HPEN 7017 - Session 2
‘Draw on one of more of the images and poems to create a narrative or a voice’

Reflective piece and prose
(Also practising MHRA referencing for the first time)



Would I write on instinct, or what seemed (to me) to be most highlighted in class (Funerary/Post-mortem photos/Aboriginal rock paintings)?
I was stricken by the concept that, as though etched on his face, William Casby’s image[footnoteRef:1] ‘epitomises’ slavery.2  I saw an elderly black man, with a  peculiarly long jaw, big ears, and kind, intrigued, and intriguing eyes; eyes I thought may have had cataracts. It was suggested (a brief comment by my tutor, his thoughts or another’s I’m unsure) that William’s clothes were the clothes of a ‘not well off’ man. I disagreed privately, pulled up the photo online, and zoomed in. I saw tiny, fibres on his clothes, the type of fibres which suggested they were made of wool, durable and hardwearing, but surely not shabby. Wool, even, and perhaps especially in 1963, was surely not a cheap material. But what do I know, these are just my thoughts. [1: Richard Avedon, ‘William Casby, Born In Slavery, March 1963’ [online] <https://americanhistory.si.edu/collections/search/object/nmah_1334054> [accessed 24 October 2022].
2 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections On Photography (London: Jonathan Cape, 1982), p. 34.
] 

My immediate thoughts on viewing the photograph  - before the inevitable glance at the description underneath and write up at the side – was ‘ooh he looks like a very tall man. I wonder if he’s tall’ and ‘does he have cataracts, or is it just the monochrome photo making his eyes look grey?’ Of course, William is a black man, but personally, I think that it’s the not-so-obvious that sparks thought, the things we work harder to see which are engrossing.
There was an image I could have chosen, which included a chubby little girl, with light curly hair, the youngest of four children, who caught my interest for a moment. She looked very mischievous, well worth a story, and like the type of girl who’d have demanded it!
I thought so much about William’s image. I wanted to know more; Wanted William to be more, so I chose to research, and write about, William Casby.

William’s image might be difficult to lend voice to, due to possibly causing offence. Should I be worried?
To state the obvious, William was a black man, and I am a white woman. This said, I don’t tend to worry about causing offence based on race or gender, ethnicity, religious beliefs, or political persuasion. I just don’t, and never have. That said, I am mindful that individuals should be respected regardless, and often because of, their differences.
My Grandmother is half Saudi Arab/quarter Portuguese/quarter Welsh. I have a devout, strict (often backwards thinking) Muslim Great-Grandfather, mixed race and non-religious Mother and Grandmother, and I consider myself a white Welsh Muslim(ah).  
I discuss this so that my comfort amongst diversity is understood. It isn’t a case that I am blinkered. In my family we have photos - of mixed-race women (Great Gran, Gran, Gran’s sisters, and Gran’s cousins) smiling proudly, linking arms with their Arab/Bangladeshi/Pakistani/Welsh husbands -  which are pulled from the top of the wardrobe every few years, so that the great grandchildren (a generation below me) can ask the same million and one questions I used to.
The thing is (generally speaking of course), it seems that despite how horrific such atrocities as slavery are, as a society  we have become desensitised. Except that is when matters may be close to home. 
Why have I gone so deep now? Oh yes ... because slavery is such an emotive topic.















What made me want to give voice to William?
William being born into slavery did not shock me. As already discussed here, we are, as a society desensitised, not to the act but to the knowing, and as such it was cruelly no surprise.
What did irk me though ... just didn’t sit right with me at all ... was William’s image having been discussed as the ‘essence of slavery.’ 3 That really got my back up! Given the age of William, and the capture date of the photograph, I would have eventually surmised that he had experienced (directly or otherwise) slavery, abolition, and the civil rights movement. However, I still cannot see the ‘mask’ that Barthes did.4
I thought to myself ... Surely William told Avedon more about himself - and about his life - than him being born into slavery. Perhaps he did. Perhaps it was so important to William, or so important to Avedon, that it eclipsed all events on the other side. Was there another side? Was Williams life always discoloured by the enormity of slavery?
William undoubtedly (given his obvious many living years) had a wealth of life experience. I wanted to give voice to the man with the kind intriguing eyes, the man who seemed to supress a smile (by order of the photographer perhaps). 
Look closely, you may see his right cheek about to give way to a smile.












