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NOTE 

There are times when personal experience keeps us from reach­

ing the mountain top and so we let it go because the weight of 

it is too heavy. And sometimes the mountain top is difficult to 

reach with all our resources, factual and confessional, so we 

are just there, collectively grasping, feeling the limitations of 

knowledge, longing together, yearning for a way to reach that 

highest point. Even this yearning is a way to know. 1 

-bell hooks 

1. hooks, bell. Teaching to Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom. New 
York: Routledge, 1994. 
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KEY TERMS 

The key terms are listed in order of appearance in the hook. 

Museum 
An institution devoted to the procurement, care, study, and display of 

objects oflasting interest or value. 1 

Metamorphosis 
Change of physical form, structure, or substance, especially by super­
natural means.2 

Cultivate 
To improve by labor, care, or study.3 

Change 
Transformation. 4 

Cultural Citizenship 
The right to be different (in terms ofrace, ethnicity, or native language) 
with respect to the norms of the dominant national community without 
compromising one's right to belong, in the sense of participating in the 
nation-state's democratic processes.5 

Cultural practices and beliefs produced out of negotiating the often ambiv­
alent and contested relations with the state and its hegemonic forms that 
establish criteria of belonging, within a national population or territory.6 
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NOTES 

1. "Museum." Merriam-Webster, accessed September 1, 2021, https://www.merriam 

-webs ter .com/ dictionary /museum. 
2. "Metamorphosis." Merriam-Webster, accessed September 1, 2021, https://www 

.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/metamorphosis. 
3. "Cultivate." Merriam-Webster, accessed September 1, 2021, https://www 

.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/cultivate. 
4. "Change." Merriam-Webster, accessed September 1, 2021, https://www.merriam­

webster.com/ dictionary/ change. 
5. Rosaldo, Renato. "Cultural Citizenship in Sanjose, California." Political and Legal 

Anthmpowgy Review l 7, no. 2 (1994): 57- 63, accessed September 1, 2021, http://www 

Jstor.org/stable/24497930. 
6. Ong, Aihwa et al. "Cultural Citizenship as Subject-Making: Immigrants Negotiate 

Racial and Cultural Boundaries in the United States." Current Anthropology (1996): 

737- 62. 
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PREFACE 

of push and pull, where guardians dictated my relationship to and interpretation 
of objects that, for me, held only prescribed value. As a Black, queer woman, 
I-like poet and activist June Jordan-saw neither myself nor the souls of my 
people holistically represented in these encyclopedic museums. So, from a 
young age, I rejected the premise that museums are expert stewards of culture, 
and I fashioned an arts education all my own. I learned the language of visual 
art as a practicing artist in high school and college; engaged in nonacademic 
communities of practice, mentorship, and critique as a postgraduate in New 
York City; and later reentered the museum as a worker eager to learn from-and 
subvert where necessary-its inner mechanisms. 

From 2006 to 2007, I served as a curatorial intern, and later curatorial as­
sistant, at the Studio Museum in Harlem, where I supported the production of 
numerous exhibitions and publications. It was during this moment of discovery 
that I articulated a distinction between contemporary art museums (sites of pro­
duction, engagement, and belonging) and encyclopedic museums (sites of my 
early childhood trauma), as our work helped me draw meaningful connections 
between art history and its contemporary relevance. I also identified my prefer­
ence for museums that serve living artists and was seduced by the unrivaled 
magnetism of the Studio Museum's mission, which drew me, for the first time, 
into community with other Black cultural workers. 

In 2007, I left the Studio Museum to serve as gallery manager and later cu­
ratorial director at Rush Arts Gallery & Resource Center, an artist-founded and 
artist-led nonprofit in New York's Chelsea arts district. Rush supported many 
of those same early-career artists of color I'd been building community with 100 
blocks north, at the Studio Museum. I worked alongside artist, mentor, and gal­
lery director Derrick Adams, and we mounted offbeat exhibitions and programs 

that mobilized a community of practice unlike any I'd ever known. 
In 2010, I-the only full-time staff at the gallery-was laid off as collateral 

damage in the recession that threatened to wipe other small, culturally specific 
nonprofits off the map while numerous, majority-white cultural institutions 
coasted along, endowments in tow. It was then that I began to question the liv­
ing legacies of institutional racism in the cultural sector and the inequity of the 
nonprofit industrial complex as it's been designed. 

I began researching alternative institutional frameworks that center people 
over profit and sustain through community buy-in over philanthropic buyout. 
In my research, I encountered anthropologist Renato Rosaldo's concept of cul­
tural citizenship, which asserts that "even in contexts of inequality people have 
a right to their distinctive heritage. "2 His call for the democratization of existing 
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PREFACE 

institutions-coupled with my want to acquire the necessary tools to build sus­
tainable "for us, by us" alternatives-drastically shifted my course. 

Later that year, I moved to London in pursuit of a master's degree in creative 
and cultural entrepreneurship from Goldsmiths, University of London. The 
program, designed for and by creatives, empowers students to develop busi­
ness acumen while advancing a spirit of innovation and solutions-driven change 
within their respective fields. Aside from this dedicated time and space to ex­
pand my knowledge base, I was drawn to London by the opportunity to test my 
operating assumptions about Black community in a global, diasporic context. 
And with the Olympics coming to London in 2012, I was equally eager to study 
the role of art and artists in driving alternative economies of cultural production 

surrounding global events. 
During graduate school, I worked as a researcher at the Museum of Every­

thing, "the world's only wandering institution for the untrained, unintentional, 
undiscovered and unclassifiable artists of modern times," as its website pro­
claims. I also participated in artist Tino Sehgal's These Associations, the first live 
commission for the Tate Modem's Turbine Hall. While the experience at MoE 
left me with unanswered questions about who constructs art world identities and 
to what end, Sehgal's project left me full of hope that artist- and community-led 
interventions could transmute the often hard, oppressive architectures of muse­
ums into soft, discursive spaces for collective belonging, learning, and growth. 

