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Steffani Jemison’s short video Personal (2014) opens with a young 
Black man walking slowly, deliberately backward. As background 
details come into focus, the setting of his rather awkward 
procession is revealed to be a basketball court. Jemison’s lens 
lavishes attention on the few details it makes available to us: the 
folds in the man’s t-shirt, the subtle torques and contours of the 
body it obscures and outlines. The ambient soundtrack suggests 
busy city streets somewhere off in the distance. A glint of natural 
light dances off his earring.
 Then something changes. In the next shot, the same man 
walks through the same location in the proper direction, forward. 
The frame catches two shirtless Black boys at an idle moment 
during a pickup ballgame. Soon he walks into the very same shot 
that opened the video, revealing that our introduction was not what 
it seemed: the actor had not been walking backward, but rather 
Jemison had reversed the direction of the recording. Spliced 
together in direct montage, these two framing shots present the 
themes of repetition and disjointed temporality at the heart of 
Personal, and focus on the body moving through urban space as  
a prime agent of disruptive disorientation.
 At this moment in history, political battles are waged on the 
terrain of individual bodies, people of color navigate public urban 
space under constant bodily threat, and those very public spaces 
are subjected in turn to the slow creeping violence of redevelopment. 
Through their subtle manipulations of orientation, pace, direction, 
and movement, the men in Jemison’s video direct our awareness 
toward the physical and ideological structures that constrict and 
direct their movement. Backwardness and awkwardness become 
symbolic gestures of resistance.
 The scene continues and is the first of three vignettes that 
together make up the six-and-a-half-minute video meant to be 
played and viewed in a loop. The surroundings—parked cars, a 
chain-link fence, a housing project towering on the horizon—locate 
the action in Brooklyn. The sound of a Mister Softee ice cream  
truck plays softly in the background, perhaps a block or two away. 
The protagonist walks backward through a cluster of more young 
Black men playing with a football on the basketball court. They 
continue undisturbed. The sequence of throwing and catching 
reassures us we are watching a scene in forward motion, though 
we are never quite certain. Indeed, when some cars rush by in 
reverse a few frames later, we realize the temporal orientation  
of the work has been switched yet again, though exactly when  
and where is not clear. As the casual game unwinds in reverse,  
our protagonist sustains his slow, somber march forward and  
away from the camera and the players, an illusory act of volition 
and temporal disobedience.
 Jemison originally created the video for Crossing Brooklyn,  
a 2014 survey exhibition of Brooklyn-based artists presented by  
the Brooklyn Museum. Curators Eugenie Tsai and Rujeko Hockley 
scoured the borough for artistic practices that, in their words, 
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2   Ben Lerner, “Looking Back on 2014,” 
BOMB Magazine, December 11, 2014, http://
bombmagazine.org/article/14021210/looking-
back-on-2014.

“engage the world” and “aim to have an impact beyond the studio 
and the museum.” 1 In this context of grand ambitions—those of 
both the curators and, in some cases, the artists themselves—
Jemison’s video struck an understated note. Personal takes the 
premise of the exhibition at its most literal: it shows us men 
crossing Brooklyn. The seemingly simple act of a body navigating 
urban space introduces themes of social progress and economic 
marginalization, while offering a poetic suggestion of what 
individual resistance to such conventional logics might look like.
 In the second segment, a slightly older, heavier-set  
Black man—one of three Brooklyn-based professional actors  
who responded to Jemison’s casting call—meanders in front of a 
mural of Nelson Mandela and Barack Obama. Dressed in baggy 
blue clothing, the man’s countenance and casual pacing suggest 
the stasis of waiting or biding time or even killing it. Behind him, 
Mandela’s portrait hasn’t been quite filled in; the skin on his hands 
and half of his face show the white of the underpainting. Obama’s 
image is more fully realized: a compelling if potentially unintended 
nod to an idea of “racial progress.” This effect is complicated 
when Jemison yet again interrupts the temporal flow of the scene 
and a trio of impeccably dressed Black women walks backward 
across the sidewalk, one of them with a young child in tow. Pacing 
slowly to and fro as he always has been, the movement of the  
new protagonist seems undisturbed by this reversal, much as the 
women seem uninterested in his presence. He walks backward 
once more in front of Obama, then Mandela, then reorients himself 
and heads towards the scene’s left edge.
 This man’s simple movements forward and backward in front 
of the exultant, slightly faded iconography collapse multiple 
senses of progress: temporal, spatial, historical, ideological. As 
novelist and critic Ben Lerner argues briefly, the scene “invalidates 
the notion of ‘racial progress’ that these icons are intended to 
suggest, while also making us aware of the distinct orders of 
temporality in the frame—mural time, video time, historical time.” 2 
Occupying and traversing the space of a sidewalk in Bedford-
Stuyvesant, the actor’s body and its perplexing movements force 
this temporal collapse to take place. Lerner’s ultimate reading of 
the video invokes the exact historical time and place in which 
Jemison made it: the summer when Black Lives Matter was born. 
“Jemison’s work is open enough to allow a wide range of responses,” 
he continues, “but it seems worth noting that I couldn’t help but 
see the man in front of the mural as another potential Eric 
Garner,” referring to the Staten Island man who was killed while 
being put in a chokehold by New York City police. His alleged 
offense had been selling loose cigarettes without a permit while 
loitering on a sidewalk not dissimilar to this one.
 Lerner’s mention of police brutality suggests how Jemison’s 
video, by foregrounding the movement of Black male bodies 
through urban space, invokes the broad systems of racial 
inequality and racist violence that often bear most prominently  