[footnoteRef:2] [2: 3 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections On Photography (London: Jonathan Cape, 1982), p. 34.
4 Barthes, p. 34.] 


What/who/why did I research?
· Avedon’s motivations in photography
· Avedon’s motivations in photographing William Casby
· Avedon’s ethnicity
· Barthes’ commentary on other images
· Any elaboration (from Roland Barthes) on why William Casby’s image ‘epitomises’ slavery
· Narratives of persons born in slavery, their life beyond slavery
· William Casby’s familial life
· William Casby’s career
· William Casby’s life pre- and post- photograph
· William’s understanding of Avedon’s desire to photograph him
· Williams possible New Orleans accent/language traits/1960s especially
· Avedon’s life pre- and post- photograph
· Did Barthes receive literary opposition?
· Did Barthes receive backlash?
· Am I the only one who sees something imbalanced in Barthes’ suggestion?

















What did I learn/what were my thoughts following research?
The Avedon Foundation suggests that Richard Avedon was, ‘fascinated by photography’s capacity for suggesting the personality of and evoking the life of his subjects.’5 and that ‘He had complete confidence in the two-dimensional nature of photography.’6 
How is it then I pondered, that a non-descript, though quirky in terms of facial features, photograph of William Casby, can alone, bring to the viewer’s mind William’s life experience, let alone in Roland Barthes’ opinion, his birth into slavery?7 
I am not alone in my thinking. I suspected I wouldn’t be. Darcy Grigsby argues that ‘without a title, Avedon’s photograph tells us nothing about slavery.’8  Grigsby notes that, the photograph’s label is all Barthes had to go on, and goes on to insist that without it, all anybody viewing the image could truly say about where and what William had been, was that he had indeed been, a sitting subject for one of Avedon’s photographs. In a literal sense this is true; and I wholeheartedly agree with Grigsby’s uncomplicated argument.
My research led me to find that, on the same day William sat for Avedon’s picture, another photograph of William was taken9. The photograph included nine other people, namely William’s family. In this photograph William sits on the front porch of a house holding a baby. The family are all smartly dressed, in well-fitting clothes, I believe ( in fact like to believe) were tailored. The smile I was certain William supressed in his solitary portrait was still modest, just less so. The crinkle in the bridge of his nose, the upturned corners of his thinning mouth, and eyes that seem to shine - an undeniable smile. Reserved, yet undeniable. William is holding the baby with surplus care, in both hands and arms, although given his stature, one would have been enough. 



[footnoteRef:3] [3: 5 The Richard Avedon Foundation, History: Richard Avedon [n.d.],
< https://www.avedonfoundation.org> [accessed 24 October 2022] (para. 5 of 9).
6 The Richard Avedon Foundation, para. 5 of 9.
7 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections On Photography (London: Jonathan Cape, 1982), p. 34.
8 Darcy Grimaldo Grigsby, ‘Negative-Positive Truths’ Representations, 113.1 (2011), 16 – 38 (p. 16).
< https://www-jstor-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/pdf/10.1525/rep.2011.113.1.16> [accessed 24 October 2022].
9 Richard Avedon, ‘William Casby, one of the last living Americans born into slavery, surrounded by several generations of his family, Algiers, Louisiana, 1963.’ [online]  < https://www.riotmaterial.com/seditious-corlorless-eye-richard-avedon-james-baldwins-nothing-personal/ > [accessed 24 October 2022].
] 

