotypes. The conference consists of  workshops, 
panels, talks, and screenings. 

To this end, the conference will also present 
photography exhibits Jamel Shabazz: Black Documents 
and Black Documents: Freedom. 

This event is made possible with donations and public funds from Humanities New York, Citizens Committee for New York City. 
In-kind support is provided by The Bronx Museum of  the Arts and The Andrew Freedman Home.

Additional support has been provided by community partners AALBC.com, BxArts Factory, Bronx Cultural Collective, The 
Center for Black Literature, En Foco, The Laundromat Project, The Roew, WideVision Photography, and Word Up Bookstore. 
The Literary Freedom Project is a member of  the Urban Arts Cooperative -supporting artists in underserved communities.
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Black Documents Opening Reception
November 25, 6-9pm
Andrew Freedman Home
1125 Grand Concourse, Bronx, NYC

Black Documents: Freedom
Photography exhibition 
November 25 to December 15, 2017
Photographers: Laylah Amatullah Barrayn, 
Lola Flash, Danny Ramon Peralta, 
Edwin Torres, and Michael Young
Andrew Freedman Home

Jamel Shabazz: Black Documents
Photography exhibition
November 25 to December 15, 2017
Andrew Freedman Home 

Artist Talks
Andrew Freedman Home
1125 Grand Concourse, Bronx, NYC

Thursday, November 30, 6-8pm
Photographers from Black Documents: 
Freedom. Coreen Simpson, facilitator

Thursday, December 7, 6-8pm
Jamel Shabazz and Laura James, curator
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Jamel Shabazz: Black Documents: Freedom

This publication accompanies the exhibitions Jamel Shabazz: Black Documents and 
Black Documents: Freedom, organized by Laura James and Ron Kavanaugh. On view 
November 25 through December 15, 2017 at the Andrew Freedman Home, 1125 
Grand Concourse, Bronx, NY.

Curator: Laura James

These exhibitions complement Black Documents: Mosaic Literary Conference, held on 
November 25, 2017 at the Bronx Museum of the Arts and presented by the Literary 
Freedom Project.

The Mosaic Literary Conference and exhibitions are made possible in part by 
donations, Humanities New York, and Citizens Committee For New York City.

Copyright © 2017 Literary Freedom Project, Inc.

Literary Freedom Project is a Bronx-based 501c3 tax-exempt nonprofit arts organization 
that seeks to restore the importance of social and cultural identity through reading. 
Towards this goal, LFP publishes Mosaic; develops literature-based lesson plans; 
presents One Book One Bronx and Mosaic Literary Conference; and co-hosts the 
Bronx Book Fair.

All rights reserved no part of this publication may be reproduced without limiting 
the rights under the copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be 
reproduced, stored in, or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted in any 
form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) 
without prior written permission.

Cover photo: Jamel Shabazz, The Gathering, Back photo:
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What’s So Special about Jamel Shabazz?

It’s hard to write about Jamel Shabazz without 
getting personal. Jamel has photographed my 
neighborhood, my friends, and my family. Jamel 
has photographed the memory of my youth.

I grew up in Bed-Stuy, Brooklyn in the 80s 
and 90s, a block away from the excitement of 
Nostrand Ave. and Fulton St., back when it was a 
black neighborhood of predominately Caribbean 
people. My first artistic love was photography. At 
that time, my sister Sonia was attending Hunter 
College, and was a student and mentee of Roy 
de Carava, photography legend and fellow Bed-
Stuy resident. Sonia set up a 
darkroom in our basement, where 
my cousin Walter taught me the 
basics. It never occurred to me 
to photograph my neighborhood, 
opting instead to shoot scenes 
of Manhattan, and my friends at 
LaGuardia High School, a never 
ending source of material for 
my camera. Later on after high 
school, I moved on to painting.

Brooklyn was the place to be! 
There was The Slave Theatre, 
Dorsey’s and The Skylight Gallery, 
and The African Street Festival. 
Iro’s Original Vegetarian and 
Ethiopian Taste, Ifetayo Cultural 

Arts Facility, The Crown Heights Youth Collective, 
and the Crown Heights conflict. We went to the 
Sunday drumming circle in Prospect Park, Grand 
Army Plaza Library on Eastern Parkway, the Park 
Slope Food Coop. We shopped on Fulton St. 
at Tony’s Country Life, the Botanica, and green 
grocers with everything from dasheen to fresh 
sorrel leaves. 

Pride, creativity, activism, black power, Rasta 
culture, Five Percenters, the Nation of Islam and 
Louis Farrakhan. Respect. We watched Spike 
Lee movies and In Living Color, we listened to 
the Fugees, Wu Tang, and WBAI. We read Dr. 
John Henrik Clarke – “The first light of human 

consciousness and the world’s first 
civilizations were in Africa,”– and went 
to Pan-African meetings at Friendship 
Baptist Church. We wore head wraps 
and marched against apartheid. Were 
you there? If you were there you know 
what I mean. If you weren’t there, you 
can have a look at Jamel Shabazz’s 
photos; Jamel was there. We didn’t 
know it was Jamel, he was the brother 
with the camera, directing his subjects: 
sisters, a group of young people rocking 
the latest gear, a couple in love, the 
dread, the guy with the boombox. 
Seen at street festivals and community 
events, and just walking through the 
‘hood of Flatbush, Bed-Stuy, Harlem, 
interested in capturing us: black officers 

Sybil James c. 1983. Photo by Walter Hunte
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and military men, freemasons, comrades, bredren.  

I lived in Bed-Stuy and Prospect Heights until 
2003, never dreaming that I would ever leave 
Brooklyn, and the friends and community I had 
made there.