1   “Crossing Brooklyn: Art from Bushwick,  
Bed-Stuy, and Beyond,” Crossing Brooklyn, 
curated by Eugenie Tsai and Rujeko Hockley,  
Brooklyn Museum website, https://www.
brooklynmuseum.org/exhibitions/crossing_
brooklyn/.

Steffani Jemison, Personal, 2014. Digital video, color, sound; 6:39 min.
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on African American neighborhoods. But Jemison also  
conjures an awareness of resistance and self-determination by 
individuals and local communities in the face of such forces.  
The neighborhoods in which she shot Personal, Bed-Stuy and 
Crown Heights, share the footprint of historic Weeksville,  
an early settlement of freed slaves founded by James Weeks in  
the early 1800s. The very same summer on the very same  
streets where Jemison shot this video in 2014, a collaboration  
between the Weeksville Heritage Center and public-art  
nonprofit Creative Time paired four African American artists  
with four local organizations to create temporary social-practice 
interventions meant to tap into the area’s rich histories of Black 
cultural production and self-determination. For one, sculptor 
Simone Leigh turned Stuyvesant Mansion (the former home of 
New York’s first Black obstetrician gynecologist, Josephine 
English) into the Free People’s Medical Clinic, a hub for alternative 
healthcare services—yoga classes, herbalism workshops, doula 
consultations, HIV screenings—intended for the local community 
and modeled on the Black Panthers’ health clinics. Nearby,  
textile artist Xenobia Bailey organized a long-term crafting and 
installation project in collaboration with students at the historic 
Boys and Girls High School, the building upon which the  
Mandela mural is painted. The day Personal debuted at Crossing 
Brooklyn, the four temporary Weeksville installations entered  
their penultimate weekend less than a mile away down Eastern 
Parkway. By centering self-care, art-making, and even survival as 
radical acts of resistance, these projects form a poignant context 
for the video, illustrating the fact that the Black men who walk 
through Jemison’s shots do so not simply or idly but potentially at 
great peril. Even as part of an everyday routine, the work suggests, 
occupying and moving through these spaces are radical acts.
 The final scene of the video is set in Fulton Park, just across 
the street from the high school. The third protagonist walks a 
purposeful circle around the monument to Robert Fulton, once, 
twice, three times, four. The jarring fade to black before he begins 
each new loop heightens our awareness that we are watching 
something edited and unreal; yet each short scene unfolds with 
the seemingly deadpan objectivity of a surveillance camera.  
The direction switches and passersby begin to stream briskly 
backward across various corners of the plaza, yet the man keeps 
his solitary pace, maintaining a slow forward motion out of step 
with everything around him. Beyond the spatial or emotional, 
Jemison introduces us to a form of temporal alienation that is 
somehow even more haunting, disconcerting. The man gazes at 
the statue of Fulton, the inventor of the steamboat and a founding 
father of global capitalism, whose ship was the first public works 
to connect Brooklyn and Manhattan. Though his park is a cozy, 
leafy green, Fulton gazes out of the frame and into the world  
that has developed around it: high-rise condos of glass and steel 
sprouting up in downtown Brooklyn, high-rise housing projects  

of brick and cement falling into further disrepair. In one final  
shot, the young actor disappears quickly, backward, behind  
the monument.
 In the essay “Austerity, Precarity, Awkwardness,” Lauren 
Berlant reads Liza Johnson’s short film In the Air (2009), which 
depicts the awkward collective movement of bodies through 
post-industrial urban spaces, as an allegory of resistance to 
neoliberal austerity. 3 Johnson’s film is set in Portsmouth, Ohio,  
a town whose abandonment by capital and profound lack of 
opportunity are written in its bleak, crumbling infrastructure.  
At a circus school, however, the town’s disillusioned teens of all 
ages, sizes, and abilities learn acrobatics. Gradually the tricks and 
poses they learn seep into their everyday lives, interrupting the 
mundane motions of their afternoon jobs and building to a climax 
wherein all of the townspeople come together to perform a  
campy dance routine to the 90s club hit “Better Off Alone” by 
Alice Deejay. They are not good at these movements, but rather 
through their embrace of awkwardness and un-routinized gestures 
the people of Portsmouth stake a claim to the spaces abandoned 
under neoliberalism. “[They] don’t have a project or program but  
a want in common and mobility has become literally awkward, more 
sideways and falling than upward,” Berlant writes. They convert  
the “body’s humble gracelessness into a minor collective courage  
to refuse the gestures of self-attrition and desperate askesis that 
have constituted the austere wisdom of neoliberalism.” 4

