





Q%/] a éou) jl/r/
c%/)

Gwd O,p

IZ/ZOC €/iC€
and of
6) erience
Joscelyn Gardner
The Barbados Museum & Historical Society

St. Ann’s Garrison, St. Michael, Barbados
2026



7@@/]@ (zou}j
c%ou//z)nj/f

2y
reed .z

-’
Jnnocer
() CLIZ() 07[)

XPEVLEC

V4



Conlfcn?fd

5

Foreword
Alissandra Cummins

9

Artists Statement
Joscelyn Gardner

70

Love Vines
(Cassytha filiformis)
Erica James

27

Harriet Thomas Weekes:
The Right to Opacity
Natalie McGuire and Harriet Pierce

29

Folio

95

List of Exhibited Works

57
Bio
Joscelyn Gardner
59
Bio
Jill Graham

o0

Credits






ﬁc word

Allisandra Cummins

History reveals itself only through the
production of specific narratives. What matters
most are the process and conditions of such
narratives ... Only through that overlap can we
discover the differential exercise of power that
makes some narratives possible and silences
others.

Prior to the 1930s, few full frontal images of
Black individuals had been produced, whether in
artistic production, photography or lithography,
except in terms of the growing phenomenon of
types: of performers or pugilists, preachers and
politicians determined to achieve if not fame
and fortune, then recognition and respect for
achievement. The alternative of anonymized
ethnographic postcards and pictures inhabited
by unidentified individuals, disallowed
the perception of personhood providing
indisputable evidence of the way in which the
archive, as articulated by Trouillot, conceals,
obscures and silences as much as it reveals.

Traditional approaches to historical
documentation relating to Barbadian identities
and communities, were (unknowingly)
amplified in the western oriented collection
methodologies introduced within Caribbean
memory institutions, virtually until the dawn of
the twenty-first century. The traditional notion
of the museum as authorizing transmission
model has, since the 1990s, been challenged by
scholars, curators and educators who argue that
museums serve as “powerful rhetorical sites in
which the past is selectively presented.”

Today there is an imperative to instigate
reflections around relevant, ethical and
respectful research with rather than for
local communities (Black and white), where
institutions like the BMHS, as part of a
decolonisation process, seek to facilitate

dialogue between the past and present. In

the past, both museums and their audiences
received constructed knowledge based on
curated collections, which over time often
allowed the identities of both subjects and
photographers to be obscured or even lost. With
photography, this problem of disempowering
the subject, whether knowingly or unknowingly,
is particularly acute, where their reproduction
often acts as a mere backdrop to the museum
objects or its interpretation on display.

While this is not the first time that the two
ambrotypes featuring Harriet Thomas Weekes
have been exhibited, they were contextualized
in quite different ways. At the BMHS, the 2003
exhibition Photography within the City of
Bridgetown welcomed the opportunity for the
first engagement in the island with the historical
production of photography itself. These two
images, the only full frontal images of Black
women within this survey on the growth and
development of Barbadian photography, gave a
glimpse of what Curator of the BMHS exhibition,
Harclyde Walcott stressed as “..the [inherent]
dignity of their sense of personhood, by the
centredness and confidence evident in the way
they look into the lens” thus offering the first
inklings of what could emerge.

Almost twenty years later, as part of the
Art Gallery of Ontario’s 2021-22 Fragments of
Epic Memory Julie Crooks’ curatorship placed
“... these pieces into new arrangements...
assembl[ing] a multigenerational—and
multicentric—survey of Caribbean art and
visual culture” inviting visitors to “explore the
Caribbean and its diaspora, placing historical
documents in dialogue with an immersive array
of contemporary art?”. Differing audiences came
to ‘know’ these images, without knowing what

'Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History (Boston: Beacon Press, 1995), p. 25.
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they did not know.

For the first time Am I a bad girl, Nanny?
Cries of Innocence and of Experience by
Joscelyn Gardner and its companion exhibit
Harriet Thomas Weekes: The Right to Opacity
produced by the Barbados Museum & Historical
Society team of Harriet Pierce and Natalie
McGuire afford welcome opportunities to revisit
this terrain and reengage both directly and
indirectly with Harriet and her infant charge Eva
through these images, while reclaiming their
existence through these recovered fragments,
both individual and imagined.

In Am | bad girl, the artist remains true to her
original intention whereby “Each set of text,
sometimes barely visible, speaks to shifting
meanings - ... Meaning is formed through
reading between (between the image and
text; and, between the subjectivities of two
persons from the past for whom race dictated
their place in society)?”, presenting Gardner’s
imagined dialogue between Eva and Harriet,
her Nanny through an intricate assemblage of
wording, embroidery and lithographs, imaginary
reconstructions of Harriet’s ‘Obis’.

Joscelyn Gardner’s initial encounter with
the two images at the AGO, aroused her
curiosity about the central subjects, and her
determination to know more about these two
persons led the BMHS to further interrogate
our records and retrieve the long hidden
history that both images presented differing
personas of Harriet Thomas Weekes, produced
perhaps a decade apart. For any organization
to hold two such images of post emancipation
Barbadian/Caribbean women in their collections
is extraordinary. For our museum to be
the guardians of two images of the same
(Black) woman prior to 20th century must be
considered miraculous. We are indebted to the

SGardner, 2022

artist for raising our consciousness about the
importance of these objects and the people
represented.

Recognition is also owed to the original donor
Eva Beatrice Sinckler and her family, both for
commissioning these images of Ms. Weekes
and Ms. Eva (1858 -1868), holding them as
precious keepsakes and ultimately for deciding
to transfer their safeguarding to the Museum
100 years later. Research and preparations for
Harriet Thomas Weekes ultimately provided the
opportunity to challenge previous assumptions
about the lived experience of anonymized
Black subjects, attending to the ways in which
enslaved and free(d) women enter history
through their own stories, exposing the
powerful legacies of historical fixity and archival
assumption, to reveal the abbreviated evidence
of personal memory and glimpses of lived
realities and familial histories.