Ten years later, sitting in my studio in the 
Bronx, I get an email from the Bronx Museum 
announcing the screening of a documentary about 
a photographer I’d never heard of, Jamel Shabazz. 
A quick Google search and I was 14 again, back 
in Brooklyn. I thought of my beautiful sister Sybil, 
always put together in the latest fashion with her 
hair set just so. She was murdered in 1991 at the 
tender age of 24. Sybil would have been an ideal 
subject for Jamel Shabazz; 
obsessed with her hair and 
clothing, in high school she 
would coordinate outfits 
with her homegirls. Pink 
bomber jacket with a big ‘S’ 
patch, wide-rimmed glasses, 
name belts and Adidas, 
frilly shirts and shearling 
coats, finger waves and pink 
lotion. I watched the film 
half listening, mostly looking 
to see a photo of Sybil.  

Now in 2017, I have had 
the pleasure of looking 
through hundreds of images 

captured by Jamel Shabazz. There have been 
many familiar scenes, friends and acquaintances 
I recognize; Collette and Dibi, Joe Bell Bey, 
Otto and Mac. Jamel is almost certain he has a 
photograph of me, and at a recent studio visit 
I found two photos that were directly linked to 
me – the first with a man posing in front of one of 
the angels I painted around the time of the Crown 
Heights riots, ‘Laura James’ signature and all; the 
other a tender photo of my children with their 
father outside Boys and Girls High School. 

I have always been proud to say I was born and 
bred in Brooklyn, but seeing more of Jamel’s 
photographs in books, on exhibit, on the internet, 
all over the place really, makes me proud and 

happy to have been a part 
of that singular time, when 
I was embracing black 
culture with both hands.
What’s so special about 
Jamel Shabazz? Jamel is 
one of the rare souls who 
pursue their artistic passion 
simply because they 
have to. Self-taught and 
unpretentious, a career 
based on his honest desire 
to connect with humanity; 
to capture that thing he 
sees in you, and then to 
show you. The love works 
both ways, and Zarinah 

Chris, Neville and Zuri c. 1999. Photo by Jamel Shabazz



8

Shabazz confides, “I always told him that I thought 
God was guiding him and I think people may not 
realize it but besides his images, his righteousness 
and sincerity are what they are drawn to.”

In an interview with Elyse Weingarten for The 
Rumpus, Jamel explained the typical prelude to 
a shot: “Often that person will ask, ‘What do you 
want my picture for?’ So I already know that that 
question is going to come, and I say, ‘I sincerely 
see greatness in you. I see something special about 
you.’ I may not always say ‘greatness.’ I might just 
say, ‘I see something special about you. I don’t 
quite know what it is, but there is something 
special about you, and I want to capture it.’”  

Thank you Jamel for seeing something valuable 
in our black and brown communities, something 
worth preserving. I will leave it to the scholars to 
figure out where Jamel Shabazz fits in art history. 
As far as I’m concerned, his work is important 
because it deftly documents the pride and beauty 
of ordinary people, black and brown people, my 
people.  

Laura James, curator and visual artist
October 2017
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In the Spirit of Blackness

“Know from whence you came. If you know 
whence you came, there are absolutely no 
limitations to where you can go.” James Baldwin, 
Tell Me how the Trains Been Gone

On July 26, 1997, I held my first newborn baby 
boy, Amal Salem Fawundu-Buford, in my arms. 
Coddling the soft, warm, and chubby body of 
my son who was only concerned about suckling, 
I understood a new type unconditional love for 
the first time.  With this overwhelming feeling of 
love and joy, I knew that I was faced with a huge 
responsibility, to nurture and raise an innocent 
baby boy as he transitions into a Black man in 
America.  Most important to me was that my 
son would develop a healthy identity living in a 
country that provoked speculation of the Black 
man being an “endangered species” less than 
ten years before his birth.  How do you raise 
Black children to have healthy identities when 
representations of their identity are denigrated, 
within the educational institutions, mass media, 
governmental institutions, and even within the 
social psyche of the United States of America?  
How do we assure that we are raising generations 
of black children to have healthy identities when 
representations of their identities are oppressed 
within the social and political structures that make 
America? 

“You write in order to change the world ... if you 

alter, even by a millimeter, the way people look at 
reality, then you can change it.” – James Baldwin.
Photographers get to change the way that people 
see the world, even if the change is subtle.  In just 
a fraction of a second, a photographer, releases 
the shutter of a camera to frame a fragmented 
view of the world and makes it a reality.   

Whenever, I tell anyone that I am from Crown 
Heights, Brooklyn, it sparks a conversation about 
the drastic change that occurred particularly over 
the last ten years due to gentrification. Just the 
other day, I had a conversation with a lady that 
lived in my neighborhood for a few years. She is 
not from Brooklyn or even New York City for that 
matter, but, she had heard stories of how Franklin 
Avenue wasn’t one of the most desirable places to 
walk around during the 90s.  My neighborhood 
was predominately African American and 
Caribbean back then.  I agreed that the 90s 
was pretty rough due to the influx of the crack 
epidemic.  However, it was important for me to 
tell her that I lived in the neighborhood before 
the crack epidemic and during the long phase of 
redlining. 