In this family photograph I see the epitome of a proud man. I see William Casby at home, his youth behind him, his legacy in his arms. This picture, far from evoking thoughts of slavery (to me at least), is in its simplest sense, a photograph of a multigenerational family of black people. Avedon however, has labelled the picture ‘William Casby, one of the last living Americans born into slavery, surrounded by several generations of his family, Algiers, Louisiana, 1963.’10 This could make it difficult to separate the ‘family man’ from, the ‘man born into slavery’. Having consciously studied this picture, I’m aware that the latter is not a totally absurd interpretation – although I am also confident that it would not be the first thing than springs to mind to most viewers if it were not so blatantly labelled.
I learned that William was a hardworking man, and that he instilled these values into his children, and they into theirs. The Casby family owned several businesses including a construction company and a laundrette.11 The pictures could have just as easily been labelled ‘William Casby, multiple business owner’ or ‘William Casby and his hardworking family who own multiple businesses in Algiers. However, they didn’t, and so here we are.
I suppose what each viewer sees is open to interpretation. Perhaps it was Avedon’s intent to spark discussion. Nevertheless, I can’t help feeling that labelling the photographs ‘born in slavery’ and ‘one of the last living Americans born into slavery’ was quite un-progressive, a juxtaposition perhaps when one considers the publishing of these photographs at such a pivotal point in history – the passing of The Civil Right Act of 1964.12
And another thing ... Williams ears were still not-at-all small in the family photograph, but his jaw looks far more proportional to his face than in the photograph of him alone. I considered that there must have been some form of manipulation at play to create such imagery. Indeed, the image of William isn’t just ‘tweaked’ a little; Avedon purposefully distorted the image - including the exposure - as if to represent light defeating darkness.13 He then labelled the photograph, and in ‘highlighting’ William Casby’ misfortune, Avedon made a fortune for himself.1432[footnoteRef:4] [4: 10  Richard Avedon, ‘William Casby, one of the last living Americans born into slavery, surrounded by several generations of his family, Algiers, Louisiana, 1963.’ [online].  
< https://www.riotmaterial.com/seditious-corlorless-eye-richard-avedon-james-baldwins-nothing-personal/ > [accessed 24 October 2022].
11  Monisha S. Jackson, ‘A River Separates Them, A Culture Connects Them: The Mohawk Hunters Of Algiers And The Mardi Gras Indian Tradition In New Orleans’ (thesis, University of New Orleans, 2017) in University of New Orleans Theses and Dissertations 
< https://scholarworks.uno.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3554&context=td > [accessed 24 October 2022].
12  United States Congress, The Civil Rights Act of 1964, 78 Stat. 241 (United States Congress, 1964) < https://catalog.archives.gov/id/299891> [accessed 24 October 2022] (pp. 1 – 30).
13 Darcy Grimaldo Grigsby, ‘Negative-Positive Truths’ Representations, 113.1 (2011), 16 – 38 (p. 18).
< https://www-jstor-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/pdf/10.1525/rep.2011.113.1.16> [accessed 24 October 2022].
14  Darcy Grimaldo Grigsby, ‘Negative-Positive Truths’ Representations, 113.1 (2011), 16 – 38 (p. 19).
< https://www-jstor-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/pdf/10.1525/rep.2011.113.1.16> [accessed 24 October 2022].
] 

*** I skim read a collection of former slaves’ narratives ( over 50 short memoirs) recorded from 1933 - 1936, this gave me a feel for whether the New Orleans accent which William may have had (possibly Cajun or Creole) would be appropriate to factor into this story.15 ***





