These vestiges of existence and persistence
have helped deepen our understanding of the
juxtaposition between materiality and memory,
laying the groundwork for a broader reflection
on the ethical responsibility of institutions such
as ours in addressing the legacies of slavery,
and to finally disrupt the power imbalance
inherent in historical production by enabling
today’s audiences to creatively engage with and
slowly dismantle the problematic production of
historical narratives as alluded to by Trouillot,
without attempting to impose new ones. These
bear profound symbolic weight for generations
to come.

Alissandra Cummins
Director Barbados Museum and Historical
Society



Portrait of Harriet Thomas Weekes with Eva Douglas Richards. 1858. Ambrotype.
Collection of the Barbados Museum & Historical Society.
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Joscelyn Gardner

The body of work on view in the exhibition,
Am | a bad girl, Nanny? Cries of Innocence and
Experience has developed from research started
in 2021 when | first viewed a unique ambrotype
from the Barbados Museum Collection titled
Harriet Thomas Weekes, nurse with her infant
charge, c1858, which was on loan to the Art
Gallery of Ontario for their large survey show,
Fragments of Epic Memory. This tiny, encased
object intrigued me. The Black Barbadian nurse
in the double portrait was named, while the
white child was unnamed (an unusual feature in
this period). As a treasured heirloom that had
been donated to the museum for safe keeping,
it also likely held cherished memories and untold
stories that would offer a portal into my own
Barbadian heritage.

Research for the ensuing project was
conducted in Barbados and online. | was
interested in exploring the complex (and
intimate) interracial relationship between two
Creole subjects whose lives were determined
by their position within a post-emancipation
British colonial plantation society. | aimed to
gather historical facts about the subjects but
chose a speculative methodology when creating
my work. | wanted to introduce imaginative
possibilities - to create a space of dreaming
where the subjects’ inner lives and feelings could
be explored. | also became very interested in
the provenance of the object (and later, its sister
ambrotype), paying special attention to the
way it was labelled, cared for, and valued over
time. Two of my digital archival prints centering
around the ambrotype as an object, were
presented to the public in a group exhibition
titled /n Two Places held in London, Ontario and
Barbados in 2022.

The current folio of letters to nurse Harriet
Thomas Weekes by the ghost of the child, Eva
Douglas Richards, explores their life together

from the child’s fictional twenty-first-century
perspective. This folio is composed of twenty-
four loose leaf multi-layered hand-embellished
stone and plate lithographs (paired image

and text pages) interleaved with twelve digital
archival prints on vellum (whisper poems), in

a varied edition of four (plus printer’s proof
edition). It is presented in a custom linen
clamshell box accompanied with a small
pincushion. The lithographs have been created
with my long-time collaborator, Tamarind
Master Printer Jill Graham. Jill and | have worked
together on the material aspects of this project
since 2023, at the NSCAD University Print Shop
in Nova Scotia, where Jill is based, and in my
rural studio in south-western Ontario. | would
like to thank Jill for her tireless energetic support
and professionalism in helping to produce what
has been our largest project to date.

My thanks also go to the Barbados Museum
curators who wholeheartedly agreed to host this
exhibition and to later further its development
through research of nurse Weekes'’ life that
is presented in a partner exhibition. | would
similarly like to thank those who helped in the
exciting research journey - Alexa Greist, PhD
and Julie Crooks, PhD who initially alerted
me to this ambrotype’s existence in 20271,
Alissandra Cummins, who generously informed
me about the identities of both of the portrait’s
sitters and nurse Weekes' importance within
three generations of the child’s family, and
moreover, about a rare second ambrotype of
Harriet Thomas Weekes in the BMHS Collection;
Anne Bancroft, who shared with me process
documentation of her conservation of these
two historically valuable ambrotypes; Harriet
Pierce, genealogist, who in 2025 led the
retrieval of historical documentation relating
to the ambrotypes; and, Natalie McGuire, who
creatively coordinated this exhibition with its






sister exhibition, Harriet Thomas Weekes - A
Right to Opacity, in her role as Curator of Social
History. The project has come together in ways
that we would not have imagined when it was
first proposed.

Additionally, | would like to thank Alissandra
Cummins for her enlightening foreword and
for her continued trust in my work with the
museum’s collection. My deep gratitude also
go to eminent art historian, Erica James, PhD
for her valuable and inspired contribution to
this catalogue, which has been important in
contextualizing my work; as well as to Natalie
McGuire PhD and Harriet Pierce for embracing
the research on Harriet Thomas Weekes and
the Douglas, Richards and Sinckler families for
the museum’s exhibition, and for sharing the
museum’s research material in this publication.
A large thank you likewise goes to professional
photographer, Paul Lambert, who documented
my work in Canada, and allowed me to share the

n

portrait of myself from his, as yet unpublished,
Artists of London project; to William Cummins
whose documentation photographs of the
ambrotypes, pre- and post-conservation,
became generative to my work; and to Neil
Barnard, who having formerly produced
numerous publications for my gallery, The Art
Foundry, when | lived in Barbados, designed
this exhibition catalogue and related exhibition
materials with unstinting enthusiasm and
creativity.

Lastly, I would like to express my profound
gratitude to R L Seale & Co. Ltd. who have
provided very generous sponsorship for the
exhibition.

Joscelyn Gardner
February, 2026
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Erica James

Introduction

In recent years, the critique of the presumed
insufficiency of the Caribbean archive has
generated a call for critical fabulation as a
response to absences. Glissantian opacity has
also been invoked as critical space, allowing
unmoored objects to remain unknowable as an
indictment of the archive. Joscelyn Gardner’s
work over the past twenty-five years offers us
another way forward. Through the materiality,
historical grounding, production processes,
and haptic invocations resonant in her oeuvre,
she has made absence itself and the realities
of the “unlikely to ever be known” in history,
one of many critical landscapes for her work.
It is speculative, personal, urgent, asks hard
questions, and yet, it remains tender.