I explained to her the what redlining meant, it 
is a practice started in the 1930s when banks 
refused to invest in communities due to it’s the 
racial and ethnic make-up.  Redlining arose 
during the Franklin D. Roosevelt Administration 
and was implemented within the 1937 U.S. 
Housing Act which established the Federal 
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Housing Association (FHA).  This act was supposed 
to prevent foreclosures through investment.  
However, the FHA decided certain areas were 
unfit for investment based solely on the racial 
and ethnic makeup of the communities.  I told 
her that although we experienced redlining, 
my neighborhood was relatively safe, well 
maintained, with a significant number of black-
owned businesses during my pre-teen to early 
teen years.  I explained that I actually saw the 
demise, the point in which many landlords were 
no longer able to maintain their buildings due to 
disinvestment, and then the influx of crack, which 
made matters extreme.  She was shocked to learn 
this news and mentioned that she thought people 
just didn’t take care of where they lived.  I thought 
about how the idea that “poor Black people” do 
not know how to take care of their neighborhood 
becomes another false projection onto the “Black 
identity.”  Even Black people sometimes take on 
this identity, never really taking into consideration 
the racist institutionalized forces that impact the 
living conditions.  For this reason, Jamel Shabazz’s 
iconic photography book, A Time Before Crack 
is particularly special for me.  Powerful to me, is 
the photograph of young girl who could be me 
at about 10 years old, staring into the camera 
as she takes a drink from the fire hydrant.  I can 
vividly remember several hot days like this, when 
I felt free, and just wanted to be outside enjoying 
the life around me.  I get goose bumps every 
time I turn the pages and gaze at the faces and 
places within the book.  He captured the chunk 

of my childhood and neighborhood experience 
that I tried to explain to this woman. Through 
photographs, Jamel was able to express that even 
within tough periods of institutionalized racism, 
we shine, our creativity thrives and we make 
a way.  This is the concept that I think of while 
raising three sons.  

When my children were much younger, from 
new born through age 12, I had to combat hyper 
representations of the Black man in particular.  
Pop culture projected a hyper sexualized, violent, 
extreme capitalist, and misogynist black man.  
Educational systems across the country projected 
young black men that are disproportionately 
placed in special education, with hyperactive, 
and anti-social behaviors.  The news media 
represented black young men associated with 
extreme gang violence.  It was important for 
me that my children did not internalize these 
stereotypical views of an identity that they relate 
to.  Understanding who they were as individuals, 
along with exposure to visual and written 
documents that demonstrate the rich and complex 
history of the African diaspora was imperative. 
I juxtapose my experience carefully curating 
influences that shaped the identities of my sons 
with the work that many Black photographers 
choose to do because the task is similar. 

Many Black photographers are concerned that our 
tool of choice, the camera, was historically used 
to create stereotypical images of us.  Even today, 
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it is important for us to provide a balance in the 
types of imagery that represent the Black identity 
to the world.  More so, than teaching people 
that the Black identity is diverse, it is important 
that in a country that historically dehumanized 
us, that we are seen as humans.  Perhaps, in a 
world were we see each other as humans of equal 
value, it wouldn’t be routine for police officers use 
excessive force against Blacks, or for schools to 
routinely criminalize young Black children.  
 
The idea of using the photograph to make sure 
we are “seen” in the world and not diminished 
to an inferior identity is not new.  Contemporary 
Black photographers are doing the works of 
our ancestors.  In order to challenge scientists 
who proposed that African Americans were 
biologically inferior to Anglo-Americans, W.E.B 
Dubois organized over 300 photographs in an 
exhibition titled, “American Negro” featuring 
African Americans demonstrating economic, social 
and cultural progress, which was on view at the 
Paris Exposition in 1900.  Frederick Douglass was 
extremely particular with representation.  Once 
outraged by a slight smile that an engraver gave 
him in a portrait which represented he stated, 
“a much more, kindly amiable expression than 
is generally thought to characterize the face of 
a fugitive slave.” Although he was liberated, 
he opted for the portrayal of a dignified and 
defiant abolitionist.  According to Douglass, 
“Negroes can never have impartial portraits at 
the hands of white artist.”    He was enamored 

by the photograph because it could be used to 
create an accurate representation. Douglass is 
known to be the most photographed American 
of the 19th century, because he knew the 
impact of representation.  Douglass relied on 
the photograph to combat scientist claiming the 
biological inferiority of African Americans, as well 
as a tool to end slavery.  In his speech, “Pictures 
and Progress,” he states, “Art is a special revelation 
of the higher powers of the human soul.”  

Contemporary black photographers are doing the 
work that began in the late 1800s, deconstructing 
and reconstructing a black identity.  We know 
that this identity is fluid and forever changing, 
but most important, it is to exemplify the fact that 
the Black identity is human. Sadly, even today, a 
universal understanding of this concept could be 
the difference between life and death. 

Adama Delphine Fawundu, photographer and 
visual artist, October 2017
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Here is a man who could easily call on his “visual diary” of portraits to detail the occasions of 
his life. He carries his camera everywhere, even to this day. There is not a day that goes by that 
Jamel doesn’t add a smiling face to his cosmopolitan yet, personal, body of work.

Laylah Amatullah Barrayn

“
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Kofia
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Khassida
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Baye Fall Almadies
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Baye Fall Touba
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Seaweed Mamas
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When  Brother Jamel sees me, he hugs me - when he sees our community, he visualizes a 
beauty society often does not see. He loves us! ♥  I strive for my work to do the same. 

Lola Flash

“



19

Respect Women of  CFolor, Women’s March, Washington, DC



20

Tools

A woman’s body has everything in it
to save her life

if you must
use your legs as raft

heel as hammer
teeth as machete

monthly blood as healing salve
milk for building

breasts as shelter
learn to breathe

use your locks to suture every wound
learn to scream

learn to scream
learn to speak

learn to live
within the smallest muscle of your heart.

