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“At one point this girl was like, ‘well it’s really not personal. Its, like, typical civil rights.’”

André’s anecdote about a girl’s comment toward the artist’s MFA Thesis exhibited last weekend sums up a larger issue regarding the black and queer
experience and exhibition.

The day before the opening of André Terrel Jackson’s Fibers MFA thesis show, Fashioning Identities, my friend and I were discussing some of the issues with
Savannah’s arts scene.  Being from Savannah, she and I talked about the disconnect between the locals and the artists and tossed around ideas about how to
bridge the two Savannahs together.  When she told me about André’s show, I was elated.  Visiting museums and galleries is a favorite pastime of mine,
especially when it’s free, and supporting black artists is a passion.  Plus, coming from a family of artists, I understand the power of perception and the need
for one’s intended audience to partake in the creation specifically produced for them.  With the few hours that I had, I tried to spread the word.  The good
news was, opening night had a fantastic turn out.  The bad news? I could count the number of black attendees on one hand.  I couldn’t count the number of
queergendered attendees because, despite societal belief, sexual and gender preference isn’t something that’s inherently obvious but my gut feeling is that
more attendance on behalf of the LGBTQ community wouldn’t’ve hurt either.  André’s show was a fresh, dope, experience in black queer art, but also,
subsequently, presented many underlining issues.

 

“I think from my understanding, based on who I’ve talked to, people in Savannah don’t like new things,” said André.
Herein lies the first issue.  A recent article in Vogue has been making waves (mostly negatively charged electrical waves)
around Savannah.  Titled, “Is This Old Southern Town the Next Brooklyn?” Vogue praises the city of SCAD and is,
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essentially, “Do The Right Thing” as told by Paula Deen.  Being from Savannah, but having graduated from Pratt Institute
in Brooklyn, but then having moved back to the south because gentrification is a real bitch, I can tell you that the whole
article is built on some bullshit.  As an obvious pry to try to attract people to Savannah, Vogue touched on all the serene
qualities of the city (note: it’s a city, not a town).  But, as mentioned earlier, there are two Savannahs.  One is SCAD. 
SCAD is it’s own commandeering bubble.  It’s artistic, rich and wears thrifted distressed jeans and glitter.  It’s supportive,
it’s warm, and it eats shrimp n’grits for Sunday brunch.  Savannah, on the other hand, is culture. 
It’s crime, it’s family, is civil rights and civil wrongs.  It’s Daffin Park just as much as it is Forsyth Park.  It’s your mother’s
house for Sunday dinner.  These two Savannahs do not coincide with each other.  In fact, each navigates as though the
other doesn’t even exists.    When black artists such as André come to this city for school, they’re coming to SCAD, not
Savannah, which can be culturally disjointing to a person.  Growing up I always resented Savannah because I thought
they didn’t accept new things, too.  But I grew older, moved away, and moved back, I realized that new things don’t
really like Savannah, either.  This lack of acceptance is a loss on both ends.  Locals don’t support the new bodies that
could potentially provide a voice and platform, and SCAD looses a black person. “It’s really problematic because we need
people to be professors, we need more professors of color,” says André.  “So it’s been difficult for me to understand if this
work was even good or relevant because my work is supposed to be toward black people, talking about a queer black
experience and all the people that are giving me critique are white and female or international students who don’t know,

first hand, about the culture here and racism here.”  Allowing for outside demographics to critique the issues and emotions of another is extremely
problematic.  It’s what allows civil rights to be regarded as “typical”.

André presents his take on blackness through fiber-woven headpieces.  Inspired by Shoshanna Weinberger and Lorna Simpson, the headpieces mimic
natural blackhairstyles such braids, afros, and various textures ofnatural hair.  André also provides original poetry screen printed

 

on acrylic and fabrics along side images of Savannah’s historic landmarks sewn into abstract activewear. “Who wears at leisure better than black people?”
André asks, rhetorically, of course.  “I can walk outside and see people in basketball shorts, T-shirts, and Nike Slides with socks on and then I can go see it on
the runway probably in two

years.   Well, we’ve seen it on the runway already.  I’m not saying black people invent everything but we don’t get enough
credit for the things that we do.” Part of the reason why we don’t get enough credit is because we don’t support the existence
of things until it becomes popular, and, usually, by the time it’s popular whypeepo have had the opportunity to put their
hands all over it.  “It’s subtle,” André said.  “It’s obvious but it’s still subtle to people.  There’s a subtlety to it because people
don’t realize how much American culture owes to blackness.”