Her oeuvre asks something of its audience.
This essay speaks to what my engagement with
her art has asked of me. As such, it reads like
a river. In form, it takes shape like a love vine.

It flows in one direction, even when it appears
to double back. It tests the curatorial essay
form. My hope is that it ends as a beginning,
encouraging audiences to allow themselves to
also embrace this work’s pull.

Artistic practices like Joscelyn Gardner’s
aesthetically affirm that in the Caribbean,
the sublime violence of transatlantic slavery,
revolutions, colonialism, and indentureship
live on in intimate, material, intra-discursive
relationships and epistemic forms today. Gardner
is perhaps best known for her “Creole Portraits”
which center Black women whose names are
recorded as being “taken,” sexually violated,
flogged, and brutalized in the diaries of Thomas
Thistlewood, a Scottish plantation overseer and
enslaver in eighteenth century Jamaica.

Not without irony, the presence of their names

Wall installation of Creole Portraits IlI: “bringing down the flowers...” at the Art Gallery of Ontario, 2023.
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Cinchona pubescens (Nago Hanah). 2011. hand-coloured stone lithograph on frosted mylar. 36" x 24"



in Thistlewood’s diary ensured that these women
did not completely disappear from history.

But we know little about them beyond these
irruptions. We certainly know nothing about
how they looked or their interior life. And yet,
within a single composition, Gardner’s “portraits”
gave and simultaneously give audiences a sense
of their humanity and embodiment as well as
their disembodiment and dehumanisation under
plantation slavery.

What | love about these works is that in
declaring a thing a portrait, one is declaring the
life of its sitter. Something Gardner accomplishes
without images in the archive to guide her. Yet
she proceeded with the knowledge that in the
Caribbean, archives do not take singular forms
and are embedded in colonial epistemes of
knowing- and forgetting.

She drew on histories of representing
the Caribbean primarily through botanical
illustration, medicinal plants, implements used
to control their bodies and hairstyles created in
moments of ease that reference care, creativity
and the haptic to produce her portraits. The
histories of the referent forms she called
on, attest to the complexity of epistemes in
Caribbean colonial societies and the way bodies
are commoditized through the very process
of objectification embedded in these early
representational regimes of the region.

What do | mean by this? In her portraits
Gardner redeployed compositional codes used
in botanical illustrations to represent the violated
and sexually available bodies of enslaved
Africans from the point of view of the European
slavers, visual codes that grounded an aesthetic
of commodification - an imperial aesthetic
epitomised by William Blake’s infamous 18th
century engravings based on drawings by John
Gabriel Stedman. Beyond the clearly violent,
sexual and pornographic nature of the images

15

such as A Female Negro Slave with a Weight
Chained to her Ankle (1773), compositional
elements like the low horizon lines aid in the
commodification of the represented bodly.
The sky approximates the white background
of wildlife illustrations by artist-illustrators like
John James Audubon’s Flamingo (Plate 431,
1838) where the landscape environment that
flora, fauna and human occupy become almost
interchangeable. The visual language that
formalizes the objectification of the plant, animal
or African represented, also produces a clinical
distance between the represented and the
viewer in the process, psychically separating the
viewer from the acts of violence and pain these
bodies bear. Like Audubon’s wildlife, the human
figure is placed in the center of the composition,
disconnected from a living environment and
culture, an object.

In Blake’s images, bodies are presented in
a manner that also invite consumptive study,
like the fruit, animals or pieces of illustrated
sugarcane. The compositional form does not
engender empathy. Rather, it represses it by
mobilizing dehumanizing visual tropes that work
to establish these bodies within a hierarchy of
value for all commodities in the Caribbean. The
ethos operating at the heart of this visual system
- and | want to emphasize its systemic nature
- serves as a visual shorthand communicating
a number of ideas signaled in the frame and
mobilized outside of it. That is to say, the
objectifying ethos is embedded in the manner of
representation.

Gardner takes the formal arrangement
of the botanical illustration and upends the
affective implications of the form. She layers
the representational restraints of the white
background and decultured subject with
machines of restraint used in slavery to subdue
Black people, women specifically, therefore



ensuring that the specter of violence and
histories of sexual violence evident in Blake's
prints are always in play. In her portraits, Gardner
represents the back of each woman’s head
crowned in elaborate hairstyles, evoking the
haptic, intimate and human. Mixed in with the
restraints and the braided hair are various plants
used during plantation slavery for medicinal
purposes, often to induce abortions.

Though we can never know the visual
countenance of Mazerine, Quamina or Abba,
all names of women Gardner gleaned directly
from Thistlewood’s diary and attached to
each portrait - her work holds space for their
existence and affirms their being, while refusing
to leave behind the mechanisms of history that
worked to erase them - specifically the multi-
layered nature of commodity-based capitalist
slavery and its dehumanizing violence.

In this new body of work Gardner draws
on a portrait that entered the collection of
the Barbados Museum in 1957 as a point of
departure. Shared recently with the public in the
Fragments of Epic Memory exhibition at the Art
Gallery of Ontario in 2022, where Gardner first
saw it, it is a rare nineteenth-century ambrotype
presumably made on the island, in which Harriet
Thomas Weekes, a Black nanny, cradles her
white charge, Eva (Douglas Richards).

An ambrotype is a photographic image
imprinted on a glass plate that has been coated
with collodion to create a faint negative.