−Cheryl Boyce-Taylor
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Toni Parks, Torque, UK (from the SALT series)
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I MISS BARACK, Pulse Memorial, New York
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Trans Is Beautiful_Pride March, New York
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When I first began to consider the possibility of being a photographer, one of the first subjects 
I was drawn to was my community. I was interested in creating images that reflected who I 
was and were not stereotypical. Finding Jamel’s work was extremely important to my early 
education. His images are full of dignity, bring you into conversation about history, and 
reflects the beauty of our community. Most importantly they are created by a member of the 
community. They are genuine. The example of that process alone has inspired me to shoot and 
tell the stories not often told from within.
   

Danny Ramon Peralta

“
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The Medicine - Acxel Barbosa
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Hysterical Strength

When I hear news of a hitchhiker
struck by lightning yet living,
or a child lifting a two-ton sedan
to free his father pinned underneath,
or a camper fighting off a grizzly
with her bare hands until someone,
a hunter perhaps, can shoot it dead,
my thoughts turn to black people—
the hysterical strength we must
possess to survive our very existence,
which I fear many believe is, and
treat as, itself a freak occurrence.

−Nicole Sealey
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The Medicine - Dorothy
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The Medicine - Walter Bosque
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The Medicine - Norman Polite
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Edwin Torres

“
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Two Sisters pose for a portrait during a cookout near the 
MIll Brook Houses in Mott Haven
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Hulk

Even the trees shudder
at the sight of me walking
the streets at night.
 
They tremble
as if I’m a defect.
 
Where I’m going,
I never know.
I get the urge and go.
That’s freedom.
I forget that
 
because I’m black,
this late hour says
I’m up to no good,
 
says I’m a john
horny for Trouble
and her friends
working the block.
 
I forget that,
in America,
I’m not a man,
just one of a herd
 
the police are sent
to corral. Wind bends
the branches above me
as if I might swing from them.
 

White people look at me
and pretend they don’t see
the breeding of slaves,
 
pretend not to know
why I hulk around
with anger and grief
swelling my biceps and thighs.
 
The other day my boss
took my hours and gave them
to a white man,
 
said he has a family
to support,
 
as if my life
could be swept into
a crack in the floor.
Rage rattled the cage
of me.
 
All I remember was how
he shrank in my shadow.

−Alan King



33

Striking a pose during a summer day on Hoe Avenue in the Bronx
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A boy helps to carry his little sister during rush hour in the Hub 3rd Avenue, 149th street
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Eddie and Neffie in front of  their car wash business on Intervale Avenue
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What I love the most about Jamel’s work is aside from his shooting style is the way he 
connects with his subjects. It makes the viewer connect in such a profound way. Whenever 
I see one of his images it transports me back to a great time in my life. His work really 
inspires me to be a better photographer in that I want to connect better with my subjects 
and audience and I want to shoot more images with social relevance.   

Michael Young

“
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The Brides Of  Sabines Hallway, Brooklyn NY, Styling by Sabines Hallway
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Daniel of  Harlem
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Spicy Mayo / Yaminah of  Harlem
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Youth on Southern Blvd the Bronx
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B.Ball in Venice, Venice Beach California
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You think your pain and your heartbreak are unprecedented in the history 
of the world, but then you read. It was books that taught me that the things 
that tormented me most were the very things that connected me with all the 
people who were alive, who had ever been alive.  −James Baldwin
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A Black Document

Always sensitive to the issues that birthed Black 
Lives Matter, I was feeling particularly aggrieved 
by the killings of Philando Castillo. A young 
man... 

Jamel Shabazz: Black Documents showcases the 
photographer’s work, and Black Documents: 
Freedom presents four photographers who are 
similarly dedicated to documenting segments of 
black lives in photography. Both exhibitions will 
work in tandem to build visual narratives.

Jamel Shabazz: Black Documents and Black 
Documents: Freedom serve as counterbalances 
to the piecemeal aggregation of media images 
that frequently misrepresent large sections of 
the American population. Jamel Shabazz’s work 
renders blackness not as eroticized mythology 
or criminal aftermath, but as heroic iconography 
that pushes diasporic Africans toward the center 
of the American photographic aesthetic. This ex-
hibit is presented as evidence against contempo-
rary media narratives that often place blackness 
as culprit. What James Baldwin referred to as 
“the bloody catalog of oppression” has memed 
with appalling regularity and is underpinned by 
images of Philando Castille, Eric Garner, and 
12-year old Tamir Rice. And the list of women 
killed under suspicious circumstances has grown 
so long we’re implored to #SayHerName: San-
dra Bland, Michelle Cusseaux, and Maya Hall 

among others. But in the same way the barba-
rized face of Emmett Till demanded we not look 
away, Shabazz’s work asks us to linger in the 
place of solace his imagery creates.

Shabazz affirms pride of place in an activist’s 
purposeful way. He uses anonymity as uniform 
and badge instilling a stolid bravery and love of 
humanity. Each photo girds the black psyche 
and demonstrates spiritual ownership of the land 
on which the subject stands. These photographs 
are crucial documents of Black New York in the 
turbulent decades of the 80s through the pres-
ent.

Shabazz’s exhibit will be complemented by 
Black Documents: Freedom, which will offer a 
contemplative appraisal of more contemporary 
conversations between lens and subject, and 
give further agency to black and brown lives. 
These photographers share a similar aesthetic 
path as Shabazz while exploring a variety of-
social and global geographies. Photographers 
include Laylah Amatullah Barrayn, Lola Flash, 
Danny Peralta, Edwin Torres, and Michael 
Young.

strip away aspirational metaphors and presents 
these photographic documents in their prideful 
beauty.