[footnoteRef:5] [5: 15 Arkansas, Jackson-Lynch, Federal Writers' Project: Slave Narrative Project, Vol. 2. <https://www.loc.gov/item/mesn024/> [24 October 2022]] 
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Commentary
Before Writing
I want to write from William’s perspective. I want William to narrate the story, and to include the photographer Richard Avedon by writing third-person narrative also, not in back-and-forth conversation, but by William telling us what Richard Avedon said/did. I may change this and just write first-person if I find that third is taking away from William’s story. I hope however that the third person narrative complements the story. 
I want to write in first-person for William as I believe it may be more intimate. 
I need to figure out whether using an accent in the writing will be adding to the story and Williams character, or whether I should not even attempt do this as it could end up a mockery. I will figure this out as I go and amend accordingly.
I am becoming more comfortable with fiction (reading and writing). Fiction at some level will give me greater scope than non-fiction when approaching voice especially because I have not been able to source any commentary/recorded discussions within which William himself discusses how he felt about the taking (or indeed labelling) of these photographs, nor is much documented about his life pre- and post- photograph, other than of course, that he was born to an enslaved woman, and that his family were successful in business. For this reason, I think that fiction very loosely based on truth will be appropriate.
I have come to understand that, while-first person has some disadvantages/limitations, such as the possibility that first-person possibly hindering the breadth and depth of a story, in this case I believe William having had a life so long, and one so full, that first-person may be just right to tell a meaningful story. 
I hope the story brings about the reader championing William as the protagonist. I am considering making Richard Avedon the antagonist. 
Can I have a protagonist without an antagonist??? ... 
**Googles question **  
Apparently, yes I can.
(Still just a thought at this stage)

                                  
During Writing  
Writing present and past tense was interesting. For instance, writing first-person narrative in present tense, as William, as he explains what Richard Avedon did or said, and using third-person narrative in the past tense to do so . It took time to make sure I was writing correctly, checking for past/present tense, and whether I was writing correctly in perfect or simple tense, I found this a welcome challenge. I may need to re-draft several times to get this right.
I wanted William’s character to be distinct without frustrating or distracting the reader. I read a lot of extracts from a collection of former slaves’ narratives, and found that when written verbatim, the ‘eye-dialect’ did not distract, but rather demonstrated that the person was not speaking American English. Considering William’s place in America – one which meant he was American but had fought to be equal to other Americans – I wanted to highlight the contrast. I chose not to write every word in the way he might have spoken, but a select few so as not to distract completely from his story as the protagonist. I also used informal colloquialisms, such as ‘gon’ need’ instead of ‘going to need’, and again I tried not to do this at all possible points so as not to frustrate the reader and take away from the character himself.


The story follows ....


















‘A picture is worth ... fifty-six thousand, two hundred euros’