They are made to appear positive by using a
black, often tar-like paint beneath the glass

to fill in the positive space left transparent
during the photographic process. The material
characteristics of Harriet and Eva’s ambrotype
are worth noting. The positive and the negative

spaces are codependent. Ambrotypes are
somewhat delicate, and need to be protected
from light, moisture, everything that signifies
the hot, bright and humid Caribbean. As they
age, the collodion becomes unstable creating an
almost blurred effect around the image.

It is @ minor miracle that this image still exists.
Its pre-conservation state tells us that it was
exposed to all of these conditions and survived.
Even its protective glass cover had a V-shaped
crack that embraced the figures and ended in
the area just past Harriet’s heart - before it was
conserved and exhibited. What does the blur
acknowledge? What does the crack open, reveal,
and preserve literally and symbolically? Might
we see this archival object, which had rested
comfortably in the Barbados Museum for more
than sixty years, as participant in a kind of repair
process?

Gardner’s experience of the photograph
catalysed a new body of work entitled Am /

a bad girl, Nanny? Cries of Innocence and of
Experience, a treacle-like title for a serious work
drawn from William Blake’s famous collection of
illuminated poems, Songs of Innocence and of
Experience (1789-84). Blake’s poems explored
the experience of moving from childhood
innocence into adult experience.

In ways akin to her employment of the
botanical illustration for the Creole Portraits,
yet generating an entirely new conversation,
Garder draws on Blake’s illuminated manuscript
as a model which she then transforms into a
contemporary conceptual work. As an object,
Am | a bad girl...is a folio composed of twenty-
four loose leaf lithographs (paired image and
text pages), interleaved with twelve digitally
printed vellum pages (whisper poems that
interrupt the folio to explore the portrait’s
provenance). Each multi-layered lithograph
has been embellished with hand-colouring and



embroidered thread, and the complete folio is
presented in a custom clamshell box.

The center of this project is the photograph
of Harriet and Eva, affirming once again how
a single work in the archive, in this case a
portrait, possesses the capacity to transform our
understanding or extend our knowledge of the
Caribbean.

If the Creole Portraits in Gardner’s words
“confronted patriarchal violence against
enslaved women, memorializing their powerful
resistance to their enforced role as “breeders”
of new slaves” and “sought to address
cavernous silences in the colonial archive,
respectfully honouring anonymous women
whose lives shaped Caribbean history,” in
this work the conversation not only deepens,
but becomes personalized for contemporary
viewers. Questions are asked through image
and text, process and the implication of touch,
making this work as much a “thing” as it is an
active catalyst. It doesn’t provide answers, but
encourages its audience to find them itself.

As Gardner has shared, the Black woman
pictured—Harriet—was born into slavery and
later freed after the period of indentureship.
Harriet served the family of the child she
cuddles—Eva—for three generations. There
are a few considerations here which Gardner,
as a self-described “white Creole artist whose
ancestry in Barbados stretches back to the
1600s” understands. She realizes that she is
an “implicated subject” in this history. She
understands that her work for the last twenty-
five years has “explored the entangled relations
of enslaved and free women in West Indian
domestic spaces—lives lived side-by-side but
unequally.” And she recognizes that “During
slavery, these entanglements were further
complicated by sexual violence: where enslaved
mixed-race women and white family members

were often literally blood relatives.” This project
recognizes all of this and is also painfully aware
of how Black women disappear in representation
even when rendered.

It also surfaces other aspects of Harriet’s life
that the portrait cannot literally hold. Harriet
was a nanny, but she was also known as a healer,
a roots woman; a source of help for the family
she served but also the community that taught
her the art of healing and nurtured her outside
of the Douglas home. Eva Douglas Richards
was born in 1858, six years after the novel Uncle
Tom’s Cabin was released to wide acclaim. The
authorial voice of the child in that novel was
also a girl-child named Eva. Perhaps the echo is
a coincidence but the relationship that centers
that novel between Eva and Uncle Tom can be
seen as refracted in the photograph of Harriet
and Eva, with the promise of an alternative
ending.

This ambrotype is part of a wide transatlantic
corpus where Black women are pictured with
their white-presenting charges. In places like
Brazil, it was so common that it formed the
genre referred to as Mae Pretal. Repeatedly
imaged, it is remarkable how little the
relationship pictured and the complexities it
holds are discussed in the circum-Caribbean, as
if the image (and our silence) says all that needs
to be said.

The life of this project encourages us to think
again. To give this relationship shape, Gardner
has created stunning stone lithographs featuring
obi balls, bundles of natural and magical matter
associated with Obeah. She has filled them
with plant fragments, feathers, hair, insects, and
other objects that would have been used in their
activation. For the artist, these balls represent
“African spiritual legacies that survived beneath
colonial repression;” objects that Harriet may
have fashioned to facilitate healing in those



Songs of Innocence and Experience: (s)mothered. 2022. archival digital print on Hahnemule paper

who sought her help. Gardner casts these balls
against fragmented prints of the photograph,
as well as layers of text consisting of letters in
the voice of Eva asking Harriet things she never
dared in life. The translucent layers, the visual
and historical references, lithographs, letters all
come together with poems, authored by the
artist, to produce, with complete intention, a
book.

In this book, in this diary, Gardner gives Eva
voice in a series of letters, which Eva’s spirit, still
roaming the earth a hundred years after dying,
writes to Harriet. The quality of translucency
Gardner effects throughout the work - in the
poems, letters, and images, gestures towards
the borderlessness of memory in relation to the
surety of what once occurred or existed and the
unknowable spaces written histories are unable
to render. In material, form and affect, the work
marks the complexities and ambivalence of this
fundamental relationship between Black and
Brown wet nurses and nannies in the Caribbean,
and their white charges. To engage this work,
the artist’s stated desire to have it generate a
conversation where we reckon with the traumas
embedded in these relationships, traumas she

believes echo in contemporary Creole and
Western societies and remain unacknowledged,
become clear.