Together, Jamel Shabazz: Black Documents and 
Black Documents: Freedom work to frame mar-
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ginalized identities while accessing the influen-
tial cultural vibrancy that is found in the Bronx 
and beyond.

Identity is malleable, often shaped by external 
inputs and media representations that amplify 
specific agendas. Black Documents will present 
ways in which the fluidity of racial and gender 
representations can inform literature, visual art, 
education, and media. Historically, black and 
brown bodies have been instruments of wealth-
building or frivolity, posed to amuse or titillate. 

Jamel Shabazz: Black Documents showcases the 
photographer’s work, and Black Documents: 
Freedom presents four photographers who are 
similarly dedicated to documenting segments of 
black lives. Both exhibitions will work in tandem 
to build a visual narrative.

These exhibitions are presented by the Mosaic 
Literary Conference. The conference utilized 
the imagery of Jamel Shabazz as a nexus for 
presenting panels, workshops, and film focused 
on black identity and media representation. The 
planning of this year’s conference was equally 
informed by the spiraling currency of black lives 
and the complex identity narratives related to 
race, gender, sexual identity, and media repre-
sentation, created by such writers as James Bald-
win, Baratunde Thurston, Audre Lorde, Zadie 
Smith, Ralph Ellison, Ta-Nehisi Coates, Charles 
Rice-Gonzalez, Claudia Rankine, Toni Morrison, 

and Nicole Dennis-Benn, among others. As well 
as how the literary portrait shapes text, how 
presenting one’s humanity can be countered 
with negative imagery, and how literature can 
be used as a counterbalance to reaffirm positive 
identity and truthfulness in the wake of visual 
slander. The conference seeks to provide a place 
to explore “unforgivable blackness” and how 
recent social movements, such as BlackLives-
Matter, can be used to connect and strengthen 
all communities.

Please keep this black document close. My goal 
was to provide a small place of solace, a place to 
include when you’re seeking images of affirma-
tion. A document wh...

My goal was not to make you forget about the 
burdens this society places on blackness --this 
document is not the answer. It is a starting point. 
View the images, read the poetry. Let them

Ron Kavanaugh, Executive Director, Literary 
Freedom Project, October 2017 
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“
Malcolm’s transformation from street hustler to activist helped me to define my purpose 
as a man, and photography and the camera became the tools that enabled me to 
communicate with my peers about life and responsibility.

Jamel Shabazz
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The Rightous Brothers
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Street Portrait
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Reflection of  a Mother
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Father and Son
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Sisterly Love
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Church Ladies
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Boys in the Hood
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Connected
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Kid Freeze
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Mexican Pride
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Men of  Honor
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what the cicada said to the brown boy 

i’ve seen what they make of you
how they render you a multiplicity
of mistakes

they have undone me as well
pulled back my shell & feasted
on my flesh

claimed it was for their survival
& they wonder why I only show my face
every seventeen years

but you

you’re lucky if they let you live that long
i could teach you some things, you know
have been playing this game since before

you knew what breath was
this here is prehistoric
why you think we fly?

why you think we roll in packs?
you think these swarms are for the fun of it?
i would tell you that you don’t roll deep enough

but every time you swarm they shoot
get you some wings, son
get you some wings

−Clint Smith
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Seeing Eye to Eye: 
An Interview with Jamel Shabazz
by Laylah Amatullah Barrayn 

How would you feel if you could recall almost 
everyone that crossed your life’s path? If you 
could remember the conversations, and the 
clothing, down to the shoes and accessories of 
the people you’ve met. Sounds like a feat only 
an individual with a fantastic memory could 
pull off.

Or, it could be the life story of a photographer 
named Jamel Shabazz. Here is a man who 
could easily call on his “visual diary” of 
portraits to detail the occasions of his life. He 
carries his camera everywhere, even to this 
day. There is not a day that goes by that Jamel 
doesn’t add a smiling face to his cosmopolitan 
yet, personal, body of work.

Jamel Shabazz is a photographer mostly 
known thus far as a documentarian of the 
’80s, more specifically for early manifestations 
of hip-hop culture in New York City. He is 
self-taught without formal training from the 
academy. His evolution as a photographer 
began in the mid 70s as a teen in Red Hook, 
Brooklyn.

“Prior to picking up my first camera, I was on 
the verge of self destruction. Two major things 
helped to transform my life, one was reading 
the autobiography of Malcolm X, [the other 
was] being introduced to photography.”

Jamel picked up the camera at the volatile 
age of 15-years old. The teenage years are 
crossroads for many, a point to decide which 
way to follow—to walk along the path of your 
peers or to pave a new way. It was 1975 when 
Jamel took his mother’s camera and began to 
document his immediate surroundings.

“Growing up in Brooklyn, back in the ’70s, I 
saw so much flavor and rawness. Some of my 
first pictures were taken with a basic cheap 
camera, and I basically documented my 
friends.”

Although Jamel took a liking to shooting and 
sharing the fruits with his subjects, it wouldn’t 
be until much later where he decided and 
deemed himself a photographer. There was 
more soul searching before he accepted the 
personal charge of being a visual historian.

It was the struggle with navigating a blighted 
’70s New York City as a young black man 
that led Jamel and many others to the 
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Autobiography of Malcolm X by Alex Haley. 
It was the honest account of Malcolm that 
inspired Jamel to even take on the name 
Shabazz after this prince that had personified 
transformation.

“Malcolm’s transformation from street 
hustler to activist helped me to define my 
purpose as a man, and photography and the 
camera became the tools that enabled me to 
communicate with my peers about life and 
responsibility.”