Was at my son Frank’s place, overlookin’ the Mississippi river. 
Big ol’ house he got ... big ol’ house with a porch, space on side for two vehicles, although there was just the one then, and a yard big enough for all the gran’babies and great-gran’babies. He needs all that space ... my gran’sons be busier than Frank or me ever was. Us Casby boys don’t know rest ... good thing too. If it was down to the city, we’d be just some mo’ negroes, just occupying some mo’ public housin’. We gave them jazz ... they givin’ us nothin’ but hell out here.
Anyways, we was at Frank’s house. I live there now, have done since my eyes went a couple years back, but that boy works hard for his livin’ and don’t nobody own that house but him.
‘Look at the lens sir – not at me.’
Weren’t looking at that damn’ fool, was looking right past him. Frank had walked in with my great-gran’baby Louis. Sure, I was gon’ sit for his photograph, but if he didn’t speed up I was gon’ walk – free photographs or not! What did I want with some photographs of my old self for anyways? I’m damn’ near a hun’ed and ten years old, hun’ed and seven or eight for sure. Don’t need no picture to remind me what I look like. Barely see straight now anyhow. I asked him what he wanted with it, I mean, I knew I’d agreed to it, but for my soul’s sake couldn’t remember what he wanted the photograph for.
‘Ok that’s in the bag, do you have any questions for me William Sir?’ he asked me a moment later.
I told him ‘Yeah - I have a question. What you doin’ with it?’ 
‘I thought you already knew Sir.’
‘I know why you here, I ain’t as stupid as I am ol’ lookin’ boy, but what you doin’ with the photograph?’ 
‘I already explained Sir. I’m making a collection of photographs which I intend to exhibit. I hope the collection will be representative of American life. You know - the state of race relations, music, the civil rights movement and all that.’
I thought to myself ‘Life in New Orleans ain’t no American life, we strivin’ alright, but ain’t no American life.’
‘Oh, so, you a big ol’ photographer then boy?’ I asked him ... asked him ‘This yo’ job or yo’ hobby?’, and I told him ‘You know them ‘hobbies’ don’t be bringing no food to the table mos’ times.’ 
‘A bit of both really.’ he told me. He said ‘It doesn’t make me rich  by any means Sir ... I mean ... I’m no Robert Frank that’s for sure, but I make enough that I’m able to do what I love for a living.’
Makes some sort’ a’ sense I supposed.
He told me he’d heard about me through friends of Frank, said that they’d told him how ol’ I was and how since the end of World War Two my family had ‘branched’ out into business. Dumb ol’ expression don’t you think? ... ‘branched’. I thought ‘I ain’t no tree.’, then I thought ‘bout my roots, ‘bout how we’d struggled to grow kind ‘a  like a tree I’d supposed, and I let that one pass. Said he’d heard we wore expensive suits, that people took notice of us Casby boys, reckoned we were highly regarded in the fi’teenth ward. My family had always worked hard, always been strugglin’. Didn’t need nothin’ of a material nature of course, but sometimes the struggle is deeper than that you know? Anyways, things are changing, I’m sure of it, and if you heard Minister King’s speech, then you know it too. He delivered that speech like a sermon. Fine man that Minister King. 
So ... he took the photograph, said his thanks, then that boy ‘bout to up and leave. 
Franks wife, my daughter-in-law Claudette, had asked me if I could ask him to get a good picture of us all out on the porch. He was a photographer after all, and one more wouldn’t hurt. I’d happily have paid him if the need had been there, but he told me he would take it, and that I could have it for nothin’. All he wanted in return was permission to keep a copy for himself. 
‘That’s fine Sir. I don’t want your money. I’d be more than happy to take it and develop it for you free of charge. Would it be okay with you though, if I keep a copy for myself, for my own personal catalogue?’
I told him ‘That’ll be fine.’ 
We may be livin’ good now, but with all these kids runnin’ round needin’ feedin’ I know the cost of a camera still a good weeks work. A free photograph is a good photograph to me. My boys don’t need to be workin’ harder than they already do. Like I said, Casby boys is busy enough already. Even my great-gran’son Tyrone gon’ be marchin’ with his daddy soon – that boy just nine or ten years old and already got more brain and body than any of them City Park boys.
Anyways ... Claudette got her photograph, received it in the mail a couple weeks later, it was framed too! Not two days in any week passed by without that thing being shined up! You better believe she showed that photograph to the pastor more times than he complimented it. ‘The pastor ain’t got time for all that’ Frank told her, but she didn’t mind. Claudette a good wife, and even better momma, but when I tell you she showed that photograph off mo’ than her new gran’baby for ‘bout a month, you better believe it!
So nearly a year passed by, boys were working day and night, our shoe repair place was doing jus’ fine, but building the construction business was the men’s focus and the laundromat the women’s, and it was a long hard labour. I thought no more ‘bout them photographs, we was all too busy.  
I walked in the kitchen, Claudette was crying, Frank was hollerin’. 