In the face of histories of silence, for reasons we
must acknowledge, this is a brave project. When
I was asked to write on it, | wasn’t sure how
to begin, but | knew that the work demanded
something different from me than a research
or curatorial essay. The artist’s focus on the
perspective of the child meant that Harriet
would remain silent and for reasons | do not yet
understand, | wanted my critical voice to amplify
through Harriet’s voice.

| use the Love Vine to title this contribution
because in process | began to see it as Gardner
first saw it - as a metaphor for the relationship
pictured and all that it is tethered to. Love
vine is a beautifully colored vine common in
the Caribbean. It has various medicinal and
decorative uses, but in nature it is known
to strangle its hosts, sucking away their life.
It is a plant Gardner drew on to render the
entanglement witnessed in this photograph



between Harriet and Eva early on in the
process, as a way to think about a love and/or
relationship that was simultaneously nurturing
and suffocating—or what Gardner describes as a
kind of “parasitic bond neither could escape.”
In the letters, Eva frequently asks Harriet
whether she loved her, her siblings and family.
| found the longing embedded in the question
stunning; tragic, sad, even greedy. But it was
also a recognition, an acknowledgment, a
knowing, even an admission that needed to
surface. | wanted Harriet to respond to this
love vine and it is where | will end my first
engagement with this work; not neatly by
returning to an insufficient thesis and a general
discussion, but open-ended, in mid-thought
imagining how Harriet might respond.

Dear Child,

You speak of love. Have | ever really known
love? Is love care? Does it always comingle with
a special fear for one’s children, family, and
charges? Does it really transcend boundaries?
Is it a luxury? Does love feel like freedom? | am
not sure | have known love or freedom fully. |
have had glimpses and moments of care, An
indescribable grounding in my community. But
to live - sometimes | had to protect myself from
those depths of feelings. My child died before
he learned to speak...love... There is no record of
his death. Born into slavery, | realized early that
those who give can quickly take.

Do you remember the tree that frightened you;,

the tree that grew around the shackles that had
been chained to it? Shackles that had once held

my ancestors, once held me? We watched the
tree slowly consume them as it grew. Was that
sad miracle the source of your fear? Even as they
disappeared, | never forgot that they were there.
| never stopped seeing them even though they
had vanished. That tree always reminded me
of the need to temper my hopes, to recognize
how my story was different from yours and
your mother’s and daughter’s; that my body
though always present with you, could allow my
imagination to carry me elsewhere - into that
tree. Don’t see it as a rejection of you, or that /
ignored your fear. | understood your innocence
then. But how long did it take you to see the
differences between us, that | always knew?

You drank my potions. You took mango baths
| prepared and accepted the obis | made to
heal you many times. You believed. You came
to me when scared and in need of reassurance.
Why did you and your mother allow your father
and husband to sow seeds of distrust in me?
| nurtured and cared for three generations
without incident and here you ask of my love,
of my loyalty, of my children. Why not ask who
taught me to heal? Ask me how | came to know.
Tell me why you never asked about my children
then. Was it your innocence then that made you
certain of my love, or is it your experience now
that brings doubt; that despite my care, | could
resist loving you?

You ask for reassurance, of my loyalty, of my
love. Was three generations not enough time to
speak? Can you imagine you, without me?

' The diaries and plantation records were written in the late 18tth-century by Thomas Thistlewood (1721-1786), the overseer for
three plantations in Jamaica. He was also a slave owner. See Thomas Thistlewood Papers. James Marshall and Marie-Louise Osborn
Collection, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University, and Trevor Burnard, Master Tyranny and Desire: Thomas
Thistlewood and His Slaves in the Anglo-Jamaican World (UNCPress, 2004)

" All quotes from the artist are drawn from a public talk Gardner gave on this work entitled “Am | a bad girl, Nanny?

Memory and Care in a Folio of Letters from the ghost of a nineteenth-century white Creole child” International Multi-disciplinary
Printmaking, Artists, Concepts and Techniques (IMPACT) Conference in Trois Rivieres, Quebec, October 2025.

it See https:/www.isabellofgren.se/mae-preta/



Portrait of Harriet Thomas Weekes, n.d., Ambrotype, Collection of the Barbados Museum & Historical Society
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omad wccécd :

The Fght to Opacity

Natalie McGuire and Harriet Pierce

Introduction

Harriet Thomas Weekes (1815-1897) offers
us a rare and fragile window into a life lived
across one of the most transformative centuries
in Barbadian history. Through scattered
documentary traces and photographic
evidence, she testifies quietly, indirectly, to her
presence in a society shifting from the violence
of the enslaved plantation complex into the
uncertainties of a post-emancipation racial
order. Her story, like so many stories of Black
women in the Caribbean, is marked as much by
what is absent as by what survives.

In Am | a bad girl, Nanny? Joscelyn Gardner
(b. 1961, Barbados) asks a deliberately unsettling
question, that lingers at the intersection of
care, coercion, intimacy, and survival within the
afterlives of plantation society. In this body of
work, Gardner engages the colonial archive
not as a site of certainty, but as a charged and
fragile terrain, where women like Harriet Thomas
Weekes appear only in fragments: as roles,
annotations, and silences. Through lithography,
embroidery, and layered material processes
to weave an alternative visual mindscape of
Harriet’'s charge, Eva Douglas Richards, Gardner
constructs visual forms that are at once bodily
and botanical, echoing the contradictory
expectations placed upon Black women
whose physical, emotional and spiritual labour
sustained generations of white families while
their own lives remained largely undocumented.

Gardner’s practice, grounded in postcolonial
feminist inquiry and an ethics of self-implication,
does not seek to speak for Harriet, but rather to
sit with the discomfort of what cannot be fully
known, and explore multiplying realities through
the eyes of Eva Douglas, the child.