Jamel recalls the experience of photographing 
his friends, and the community around 
him, as a nurturing exchange—it could be 
described as magical. Producing a physical 
picture was the tangible reward, but it was 
something special about taking these pictures, 
something fortifying between the two parties.

“Once I began photographing my peers, then 
I realized the magic it was to make people 
feel good. It gave me an opportunity to tell 
people they were beautiful and special. And I 
saw how smiles resonated from those words, 
those compliments. Those interactions really 
encouraged me to move forward.”

Much of the work Jamel produced was of 

straight-on portraits of radiant blacks and 
Latino inner-city youth smiling. They looked 
proud and had a sense of ownership of 
themselves, and even the composition of the 
portrait.

“When I approach people it’s about sincerity. 
Listening to the stories of my subjects, really 
taking the time to hear their stories will 
produce a smile on their face. It creates 
a relaxing environment. You would have 
thought I’ve known them forever. Why? 
Because I made them feel comfortable. You 
have to be sincere.”

These portraits, shot over a 20-plus year 
period, made its place in the world in 2001 
with the publishing of Jamel’s first book, 
Back in the Days (published by powerHouse 
Books). It is a collection of imagery that 
resurrects memories and visuals many people 
buried in their minds as time moved on. 
Flipping through the thick, oaktag pages 
are portraits of late ’70s and ’80s youth that 
rocked cut-off Gloria Vanderbilt jean shorts, 
brown and black leather bombers, fat-laced 
shell-toe Adidas, Kangols, boom boxes, and 
Cazals. The vintage subject matter of Back 
in the Days discovered a sleeping desire 
among artists and lovers of photography. 
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The urban and fine art press began national 
conversations on this new photographer with 
priceless images of yesterday. Back in the 
Days was a huge success. There began Jamel’s 
world tour.

“I love that people appreciate the history 
in these ’80s pictures. I’m surprised and 
humbled at the impact they’ve had. These 
images have been seen all over the world, 
and young people have a connection to these 
young people in the photographs. It’s truly 
amazing.”

He went on to say, “I also feel charged to 
show the next generation the beauty of 
photography. I could document negative 
things or I could document images that give 
life. I like to call it visual medicine for people, 
it shows hope, healing and progress.”

After the breakthrough of Back in the Days, 
Jamel’s next book, The Last Sunday in June, 
chronicled the Pride Day parades that are 
held annually in New York City’s Greenwich 
Village. The third time around was a highly 
potent collection of work, also published by 
powerHouse Books, entitled A Time Before 
Crack. The images grew slightly darker, more 
serious and hard. It was the early to mid ’80s 

and Jamel had just arrived back in New York 
City after serving a brief three-year stint in the 
military. He would soon take on a position in 
corrections that would evolve into an almost 
20-year career.

“It was like I saw crack and violence coming 
ahead. So I wanted to use my camera to show 
them. I would take to the streets, photograph 
them, but also encourage them to stay in 
school. Inspiring people really gave me my 
determination and motivated me throughout 
the years working with so many incarcerated 
young people.”

His latest book, Seconds of My Life, is a 
retrospective of Jamel’s 27 years of doing 
street photography. The fact that Jamel has 
carried his camera with him every single 
day of his life is evident in the diversity of 
his body of work. Jamel has shot fashion, 
documentaries, portraits, and more which 
make up his collection of over 100,000 
images he keeps safely in his Long Island 
home he shares with his long-time wife and 
daughter.

Of nearly a half-million created images there 
are three that stand out the most for Jamel:
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Magic and Wisdom
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“An image I made of the birth of my good 
friend’s son at his home. It includes the 
mother and a midwife, as the child first 
breaches the womb. This was one of my first 
dynamic images made in 1981.

The second image is of a young man that 
was murdered in a case of mistaken identity. 
What makes this image so profound is the 
fact that his biological brother is transfixed 
as he looks into the casket at the face of his 
brother.

The third is of a young fireman sitting on 
rubble that was once the World Trade 
Center, shell shocked by the devastation of 
the events that unfolded on September 11, 
2001, just hours earlier.”

With being on the ground with camera in 
hand, motivating young people, perhaps this 
could be a sort of visual activism?

“In regards to being an activist, I do not 
like to place titles on myself, however, I am 
extremely concerned with the conditions 
within the African-American community, 
and I am proactive particularly amongst the 
youth in trying to make a difference. The 
camera has allowed me to communicate 

with young people on so many different 
levels. For one, when I request to capture 
their image, I explain to them that they are 
beautiful and have a special place in this 
universe, and that they hold the keys to 
make this world a better place. Often times 
they have never heard that, so it helps to 
instill a sense of self worth and purpose. 
Secondly, I share with them the importance 
of education and the need to set goals and 
objectives in order to have a secure future. 
These few attempts have gone a long way, 
and I have seen the results as time passed of 
these conversations and how a few words of 
encouragement can go a long way.”

The list of photographers inspired by the 
works of Jamel Shabazz continuously grows. 
He counts Leonard Freed’s silver gelatin 
photography, as well as the outreach of NYU 
professor, historian and curator Deborah 
Willis, and the documentary work of Joseph 
Rodriguez.

One principle Jamel lives by is to keep giving, 
to reach out to those who will come after 
you. “I grew up with the philosophy and 
practice of each one teach one. Older folks 
approached me, they looked after me. They 
shared information with me and expected 
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me to share with my community and younger 
people especially.”