 What Berlant locates in Johnson’s film is akin to the mechanisms 
by which much of Jemison’s work operates. Jemison espouses a 
form of embodied resistance within hegemonic systems—media, 
cities, institutions—that gestures toward their latent ideologies and 
resists them in small, symbolic ways. The agents of this awkward, 
scattershot resistance are always people, often speaking illogically 
or performing seemingly arbitrarily, not with the climactic camp  

3   I am grateful to Jeannine Tang for  
suggesting this connection.

4   Lauren Berlant, “Austerity, Precarity, 
Awkwardness,” Supervalent Thought, November 
2011, https://supervalentthought.files.wordpress.
com/2011/12/berlant-aaa-2011final.pdf. 

Steffani Jemison, Escaped Lunatic, 2010–11. Digital video, color, sound; 7:42 min. Courtesy the artist
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of the In the Air townspeople but rather with a subtler, more 
understated poetics. In The Meaning of Various Photographs to 
Tyrand Needham (2009), Jemison restages an earlier narrated 
video by John Baldessari as a conversation between two Black 
teenagers. 5 Scrolling through images gleaned from a Google search, 
Needham’s literalistic interpretations of protest photos, athletes, 
criminals, and civil rights heroes—all Black men—defy commonly 
accepted historical narratives, replacing them with humorous 
misreadings or even, as Martine Syms has argued, deliberate 
denials. 6 In her well-known video from a few years later, Escaped 
Lunatic (2010–11), Jemison shot a parkour team running through 
cityscapes in Houston. As the men sprint, hurdle, and tumble 
through the frames, their bodies collapse the chase scene, a trope 
of early cinema, onto themes of contemporary mass incarceration. 
Yet they elude the slapstick physical clichés of the former and,  
as the title suggests, quite literally escape the latter.
 More recently, Jemison has explored these themes through 
work in performance as well. In 2015 she was invited to produce a 
work in conjunction with the Museum of Modern Art’s exhibition of 
Jacob Lawrence’s seminal Migration Series (1940–41). She created 
Promise Machine (2015), a temporary walking trajectory throughout 
the museum’s galleries that linked artists like Sam Gilliam and  
Piet Mondrian with Lawrence’s work, on view in a separate gallery. 
Along this imagined corridor, Jemison staged performances  
with a group of musicians, who, working from a score by Jemison, 
played motifs drawn from R&B, creating auditory, often disruptive 
interventions within the gallery spaces. The mobile performers  
and their sounds and gestures—often discordant with the  
staid surroundings—created a new constellation of art-historical 
meanings, undermining the museum’s classical modernist 
narrative, if only for the duration of a few short performances.
 Personal provides Jemison’s most distilled form yet of 
performed, embodied resistance that operates through disruption 
and disorientation. It is not the clumsy stumble toward post-
apocalyptic collectivity of Johnson’s In the Air, but rather an 
embrace of an awkward alienation, perhaps an alienation through 
awkwardness. The three men’s familiar yet decidedly uncanny 
movements resist our attempts to understand their actions 
chronologically, historically, thematically, logically, in the process 
throwing into stark relief the often brutal realities that such 
decidedly rationalist, progress-oriented thinking upholds.  
The video creates a slippage between movement in its literal, 
temporal, and metaphorical senses. Viewers recognize in the  
living, breathing, moving bodies a key to accessing history, 
understanding the present, and routing an alternate path forward. 
Berlant says that “any artwork is at best an episode to hang a  
wish on.” Jemison’s wishes are deliberately unclear, but if I have 
one to hang on this video it is for a greater appreciation of what  
is required of the human body—even in its simplest, most mundane 
gestures—to navigate the restrictions placed upon it by public 

space, communal infrastructure, and the ideologies they make 
manifest. With her artful manipulations of the three men’s 
performances, Jemison shows us the radical potential for subtle 
interruptions to direct our attention differently—from the body  
to the system.

6   Martine Syms, “Black Vernacular: Reading 
New Media,” in Mass Effect: Art and the Internet 
in the Twenty-First Century, ed. Lauren Cornell 
and Ed Halter (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
2015), 369–392.

5   Baldessari’s work is titled The Meaning of 
Various Photographs to Ed Henderson (1973).