At the Barbados Museum & Historical
Society, we remain attentive to the power and
risk of this gesture. We embrace the creative
inquiries of Am | a bad girl, Nanny? and in the
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sister exhibition - Harriet Thomas Weekes:

The Right to Opacity -we recognize that she
was not a metaphor, but a woman who lived
nearly eighty years in Barbados, transitioning
from enslavement to legal freedom, navigating
motherhood, labour, loss, and continuity within
a deeply unequal society. The colonial archival
record reveals her as a nurse to multiple
generations of a single elite family, yet offers
little insight into her interior life, her choices, or
the constraints under which those choices were
made.

Harriet Thomas Weekes, a
Genealogical Roadmap: Harriet Pierce

Two documents from the BMHS' records
provided the starting point for the genealogical
search for Harriet Thomas Weekes: The gift
receipt that acknowledged the donation of
a photograph of Harriet Thomas Weekes, by
Eva Beatrice Sinckler to the Barbados Museum
in 1957, and a second gift receipt for a solo
portrait of the same subject in 1970. The limited
information gleaned from these two sources
underpinned the development of a research
strategy.

The first receipt, as well as a notation affixed
to the back of the image, told us that Harriet
was the daughter of an enslaved woman; she
was coloured and had served as nurse to three
generations of Douglas women. Although left
unstated, as a child born to an enslaved woman,
and in accordance with prevailing law based
on the matrilineal principle, we also knew that
Harriet had inherited her mother’s enslaved
status.

The information also raised several questions;
who was Harriet’s father? when and where
was she born? was she married? did she have
children? when did she die? and who were
these Douglas women for whom she worked?



Burial record from Holy Innocents Church listing Harriet Thomas Weekes, 1897, "Barbados records,” images, FamilySearch
copyright The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints

To answer these questions, we first turned to
the Barbados church and civil records, which
document births, baptism, marriages, deaths
and burials in Barbados. These records covering
the period 1637-1930 are freely available online
at www.familysearch.org.

Given her enslaved status, we also felt that
the Former British Colonial Dependencies Slave
Registers 1813-1834, should also provide some
insights into Harriet’s life up to Emancipation
on August 1, 1834. The Barbados returns, which
cover the period 1817 to 1834, are included in the
database, to which Ancestry.co.uk offers free
access.

As additional information came to light,
our research broadened and included such

resources as Barbados’ historic newspaper
collection, available on the Digital Library of the
Caribbean, the Journal of the Barbados Museum
& Historical Society and the Hughes Queree
Files.

Harriet Thomas Weekes was documented
on the 1817 Return' for Newcastle Plantation in
Christ Church as ‘Harriott’ Thomas, a two year-
old coloured child, born in 1815, the property
of Thomas Best. A survey of the 1820 Return?
for Newcastle, included a five-year-old Harriet
Thomas who was among twelve enslaved
persons, ranging in age from 5 to 55, sold to
R. A. Ellcock of Mt. Wilton Plantation. A review
of the return? for Mt. Wilton for the same year
showed a corresponding entry for the enslaved

"The Return of William Turpin of Slaves the Property of Thomas Best on the Newcastle of which William Turpin is the Manager,
there being No Legal Representative.” Former British Colonial Dependencies Slave Registers - 1817.
2"Return of John R. Best of Slaves the property of Tho.as (Thomas) Best to Whom he is Attorney. Newcastle.” Former British

Colonial Dependencies Slave Registers 1820.

3"The Return of Reynold A. Ellcock of Slaves his own Property.” Former British Colonial Dependencies Slave Registers 1820.



purchased from Newcastle.

The relocation of Harriet Thomas from
Newcastle estate in Christ Church to Mt. Wilton
estate in St. Thomas, represented not only a
geographic shift across parish boundaries, but
to some extent set the stage for the remainder
of her life. It was at Mt. Wilton that she came
into contact with the Douglas family, whose
patriarch, Daniel Douglas, served as Attorney for
the plantation. Thus Harriet’s life and that of the
Douglas family became firmly intertwined.

In the final return for Mt. Wilton Plantation
in 18344, Harriet is documented as an enslaved
labourer. Since no record of a manumission
has been found, it is highly likely that the
then 19-year-old Harriet, entered the period
of Apprenticeship, as stipulated by the British
Slavery Abolition Act of 1833, which came into
effect on August 1, 1834; transitioning to full
legal freedom on August 1, 1838°.

On December 16, 1845, Harriet Weekes, a
Nurse at Mt. Wilton Plantation, baptized her son
James Lessingham Weekes, at Holy Innocent’s
Church in St. Thomas, in a private ceremony.
From this record, the first time the name Harriet
Weekes appears in the public record, we know
that Harriet gave birth to at least one child. But,
it also raises a number of questions:

What is the origin of the name
Weekes? Was Harriet married?

To date no record of a marriage has been
found. Furthermore, no father is included on the
baptismal record of James, which is customary
when the parents are not married. The name

Weekes, however was not unfamiliar in Harriet’s
life. In 1820, when she was sold to Mt. Wilton,
included in the transaction were Mary and Lucy
Weeks, two coloured children aged 5 and 6. Is
there a connection? It is noteworthy that the
advertisement® for the sale of Newcastle estate
noted that the one hundred and eighty enslaved
were to be sold in “families.” Other than this
caveat in an advertisement, the record has
shown no concrete familial link between these
individuals sold in 1820.