For aspiring and emerging photographers, 
Jamel advises humility while composing. “To 
be a good street photographer you definitely 
have to be humble, take your time with 
subjects, and not rush.” Jamel stresses the 
importance of connecting with the subject, “I 
am a street photographer who always asks for 
permission to take my subjects photograph. 
In all of my photographs people are looking 
directly at my camera. They are connected. 
It’s all about their eyes. I’ve engaged in 
conversation with them. The connection 
means a lot to me. It’s virtually the most 
important thing of the process of composing.”

“In my opinion, art and photography are 
divine gifts, and it would be ideal if the 
recipient was to use his/her talent to inspire 
and educate. One of the most important 
lessons I learned as an artist is that I have to 
be thankful for having the ability to see and 
utilize this wonderful gift to create.”

Originally published in Mosaic #26, 9/2010
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Laylah Amatullah Barrayn is a photographer based in New York 
City. The Lucie Foundation included Barrayn on the Shortlist for the 
2016 “Photo Taken” Emerging Photographer Prize. She is a three-
time recipient of the Community Arts Grant from the Brooklyn Arts 
Council. BRIC Arts selected her as a 2015 Media Arts Fellow where 
she produced her first experimental short, Sunu Fall. Ms. Barrayn 
has been profiled in The Washington Post, Exposure the journal 
of The Society for Photographic Education, Black Enterprise and 
The New York Times; and has curated exhibitions at the Brooklyn 
Historical Society, the Brooklyn Public Library, the Port Authority of 
NY/NJ, galleries and non-traditional spaces. Her work has been ex-
hibited internationally and has been published in the Smithsonian-
produced anthology, BLACK: A Celebration of a Culture. 
www.laylahbarrayn.com

Adama Delphine Fawundu is a New York City-based multi-media 
visual artist whose work examines the theory of social constructiv-
ism within the development of identity. With this concept in mind, 
her art investigates the impact of the Transatlantic Slave Trade and 
Colonialism on social constructs including race, gender and class. 
Her art appropriates representations of Blackness and African 
ethnicities while disrupting stagnant ideas about these identities. It 
queries the fine line between intrinsic identities and the identities 
evolved from social, political and nationalistic influences. 
www.delphinefawundu.com

Lola Flash uses photography to challenge stereotypes and offer new 
ways of seeing that transcend and interrogate gender, sexual, and 
racial norms. Flash works primarily in portraiture with a 4x5 film 
camera, engaging those who are often deemed invisible. Flash has 
work included in important public collections such as the Victoria 
and Albert Museum in London. Her work is featured in the pub-
lication Posing Beauty, edited by Deb Willis. She is in the current 
award-winning film Through A Lens Darkly. Flash’s work welcomes 
audiences who are willing to not only look but see. 
www.lolaflash.com

Laura James is a professional artist and illustrator with over twenty-
five years of experience. Recent curatorial projects include group 
exhibitions Guerillas in the Midst Remix, Hot or Cold, and Bronx 

Now. Ms. James recently presented a retrospective exhibition of 
the legendary graffiti artists TATS CRU at BronxArtSpace. She is 
also the executive director of BX200.com, a directory of Bronx-
based visual artists that programs exhibitions, artist talks, and 
panels throughout New York City. www.laurajamesart.com

Ron Kavanaugh is the executive director of the Literary Free-
dom Project. www.literaryfreedom.org

Alan King is an author, poet, journalist and videographer, who 
lives with his wife and daughter in Bowie, MD. He writes about 
art and domestic issues on this blog. He’s a communications 
specialist for a national nonprofit and a senior editor at Words 
Beats & Life‘s global hip-hop journal. King is the author of DRIFT 
(Aquarius Press, 2012) and Point Blank (Silver Birch Press, 2016) 
ww.alanwking.com

Danny Ramon Peralta is a Bronx-based visual artist of Domini-
can descent. In 2005, he was awarded the Jocelyn Benzakin 
Fellowship for concerned photography by the International 
Center of Photography. For the past decade, Peralta has turned 
his camera onto his immediate family and community, com-
pleting compelling projects like Ma (winner of a 2007 BRIO 
Award), LOVE LIVES (a call for trauma relief in Hunts Point) 
and Gimme Some Show (a 10 year project about underground 
hip-hop in the Bronx). He was recently awarded the En Foco 
Photo Legacy Award winning project ‘Bout that Life (a series 
that follows an undocumented Bronxite as he navigates his life 
in NYC). In 2016, his work was prominently featured in photo 
essays in publications including Nueva Luz Photographic Journal 
and The New York Times. www.dannykodak.tumblr.com

Nicole Sealey is the author of Ordinary Beast and The Animal 
After Whom Other Animals Are Named, winner of the 2015 
Drinking Gourd Chapbook Poetry Prize. Her other honors in-
clude an Elizabeth George Foundation Grant, the Stanley Kunitz 
Memorial Prize from The American Poetry Review, a Daniel 
Varoujan Award and the Poetry International Prize, as well 
as fellowships from CantoMundo, Cave Canem, MacDowell 
Colony and the Poetry Project. Her work has appeared in The 

BIOS
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New Yorker, The New York Times and elsewhere. Nicole holds 
an MLA in Africana Studies from the University of South Florida 
and an MFA in creative writing from New York University. She is 
the executive director at Cave Canem Foundation, Inc. 
www.nicolesealey.com

