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Histories held within the family home, and its qualities of protection from the outside
world, have made it a site of importance for my photography and painting. My series Madea'’s
House explores the ways the past and present interact in my family’s home of over forty years by
combining old and new photographs, and by locating artifacts of the past that exist within the
current space. The black and white treatment of the image blurs time while the overlayed images
complicate space by conflating the past and present images. They are active within one another
and are only fully comprehendible to those who have lived in the space. What may be chaotic to
outside viewers is comforting and joyful to those who are familiar with the home and its history.
The layering of images here functions like my abstract portraits; it complicates viewers’
understanding of what they are seeing to protect my subjects from distortions of the outside gaze.
Since the spaces and forms cannot be fully understood, they cannot be simplified and skewed in
whichever way viewers wish. The elders sitting around the table in conversation provide another
layer of protection as they guard the space in the past and the present. This history and the people
in the home are protected within it since their existence cannot be completely consumed by

outsiders.

Figure 10 Kaylyn Webster, Madea’s House, 2021
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My latest piece, The Get-together (Denise 11), continues the conversation of Madea’s
House. Generations congregate around my mother, the matriarch of our family. Her figure is
doubled, yet not distorted, signaling some extent of a double consciousness, but more whole than
in Through the Glass. Her home and my sister’s house, where she is currently staying as she
recovers from her battle with Covid-19, are combined into one structure to illustrate how
homeplace can exceed bounds of time and space. Conversation happens between all figures, and
viewers are pulled into it as they are acknowledged by the child seated on the floor on the right
side of the composition. The audience can make assumptions about what the conversation is, but
they will never know for sure. The family business is kept safe, but there is space for a new

conversation to begin.

Figure 11 Kaylyn Webster, The Get-together (Denise II), oil on canvas, 72” x 48”, 2022 (not complete yet)

The importance of dialogue and exchange, mutual recognition, and interpretation for the

existence of democracy and for communities to hold together is emphasized in Meleko
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Mokgosi’s Lex, a work from his project “Democratic Intuition”. The people are the focus in
these pieces, not the institutions that are supposed to foster democracy (Mokgosi). This piece
asks the people to do the work of effectively communicating with one another to create healthy
communities of respect and cooperation. In talking about the ways the Euroethnic art world has
triply negated “colored women artists”, Adrian Piper explains how our populations have been
divided and made to play in a zero-sum game where elimination of competition is necessary to
progress individually; competition is anyone who threatens Euroethnic, heteronormative, male
superiority (276). She then goes on to inform her readers that we can disinvest in this zero-sum
game to join in on one that is built from cooperation, mutual support, dialogue, and sharing of
resources (Piper 280). The current institutions of this country cannot be depended on to foster the
change we need. The system is not broken; it was built to keep people of color in positions of
inferiority and dependency within the margins of society. Since minority groups are a threat to

the current system of White supremacy, we have the power to change it. It is our time to act.

Figure 12 Meleko Mokgosi, Lex (detail), 7 panels, 924” x 1927, 2017

My latest series of work pushes the relationship between viewers and my figures further
through direct engagement and conversation. The work features slightly larger than life-size

portraits of individuals responding to the question “What do you wish people talked about
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more?”’; the responses they provided serve as the titles of each painting. Viewers stand face to
face with these figures, locking gazes with them and listening to their desires. The range in levels
of rendering within the portraits, the faces being highly detailed and the underpainting being
visible in some areas, signals a materializing of these figures as the conversations begin. They
are humanized as viewers get to know them, putting an end to their objectification and allowing
them to exist as autonomous beings. The cleanliness of the white surface in the background is
disrupted as interactions shift from being superficial to deep and more personal. These types of
relationships need to be built between individuals so that we can construct new senses of
community despite the systemic divisions that have been created between groups. My works
aims to encourage a building of bridges across these divides so that we can form new institutions

based on mutual respect, cooperation, and equity.

Figure 13 Kaylyn Webster, How fo Figure 14 Kaylyn Webster, Figure 15 Kaylyn Webster, / wish

win as a minority., oil and pumice gel ~ Mental health in the Black people talked more about Black

on canvas, 30" x 40" x 1.5", 2022 community., oil and pumice gel women as complex human beings.
on canvas, 30" x 40" x 1.5", 2022 Not just bearers of trauma, or

perfect and magical creatures.
But as people capable of being
both flawed and beautiful., oil and
pumice gel on canvas, 30" x 40" x

1.5",2022
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Our populations have been divided based on race, class, and culture. We must
acknowledge these divisions’ active presence in the norms of our current society and reject them.
We cannot free ourselves of the chains of colonialism if we cannot come together on equal
grounds to establish new systems to build our communities on. Art keeps record of all the
histories we need to remember in our present, and it helps us to imagine new futures of
prosperity for all. My pieces work to uplift Black people from the systems meant to keep them
inferior positions so the necessary conversations to reach these new, healthier, more just futures

can begin.
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