Another question we may ask: Is Harriet
Weekes and ‘Harriott’/Harriet Thomas one and
the same? Based on several similarities in the
information, it is reasonable to conclude that
these individuals are one and the same. They
are both located at Mt. Wilton and share the
profession of nurse. It is also noteworthy that
Harriet chose the name Lessingham for her son,
again signaling a connection, with the Douglas
family. Daniel Douglas’ son, James Lessingham
Douglas was born in 1834. More importantly,
on December 20, 1897 Harriet Thomas Weekes,
who was born in Christ Church and at the
time resident in St. Michael, was buried at Holy
Innocent’s Church. This represents the first
time that Harriet’s full name is mentioned in the
public record, thus providing some continuity
between the enslaved Harriet/ ‘Harriott’ Thomas,
Harriet Weekes the mother and Harriet Thomas
Weekes the nurse. It also highlights the place of
the Douglas family in Harriet’s life, as this church
figured prominently in the rites of passage of
this family.

Unfortunately, the colonial public record has

“Return of Renn Hamden of Slaves the Property of the Estate of Reynold A. Alleyne dec’'d to which he is Qualified Executor. Mt.

Wilton.” Former British Colonial Dependencies Slave Registers 1834

5The period between 1834 and 1838 was one of British enforced apprenticeship, modeled to ensure a perpetuation of bodily
enslavement. This is different to indentureship programmes introduced at the time in the Caribbean for East Indian labour, as an
indenture as legal title presumes some agency on the part of the indentured. Apprenticeship was enforced as a precondition of
continued bonded labour after 250 years of enforced terror (Kevin Farmer, 2026).

5“Notice for sale of Newcastle Plantation,” Barbados Mercury, July 13, 1819:3.



been silent on further information on Harriet’s
son. Did he die soon after birth? It may be
inferred from the private baptism that the child
was in ill-health and deemed unlikely to survive.
As was the custom in such circumstances,

a private baptism conducted at the earliest
opportunity, ensured salvation of the soul.
Unfortunately, no evidence of a death/burial has
been found to substantiate this theory.

Harriet Thomas Weekes’ eighty-year lifetime
was marked by several watershed events in
Barbados’ history. The Abolition of slavery and
the end of Apprenticeship saw her transitioning
from enslavement to legal freedom with the
potential to chart her own course; Harriet chose
to remain with the Douglas family. The Bussa
Rebellion of 1816; the 1831 Hurricane; the cholera
epidemic of 1854 and the Confederation Riots
of 1876 led to societal changes to which Harriet
was not immune.

Another event that directly impacted Harriet,
was the murder of Reynold Alleyne Ellcock on
October 2, 1821, and the subsequent sentencing
of those found guilty. In addition to the chaos
engendered, these events placed the brutalities
of the system on display for all to witness,
voluntarily or involuntarily.

It is often said that the lives of ordinary Afro-
Barbadians, especially women, remain absent
from the historical record. This project to
research the life of Harriet Thomas Weekes is
one step in filling this lacuna. It is also indicative
of the limitations and challenges resulting from
inadequate personal information and gaps in
the public record. What is interesting in this
case is the existence of not just one but two
photographs of Harriet, one with a short note
of identification. However inadequate, this
note named Harriet and placed her in societal

context. This project also signals the importance
of private collections to further exploration of
this aspect of Barbadian heritage.

Archives, Scriptural Tombs and
Opacity: Natalie McGuire

The exhibition component of this archival
research - Harriet Thomas Weekes: The
Right to Opacity - embraces those absences.
Complementing the visual imaginaries of its
sister exhibition by Joscelyn Gardner - Am /

a bad girl, Nanny? Cries of Innocence and of
Experience - it acknowledges that what we
encounter in the colonial archive is incomplete,
partial, and mediated, and that the gaps
between the threads are themselves just as
instructive. Rather than construct a definitive
biography, we foregrounded a practice of
curatorial listening, one attentive to silences,
conjecture, and contested memory. We

situate the museum as a site for multivocal
interpretations, as a crucial way to be reparative
to an archive that has traditionally prioritised

a singular colonial gaze. We instead offer a
nuanced reflection of the submarine unity
throughout our fragmented archipelago, and
what emerges is a layered, evolving tapestry of
encounters with Harriet.

Drawing on decolonial methodologies from
Edouard Glissant, Temi Odumosu and Saidiya
Hartman, this project intentionally resists the
impulse to “know” Harriet fully. Saidiya Hartman
has described the colonial archive as a site of
both possibility and violence, warning that its
documents can become “scriptural tomlbs”’,
textual enclosures in which the lives of the
enslaved are entombed, rendered legible only
through the language of property, loss, and
control. Hartman cautions against the uncritical

7“Saidiya Hartman critiques the violence embedded in colonial archives and warns against reinscribing injury through historical
narration in her essay “Venus in Two Acts,” where she introduces the concept of the archive as a “scriptural tomb” (Hartman 11-12).



repetition of these records, asking whether such
acts risk subjecting the dead to “a second order
of violence” by reinscribing their injury rather
than attending to their humanity. This project
takes that warning seriously, refusing to animate
Harriet's life through speculative certainty or
narrative closure, and instead foregrounding the
limits of what can be known.

Temi Odumosu’s work on colonial
photographs and archival ethics further
sharpens this curatorial stance. Writing on the
affective weight of images of enslaved and
colonised subjects, Odumosu urges cultural
institutions to move beyond access and visibility
as unguestioned goods. She proposes an ethics
of care that acknowledges archival materials
as repositories of affect and trauma, requiring
forms of custodianship attentive to vulnerability,
silence, and haunting. In this framework, the
archive is not merely a source of information,
but a relational space in which institutions must
ask how they host the dead, and under what
conditions their images and records circulate.

Edouard Glissant’s articulation of the “right
to opacity"® offers a crucial counterpoint to
the archival impulse to clarify, complete, and
possess. In Poetics of Relation, Glissant argues
that opacity is not a failure of understanding
but an ethical position: a refusal to reduce
the colonised “other” to transparency,
comprehension, or sameness by the coloniser.
He insists that relation does not require full
knowledge, and that insisting upon it risks
reproducing domination. Opacity, for Glissant,
is the ground upon which genuine relation and
respect can emerge.

