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‘PEOPLE DON’'T REALIZE THE REALITIES OF PRISON’:
TELLING KALIEF BROWDER’S DEVASTATING STORY
THROUGH ART

Dream McClinton
July 21,2021

Installation view of Coloy Kennedy: Kaliet Browder: The Box at Pioneer Works. Photograph: Photo by Dan Bradica

“Kalief [Browder] and his fami|y, everything that happened to him ... It hit me in the qut, |il<e, real hard," artist Coby
Kennedy te”s the Guardian. “But for the scu|pture itse”, the rea| impetus of the scu|pture was how the average person
doesn’t rea”y realize what's going on in this country. They don't realize the country itself is committing torture dai|y,

I‘lOUI’ly, on so many peop|e."
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Ka|ie|: Browder. Photograph: ZUMA Press, |nc./A|amy Stocl( Photo

He's exp|aining the cata|yst behind his latest creation, hol)l)hng, a brace on his l(nee, crutch in hand. A sheet of p|exig|ass

s|ipped and fe” on him during the construction, which cuta tendon in his l(nee. [t cou|d have l)een much worse, had it

landed on his head. It didn't and he considers himself |uc|<y.

The iron box before him resembles a truncated room, 8ft x 10ft x 6ft. It represents where Kalief Browder spent near|y
two years of his youth: a so|itary confinement cell on Rikers Island. Kalief Browder: The Box is a new scu|pture from
Kennedy, a weatherproofed stee| l)ox structure with sancﬂ)|asted g|ass te”ing the story of Browder and the many al)uses
he su”ered during his incarceration and |ig|1ts i||uminating the words, |itera||y casting a |ig|1t on the torture endured during
his unlawful imprisonment. Gesturing to the structure with his open hand, he says: “So many peop|e don't realize the
rea|ities of this, of prison, of the prison system, of what happens when a person goes in, of what happens to a person whi|e

theyyre in there.”

Kennedy, a former industria| designer turned fine artist from Washington DC, is seel(ing such rea|izations l)ut u|timate|y,
he wants a reaction, like the one he felt after |earning about Browder's tribulation. “My hope is that the viewer who
comes upon this thing and gets a visceral fee|ing of what it's like to be taken and putina box for years of your life, like
|itera||y be putina box for years of your life.” The outdoor art installation is housed in the PioneerWorks garden in Red
Hool(, Brool(|yn; its hard corners and g|ass juxtaposed against the ga”ery's verdant gardens. The insta”ation will l)e

presented a|ong with ta”(s l)y activists who dea| with mass incarceration, its e”ects and possil)|e al)o|ition.

Kalief Browder was a Bronx adolescent who was jai|ed on New York City's Rikers Island after l)eing suspected of
stea|ing a l)acl(pacl(. He was incarcerated and held without trial from 2010 to 2013. The teenager spent around two of
those years in so|itary confinement. The treatment created mental health issues for the teenager, who would later say the
incarceration “robbed him of his happiness". After his release, Browder filed a wrongfu| imprisonment case with the city

of New York but later killed himself in June 2015 before the resolution of the case.
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Piiotograpii: Dan Bradica/Piioto i)y Dan Bradica

“ saw myseii in him. | saw i7-year-o|d me in i7-year-o|d i1im," said Kennedy. Though the two shared no personai
connection, Kennedy has experienced the many manifestations of the mass incarceration system (stop-and-irisi(, poiice
harassment, the effects of mass incarceration and poiice intimidation) in his daiiy life as a black man. Kennedy describes
the unpieasant and harrowing interactions it wrougi‘nt. “I've had run-ins on the street where |'ve been wronged by cops.
|'ve been abused by cops. |'ve been ti‘nreatened by cops," i1e says, recounting a time wi1ere i1e was tai(en into custody
vioientiy by the cops. “Stuff like that has been i‘nappening [to me] since i1igi1 school. That's that direct correlation with
what started this thing with Kalief. Theyjust rolled up on him in the Bronx and because he was wearing a shirt that
somebody found similar to somebody else’s shirt that somebody had weeks ago, he got the rest of his life taken away. [t's

wild.”

Though the scuipture bears his name, Kennedy, who describes his art as toying with the concept of “subjective reaiity",
says the piece is not made to commemorate Browder's life or iegacy, rather to tell this part of his story. In this context, the
piece functions as a mirror the size of a small storage unit, peri‘naps to the dismay of some viewers. But such responses do
not deter Kennedy. “If anyti‘ning, I'm observing reaiity. I'm i‘nonoring reaiity," he says. “l don't think — and | don’t want to
speai( ior anybody - but | don't ti1ini< ti‘nat peopie that i1ave gone ti‘nrougi‘n certain, very i1eavy aspects oi reaiity wouid want
ti‘nat reaiity to watered down, whitewashed or swept under ti1e tabie. | ti1ini< ti‘ney wouid want that reaiity to be handied

with respect but for it to be put out there as what it is, as strong as it is, as painiui asitis.”
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In fact, the piece is designed to generate maximum impact for the viewing audience, down to the words written on the
wa”s of the scu|pture. “| wanted the story, the verba| story, the nuts-and-t)o|ts l(nown story of what happened to this l(ld
to be almost like a dream, to be almost like this ephemera| thing thatjust soaks into you when you look at the piece. So,
instead of putting hard type, | wanted to sandblast into the p|exi[g|ass], the clear sides of the scu|pture, so it almost
became a part of this text cloud. It wasn't this thing that was pasted as part of the piece; it's carved into the piece ...
When peop|e come up on this thing, they need to l(now the gravity of what happened to him and what happens to other
peop|e that are caught upin that situation," Kennedy says.

This desired impact also governs the choice for the p|exig|ass, the artist says. “Furthermore, the reason that it's see-
through, is to give you the fee|ing of what it’s like inside without going inside, without having to force the viewer to go
inside. Because you can see through the [scu|pture] and [see] how cramped it is and how brutal it is, that heightens the
visceral fee|ing of it, the visceral understanding ofit. A person can just imagine themselves inside and just |ool<ing out and

seeing the wor|d go by around them But theyyre in the Box," states Kennedy.

But with the pandemic, the visual of small space isolation could be triggering for some peop|e, Kennedy acl(now|edges. “
think for a lot of peop|e, having experienced the isolation in their homes, or in their apartment Bui|dings, in their houses ...
| definite|y think there's a comparison a lot of peop|e will do. Theyyre like ‘I almost went crazy for five months in my
apartment. |magine me being in this box 23 hours a day for years' Definite|y in the age of the Covid |ocl<down, | think a
lot of peop|e are more aware of their own limits. | definite|y think that. | think a lot of peop|e will look at this and relate to

their own limits and it might rea”y hit home. | would be g|ad if it affected peop|e like that, if it touched peop|e like that.”

https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/Z021/ju|/21/l(a|ief—Browder-ril(ers-is|and-artist-coby-l<ennedy
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