I returned to the United States in 2014 and ultimately landed back at the Stu­
dio Museum, first as a communications consultant developing narrative around 
the museum's then-imminent 50th anniversary and later as director of the newly 
established Public Programs and Community Engagement department. I was 
excited by the opportunity to reinterpret the museum's mission through these 
new professional lenses and build out a holistic community-engagement strat­
egy for a museum reimagining its local citizenship as part of its building project. 

During this time, I launched my consultancy and began delivering cultural 
strategy and curatorial guidance to artist-entrepreneurs, cultural institutions, 
government agencies, and philanthropic foundations. I also picked up adjunct 
professorships at Barnard College and Hartford Art School that allowed me to 
continue investigating museum work on a continuum between art history and 
contemporary practice. The syllabi for both courses bridged theory and pro­
duction; encouraged hyperlocal engagement among students; and steered them 
toward community resources beyond the confines of the classroom. 

After five additional years learning from the rich cultural ecosystem of Har­
lem, I left the Studio Museum in 2019 to serve as inaugural executive direc­
tor of NXTHVN, a then-nascent arts and business incubator in New Haven, 
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Connecticut. Having worked at the Studio Museum for most my career, it was 
with immense gratitude that I dove headfirst into this next chapter of institu­
tion building, cultural stewardship, and arts entrepreneurship. Another artist­
founded space, NXTHVN was where I both sharpened and implemented the 
tools I'd gleaned along my journey and learned the ropes of building, quite 
literally, a culturally specific nonprofit from the ground up. 

While this book was conceived during this most recent transition, its core 
consciousness has roots in the many experiences that preceded it. The threads 
of BIPOC arts advocacy, community empowerment, cultural entrepreneur­
ship, and institutional critique that weave these experiences together a/,so bind 
the distinct elements of this book into one cohesive volume. And its central 
argument-that in order to mobilize a people-powered arts-and-culture ecosys­
tem, we must first decenter the museum's perceived authority over it-is de­
rived from firsthand experience building and working within people-powered 
institutions over the past two decades. 

My intentions in opening this book with an abridged professional biography 
are threefold. One, since I don't currently identify as a museum worker, it felt 
important to disclose my evolving relationship to, and intimacies with, muse­
ums and other cultural nonprofits. Two, because my path through museums 
was willfully nonlinear, it also felt necessary to caution that this circuity is de­
signed into this book's very construction. And three, since I share authorship 
with over 40 cultural innovators and changemakers in contemporary art that 
I've had the privilege of building with along this journey, it felt appropriate 
to name the milestones that mark where our respective paths have converged. 
While this volume initially emerged as a platform to document their work bring­
ing cultural institutions into better alignment with community needs, the book 
quickly outgrew this early objective, both out of necessity and by design. 

A PIVOT 

This is precisely the time when artists go to work. There is no 
time for despair, no place for self-pity, no need for si"Umce, no 
room for fear. We speak, we write, we do language. That is how 
civilizations heal. I know the world is bruised and bleeding, and 
though it is important not to ignore its pain, it is a/,so critical to 
refuse to succumb to its malevo"Umce. Like failure, chaos contains 
information that can lead to knowledge-even wisdom. Like art. 3 

- Toni Morrison 
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During the production of this book, a series of global events transpired that 
drastically changed its course, not only because the world we were writing 
about had changed but also because we, too, had changed-irrevocably. Seem­
ingly overnight, our visions for reimagining the museum paled in comparison 
to the mounting threats of a global pandemic, domestic terrorism, police bru­
tality, and the comorbid health, housing, and economic crises accelerated by 
COVID-19. Our daily commitments to scaffolding equity and justice within 
museums now felt like tending to only a symptom of the systemic racism that 
empowered police to murder George Floyd in broad daylight and Breonna Tay­
lor in her sleep. And as our communities and institutions struggled to transcend 
the utter shitstorm, so did we. However, as Morrison asserts, artists, creatives, 
and cultural innovators met the moment by leaning in, learning from the new 
facts of our environment, and offering creative tools to unite our communities 
despite stay-at-home orders and widespread fear. 

As people working to build equity on fronts both personal and professional, 
we continued to read, learn, plan, organize, create, build, and dream of a future 
beyond our circumstance. We did this not only as a means of spiritual survival 
but also to realign our work with the expanding and evolving needs of our com­
munities. And together we confronted systemic injustice-and museums' roles in 
upholding it-in the streets, on the page, and through our respective platforms 
for advocacy. 

Given the gravity of the situation and the new perspectives and priorities it 
yielded, I made space for the book's contributors to revisit what'd been written, 
out of due respect for the moment. Some of us had moved on to new positions, 
while others had been "moved on." Some had doubled down on their commit­
ment to transforming museums into agents of social change, while others-out 
of care for their own mental health and well-being-packed their boxes and left 
the museum field altogether. And some had carved a path through our wildly 
transformed ecosystem, while others simply needed breathing room to process 
their fears and frustrations aloud. 

As such, this volume evolved from a site of documentation and dissemination 
to one of celebration and affirmation, of both our humanity and our resilience­
from transparent accounts of radical yet quasi-historical work to retooled rec­
ommendations enhanced to meet the urgency of now. The candid roundtables, 
case studies, and interviews included herein lay bare said recommendations yet 
are also transparent snapshots of our responses to this unprecedented moment 
of individual, collective, and systemic transformation. Let their coexistence in 
this volume serve as evidence of shared struggle, yes, but also-and perhaps 
most importantly-of our capacity to transcend it, together. 
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