Applied here, opacity allows Harriet Thomas
Weekes to remain irreducible to the archive that

names her. Rather than forcing coherence where
none exists, the project acknowledges absence
as meaningful, and silence as instructive.
Harriet is approached not as a problem to be
solved, but as a life to be honoured, one that
exceeds the documents that reference her. This
curatorial strategy resists the desire to rescue
Harriet through narrative mastery, choosing
instead to dwell with uncertainty, partiality, and
care. Through multiple artistic gazes such as
Gardner’s exhibition, as well as the engagement
in oral performance from the Nation Linguist
resident, and conversations with historians

and creatives, we open space for multiplicity,
speculation, and the voices of those who are
connected to Harriet’s legacy today.

Conclusion

By presenting new interpretations alongside
archival fragments, through this project we
sought to redistribute interpretive authority,
inviting artists, historians, community members,
and visitors to participate in the making
of meaning. This project is therefore not a
conclusion, but a beginning: an active site of
questioning, imagining, and honouring Harriet
Thomas Weekes on her own terms: seen,
perhaps, but not claimed; illuminated, but never
fully captured.
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5t of Exhibited Works

Portrait of Harriet Thomas Weekes with Eva
Douglas Richards, 1858

encased ambrotype

Collection of the Barbados Museum & Historical
Society

With Silent Thread, 2026

multi-panel cyan plate lithograph on gampi
silk tissue and Somerset, beeswax, embroidery
thread, gold leaf, 66" x 60” (each panel, 22" x
157)

Collection of the artist

Am | a bad girl, Nanny? Cries of Innocence and
of Experience, print folio, 2023-2026

Plates 1 - 12 (letters from the ghost of Eva
Douglas to nurse Harriet Thomas Weekes), plate
lithographs on gampi silk tissue and Somerset,
beeswax, embroidery thread, printed digital
elements, each 22” x 15”, variable edition of 4.
Printed by Jill Graham.
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Plates 1 - 12 (image panels), hand-coloured
stone and plate lithographs on layered gampi
silk tissue and Somerset, beeswax, embroidery
thread, gold leaf, printed digital elements, each
22" x 15", variable edition of 4. Printed by Jill
Graham.

Interleaf pages 1 - 12 (whisper poems), digital
prints on glassine, each 22”7 x 15”7, variable edition
of 4. Printed by Smokestack Studio.

trust & fear (embroidered pin cushion),
embroidery thread on felt and gampi silk tissue,
4" x 4" x 1

Clamshell box, handmade lamshell box to hold
folio prints, linen on archival board, 22.5” x 15.5”
x 3", edition of 4. Crafted by Andrew Huot (Big
River Bindery).

Collection of the artist.



Portrait of the artist by Paul Lambert Photography



Barbados-born visual artist, Joscelyn Gardner
moved to Canada in 2000 after nearly fifteen
years as a visual artist, gallerist, and teacher
in Barbados. Following Master of Fine Arts
studies at Western University, Ontario, from
2001-2003, she worked as a Professor of
Fine Art at Fanshawe College until retiring in
2024 to focus on her full-time studio practice.
Her Barbadian heritage continues to inform
her work as a Canadian artist. Currently, she
works in printmaking (stone lithography) and
multimedia installation (video, film, and sound).
For over twenty-five years, she has been
exploring colonial archives from a postcolonial
feminist perspective to uncover hidden female
voices and challenge documented histories,
particularly as they relate to plantation history
in the Anglo-Caribbean. As a (white) Creole
woman, she strives to understand her identity

as an “implicated subject” in this traumatic past,

while helping to heal historical wounds. Her
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investigations also reflect a personal journey
of reckoning and reconciliation with colonial
legacies and diasporic identities.

Gardner has held solo exhibitions in Canada,
the Caribbean, the USA, and Spain, and
participated in numerous international biennials
and curated group shows in museums across
the Americas, Europe, Asia, and the Caribbean.
Public collections that hold her work include
Yale Center for British Art, Museo de Arte
Contemporaneo de Puerto Rico, Tropenmuseum
(Amsterdam), KADIST (Paris), Fitzwilliam
Museum (Cambridge, UK), and the Barbados
National Collection. Awards include the Grand
Prize at the 7th International Contemporary
Printmaking Biennial in Trois Riviéres, Quebec. In
2014, she founded Print London, a professional
printmakers’ collective that has hosted the
biennial Ontario Miniature Print Exhibition
(TOMPE) since 2016.



Joscelyn Gardner with Jill Graham



Jill Graham received her Bachelor of Fine
Arts, with distinction, from Concordia University,
Montréal, Québec, and her Master Printer
Certificate from the internationally renowned
Tamarind Institute of Lithography, Albuquerque,
New Mexico, USA. She has apprenticed with
master printers Christian LePoul, at Atelier
Circulaire, Montréal, and Bill Lagattuta, at
Tamarind Institute, Albuguergue, USA. One of
only a handful of Canadian printers to achieve
certification in her field, Jill has amassed over
15 years of professional printing experience in
both a technical and instructional capacity, in
university, non-profit and collaborative studio
settings. Most recently she has been sought
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after to train other printers at both the Artists’
Press in White River, Mpumalanga, South Africa,
and at Kinngait studio in Cape Dorset, Nunavut.
Jill'is currently NSCAD University’s printmaking
technician and the Lithography Workshop:
Contemporary Editions master printer, in Halifax,
Nova Scotia.

A few of the artists Graham has printed for
include: William Kentridge, Diane Victor, Suzy
Lake, John Scott, Doris McCarthy, Shary Boyle,
Brendan Fernandez, Joscelyn Gardner, Liz
Ingram, Jordan Bennett, Endi Poskovic, Leslie
Dill, Hung Liu, Enrique Martinez Celaya, Hayal
Pozanti, and David Row.
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