 

 

André also brought up something that was the topic of an argument I recently had with a substitute teacher:  Who owns
blackness? “This show is very specifically talking about black American culture and I think that’s an important distinction
because I think black Americans think that they own blackness,” answers André. “We do not.  Blackness is diasporic (sic) and
we do not own it.”  This is an issue that I see in the black community as well as in non-black spectators.  This social construct

regarding race is unique to the United States.  That’s not to say that there isn’t racism in
other parts of the world, but often times we make the assumption that racism is racism, when it’s not.  It can be overt, like
in south, or duplicitous, like in the north.  It can be personal or systematic.  It can even be shrouded in familiarity, if you’re
not paying close enough attention.  As André explains, “it not only the culture, but certain features like hair.  Certain
practices like Kente cloth. It’s complicated and that’s really where it starts for me.  There is no one way to be black.  There
are more questions as soon as you have answers.”  This tangled labyrinth of blackness

André explores gender alongside what it means to be black and queer.  André asked me not to use gender-based pronouns
and that has been an area of struggle and growth, even for me.  I like to consider myself a pretty liberal individual but in
regards to LGBTQ even I have a tendency to harbor incorrect views, not because I enjoy being problematic (although I do),
but because I just simply do not understand.  I’m not gay and have never been nor felt like I should be of the opposite sex. 
I’m not of that life.  While I may not always understand the reasons behind certain requests, I can accept it, respectfully,
and try to work towards an understanding.  André’s work touches on disrupting gender norms as well.  Photographs of
the aforementioned headpieces lined the far right hand wall of the gallery space.  Each subject, dressed in black, was
unidentifiable as eyes remained concealed behind the makeshift hair.  Andre explains, “all bodies are being transformed by
the headpieces.  I want to take more photos of more people and make it obscure who they are and really start to talk to the

fact that in our differences we’re all the same.  It transcends gender.  I think it’s hard for people because once you see breasts you see a female and that’s not
necessarily true. And once you don’t see breasts you assume it’s a male and that’s not necessarily true.”
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I should also note that the garments André crafted were among some of my favorite in 
the gallery and, in retrospect, I think it’s due to the ambiguity; they’re gender-neutral.  This presents a similar issue through a different subject, though: the
accepting of styles and trends without accepting the origins.  This is almost indistinguishable to the appropriating of black styles, but you can’t talk about
appropriation without talking about the LGBTQ community.  Like I said earlier, I struggle with grasping the idea of using non-gender-binding pronouns
although I accept (and actually love) fashion that bends gender.  These are two juxtaposing concepts but we see it everyday.  We see men wearing tighter
jeans and longer, tapered t-shirts, and even dresses. We see women (like myself) who prefer pantsuits over dresses.  We can embrace the trends but we
struggle to comprehend a man figure not identifying as a man, or a woman figure not identifying as a woman.  It’s another notion in which answers only
create more questions.

But maybe it’s the apprehension to those concepts that prevents exposure.  Aside from a great date idea, art and galleries are a great opportunity to expand
thinking and get exposed to new, different ideas through the prescription lens of an artist.  Challenging perception might be a key component to a more
harmonious society but we wont know if we each don’t take personal responsibility to broaden our individual horizons.

While the exhibit has since been taken down in Savannah, André has arrangements to exhibit the art March, 20 through April, 21 at Albright College in
Reading, Pennsylvania, where André received an undergraduate degree in fashion design.  André plans on continuing his artistic endeavors professionally
with a desire to eventually teach. While there are art galleries around Savannah, they have a tendency to be empty until a SCAD student has a show.  Let’s
change that dynamic.  If you or someone you know is in need of a gallery to showcase their art or maybe just someone with a dope idea that needs a space,
shoot me an email so I can link you with the right people.

André and I discussed race, gender, and Fashioning Identities for nearly two hours, more than I can put into this meager 1700 word write up. Check back for
some dope soundbites of André dropping serious knowledge for the culture!

 

Check out André’s site for more information on the artist!

www.andreterreljackson.com (https://www.andreterreljackson.com/about-1/)
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