Jamel Shabazz was born and raised in Brooklyn, NY. At the age 
of fifteen, he picked up his first camera and started to docu-
ment his peers. In 1980 as a concerned photographer with a 
clear vision he embarked on a mission to extensively document 
various aspects of life in New York City, from youth culture to 
a wide range of social conditions. Shabazz has had over two 
dozen solo exhibitions, including Men of Honor, A Time Before 
Crack, Pieces of a Man, Represent, and When Two Worlds Meet. 
His work has been featured in group shows Art Basel, Bronx 
Museum of the Arts, Brooklyn Museum, Newark Museum, 
Victoria and Albert Museum, The Studio Museum in Harlem, 
Duke University, and the Addis Foto Festival in Ethiopia. He has 
lectured at Fashion Institute of Technology, The International 
Center for Photography, The Brooklyn Historic Foundation, 
Haverford College, and Parsons New School of Design. 
www.jamelshabazz.com

Clint Smith is a writer, teacher, and Ph.D. Candidate at Harvard 
University. He is a 2014 National Poetry Slam champion, a 
2017 recipient of the Jerome J. Shestack Prize from the Ameri-
can Poetry Review, and has received fellowships from Cave 
Canem and the National Science Foundation. His writing has 
appeared in The New Yorker, The Atlantic, The Guardian, and 
The New Republic and he has delivered two popular TED Talks, 
The Danger of Silence and How to Raise a Black Son in America. 
His debut collection of poems, Counting Descent, was pub-
lished in 2016 by Write Bloody Publishing. It won the 2017 Lit-
erary Award for Best Poetry Book from the Black Caucus of the 
American Library Association and was a finalist for an NAACP 
Image Award. www.clintsmithiii.com

Cheryl Boyce Taylor, Trinidad born and Queens bred, is a poet 
and visual and teaching artist. The author of three collections of 
poetry, Arrival, Raw Air, and Night When Moon Follows, and a 

recipient of a Partners in Writing grant, Boyce-Taylor served as 
poet-in-residence at the Caribbean Literary and Cultural Center 
in Brooklyn. Her poems have been anthologized in various 
publications, including Def Poetry Jam’s Bum Rush the Page, 
Poetry Nation, Rogue’s Scholar, In Defense of Mumia, Bloom, 
Catch the Fire!!!, and Aloud: Voices from the Nuyorican Poets 
Cafe. She is the recipient of the 2015 Barnes & Noble Writers 
for Writers Award. www.cherylboycetaylor.net

Edwin J. Torres is a Bronx-born photographer preoccupied with 
uncovering stories about family life and disenfranchised com-
munities that are often overlooked. Torres is a freelance photog-
rapher and regular contributor to The New York Times and an 
editor at large for the Ground Truth Project’s Emerging Pho-
tographer Series. He is a member of the Bronx Photo League 
which is attached to The Bronx Documentary Center (BDC) and 
a member of the BX200 visual artist collective in the Bronx. He 
graduated from Colby College. www.edwintorrespf.com

Michael Young is a portrait, event, and street photographer 
who was introduced to photography at an early age by a 
relative who was obsessed with documenting “all the family 
happenings.” Young’s work has been published in Natural Hol-
lywood and Fotographia, and was recently featured in the Bronx 
X Bronx exhibition at the Bronx Documentary Center. Young 
is currently working on an ongoing series, The Underworld: 
Subway Stories. He lives and works in the Bronx. 
www.mgyoungphotography.com

The following poems are reprinted courtesy of the author.
Cheryl Boyce Taylor, “Tools,” Arrival. Published by TriQuarterly 
Books, Northwestern University Press
Nicole Sealey, “Hysterical Strength,” Ordinary Beast. Ecco 
Books
Alan King, “Hulk,” Point Blank. Silver Birch Press
Clint Smith, “what the cicada said to the brown boy,” Counting 
Descent. Write Bloody Publishing
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It has been my pleasure to work on this project for the 
past year. Many thanks to Zarinah and Jamel Shabazz for 
their confidence and love, and to Edna Suarez and Lola 
Flash for sharing wisdom. Thanks Ron for inviting me to 
present these exhibitions, I think we did good. 

Thanks, Ms. James for agreeing to take on this project. 
For building on a small idea and making it a full-fledged 
exhibition. Thank you for visioning, wrangling, finessing, 
and organizing the many moving parts.

Latoya Wilcox, Christine Licata, Lauren Click (emeritus) 
and staff of the Bronx Museum; Walter Puryear and 
Valerie Irizarry at the Andrew Freedman Home -thank 
you. Marcia Wilson, thank you (and your camera); Glory 
Edim at Kickstarter and Well-Read Black Girl; Opiyo 
Okeyo at StellarCreative.com; Bill Aguado and staff at 
En Foco; Urban Arts Cooperative; and Bronx Culture 
Collective, thank you.

Thank you, Clarence Reynolds for just showing up 
every year and volunteering. Troy Johnson, AALBC.
com; The Roew; BXArts Factory; Jessica Sutherland. 
Cynthia Reddrick, Victor de la Cruz, Kanene Holder, 
Adama Delphine Fawundu, Sonia James-Wilson, John 
Maney, Liza Jessie Peterson. Aiesha Turman --third time 
participating! Thank you, Alan King, Nicole Sealey, 
Clint Smith, and Cheryl Boyce Taylor--your poetry is 
everything this black document aims to embody.

Thank you, Laylah Amatullah Barrayn, Lola Flash, Danny 
Ramon Peralta, Edwin Torres, and Michael Young for 
building these essential narratives, opening your studios, 
and participating in Black Documents. 

Zarinah & Jamel Shabazz, thank you for inviting us 
into your home, trusting us with your legacy, agreeing 
to participate, making great sorrel, and just being two 
beautiful people.

Thanks, mom. You had absolutely nothing to do with this 
project but without you there is no me.

I forgot someone, I know it, but know that I appreciated 
your involvement, whether big or small.  
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www.BlackDocuments.com
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$30