‘Poppa, we received something from the United States Postal Service this mornin’’ she said, looking all concerned. Turns out it was a parcel ... no name or address of the sender ... we still don’t know today who sent that damn’ parcel, and lord knows I wish they never did.
She didn’t wanna show me but was desperate for me to see it all at the same time.
I thought to myself ‘What could be so bad?’. 
Turns out it was a big ol’ book, and you ain’t gon’ believe it. Richard, that’s the photographer I been telling you about ... well, him and his uh ... his acquaintance or somethin’... they’d wrote a book. Thing is though, that book included the photograph he took of me. Weren’t enough to upset me, I knew he would exhibit it. I didn’t care none that he included it in a book, ‘No harm done’, I supposed. But boy was Claudette upset. Like I said, you ain’t gon’ believe what that man did – he done somethin’ awful.
The picture of me looked so damn’ strange ... lookin’ like I got no hair, lookin’ like my face two feet long too! 
Okay, I’m grizzly lookin’ now, and boy don’t I know it ... my hair white as snow now too, but it ain’t gone nowhere.! And that ain’t all. The photograph of the family ... a gift he’d told me ... well he printed that too! He didn’t have no god damn’ permission to do print no family photograph!
Claudette turned from crying to hollerin’ same as like Frank.
Somehow or another ... ’Camera trickery!’ Frank said ... he’d gone and covered up the big ol’ glass windows on the front of the house! Covered them with somethin’ like paper and that sticky ribbon they use now ‘days to stick things down, you know the stuff they use in the factories to keep the boxes sealed?
I asked Frank, ‘How’s that man gon’ take a photograph and just fix it so it looks like that?’ ‘Must be something wrong with the camera.’ I said. 
‘They can do all kinds ‘a stuff now Poppa.’ Frank said, as he compared the photograph of us in the book, to the one Claudette brought in from the mantle.
Claudette had spent more than a god given hour shinin’ up them windowpanes. That girl had dressed the whole family up in fi’teen minute flat. She was so darn’ excited to show off her family, and the house she’d kept lookin’ so nice. I put my soul on it ... those windowpanes were not covered up when he took the photograph. I just couldn’t understand it. Still don’t. Frank told us how they can mess about with photographs an’ all sorts now, but it just don’t make no sense. 
Then Claudette told me, ‘Look what’s written underneath the photographs Poppa.’ 
My eyes ain’t too good now, now I’m so old an’ all, and it took me a minute to make out the words. Claudette looked down to the floor and Frank walked out the room. I could tell he already knew what it said, and that it weren’t gon’ be good. Underneath mine it said something about me being born into slavery ... something like William Casby born into slavery or something like that ... and ‘bout the same underneath the one of us all together.
‘Did you not tell him about all we have Poppa? Didn’t you tell him that Daddy wanted me to marry Frank because of just how good your family is?’ Claudette asked me. She asked me, ‘Don’t they know how removed ya’ll are from slavery now?’ 
Her being so upset an’ all, I didn’t think it right to remind Claudette that Momma gave birth to me at a quarter after two in the afternoon and was back diggin’ Mr Ballentine’s darn’ ditches at six! Instead, I told her to wipe her tears, and to have no shame in the truth. 
I can take what that fool did, really, I can, Frank don’t hold no grudges for too long neither ... but Claudette and the kids ... they didn’t deserve that foolishness. If he had just labelled the photographs differently I might ‘a  been happy with them being in a darn’ book ... permission or not! Hell, I might’ve even liked it ... like Louis Armstrong, or Nat King Cole. That would ‘a been just fine by me. 
You know what Frank told me? The other fellow, his workin’ acquaintance or somethin’ ... the one who wrote the book with him ... well, he himself is a black man! A white man - ‘Jewish’, Frank said, but white all the same - definin’ me by how my life started I can understand ... wouldn’t be nothin’ new now. But what hope is there for our chil’rens chil’ren if that’s how it’s gon’ be now? A brother doin’ another brother so wrong like that. If the story don’t change soon, then change may not come so soon after all. 
Frank told me that ‘He good friends with Malcom X and Minister King too Poppa.’ 
That’s what I just couldn’t understand ... our boys out here fightin’... fightin’ against darn’ segregation and all sorts, fightin’ for better, for more for the youth, not for us but for the kids ... and there goes a ‘friend’ of some of the loudest preachers – puttin’ us back in the same ol’ box! 
That Richard told me he knew about the businesses, knew about how we was all workin’ hard He’d told me that he’d heard ‘bout the Casby’s livin’ in one of the nicest houses in the neighbourhood. So why all he had to say was ‘bout me being born to my Momma a slave lady ... I really don’t know.
Suppose we just gon’ have to fight harder. 
I’m too old now, I did my time fightin’ ... but there’s a march soon. I’m gon’ stay home and help Claudette with the chil’ren while she at the laundromat. The boys gon’ need to travel three hun’ed miles to Selma before they even start marchin’ ... they have the extra vehicle now though, so it be easier for them all to make it up there with the two.
