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The title of my senior thesis project is Bronx Men. In this project | want to redefine the
representation of Bronx men within the media. | was born and raised in the Bronx and
growing up | realized that Bronx men are labeled and generalized in a negative light. We
are thought to be threatening, unfaithful, and economically unstable. In this essay I'm
going to talk about the definition of Bronx men, the visual purposes, the working process
and other artists that inspired me.

As a kid | remember that my summers where filled with laughter and play. My father
owned a food truck at the time. He would always get up every morning to go and prep for
opening. He would park the truck in its regular spot on Valentine Ave and 187th street and
open up. During the summers, since it is a residential area most of the kids would cross
the street to where the truck was. They would go over just to play with us. The whole
neighborhood would be outside enjoying the day, until the police arrived. Stop and frisk at
this time was still an active tactic by the police. The people that they’ve stopped were
mainly men, most wearing their pants or shorts below waist level. | was shocked when |
saw this but it soon became all to regular. | was always afraid of aging because | knew
that one day it could be me with my face pressed up against a wall.

The television was a big part of my childhood as | was growing up. Disney and
Nickelodeon where two of my favorite channels. Many of the shows that I've watched
where usually shows that took place in school. Shows like Ned’s declassified, Zoey 101,
Victorious and some others. These shows gave a look to how school life could be. But
none of them aligned to the reality of public schools here in New York City. After |
graduated from elementary school | went on to attend middle school. On my very first day
| came across something that I've never seen before in schools. There were metal
detectors and x-ray machines at each entrance of the school. We were forced to remove
our belts, keys and any other electronic or metal objects. Then we would be asked to
swipe our id to be able to get in. I've never imagined that middle school would be like that.
It reminded me of courts and airports. | never really questioned the amount of security at
my school until | got to high school. | believed it all to be good until | joined this
organization called Sisters and Brothers United. One of the biggest topics of discussion in
that place was about the amount of security in school. They called it the school to prison
pipeline which was a belief that having to much security would feel like a prison and that
later in life all that students would know about is the prison system (Security). This system
of security wasn't just anywhere, they were specifically put in places where most of the
student population were minorities. Theodore Roosevelt high school which later changed
to Theodore Roosevelt Educational Campus was the school that | went to. Unlike the tv
shows mentioned above and some of the “better” schools in the Bronx, we were never
allowed to leave the building for lunch. Ever since I've joined the organization my eyes
have finally opened to see things for how they really were. | started to pay attention to the
new that my parents watched, but then | would be to shy to speak about it. As the years
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gone by started to meet knew people through work, internships and school. When they
would ask me where I'm from they would look concerned or ask if it was safe. Those
reactions where so often that | changed my answer to “The City”. | would never be
ashamed from where I'm from, but the assumption and negative connotations made it
hard to be seen for who | really was.

| found that the media had a lot to do with how non Bronx natives would see us. In
looking at the news | would constantly see mug shoots of men and low res surveillance
footage of people committing crimes (Surveillance & The Surveilled) . This was something
that was constantly in the seen in the media. When something good happened it never
amounted to anything because the negative would be amplified twice as much. This
allows for people to connect The Bronx to violence. Im not denoting anything bad that has
happened in The Bronx, but all people see and hear is the bad. | felt like | had to prove
this somehow. So | decided to make a screen recording of a web search. | used Google
as my search engine because it’s one of the biggest search engines in the world. Google
could be accessed by just about anyone who has access to the internet. | then typed in
The Bronx in the search bar. Wikipedia was one of the first links that popped up along with
the current top stories. What followed was a segment called “People Also Ask”. The
questions went as so: Is Bronx New York dangerous?, Is the Bronx safe for tourist? What
does it mean to be from the Bronx? And What is the Bronx known for? | then went on to
typing Bronx men in the search bar and looked at the images. | wanted to see if we were
represented in a positive light and we were in a few images. But the majority of the photos
where photographs of men handcuffed in the court or mug shoots of men and surveillance
photographs. There were some suggestions up near the search bar that read, “dominican,
wanted, beach, old, fashion, most wanted, crime, new york woman, shooting today,
female, 90’s, hispanic and suspect.” After that | stopped recording and typed in
Greenwich,CT Men in the search bar. | chose Greenwich because SUNY Purchase is
close to it and | heard that most of the people that live there are rich so | thought it would
be a great comparison. The search resulted in majority of the photographs being high res
images of white men smiling, in suits or in front of a mic and then a few mug shoots of
minorities. This is what allowed me to fuel my drive.

| was very inspired by photographers that photographed communities because it was
something that I've always wanted to take on, but | never hand the courage to do so until
now. Allen Pierre is a Brooklyn based photographer that | found through the Instagram
platform. He had his first show back in October 2017 at the Kingborough Art Museum titled
“Love in the Streets”. His work mainly consists of street portraiture on the cities subway,
Brooklyn parades and the day to day of its residents. Family and community is a topic that
pops up in his work. Brooklyn is another borough in which has been misrepresented within
the media. It’s considered to be the most dangerous borough in NYC. But gentrification
has been trying to eliminate that. On April 16, 2019, Allen posted a photo in which sparked
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a conversation about fatherhood in my mind. It was something that was never really seen
in the media. Usually men in the city were considered to be unfaithful. Mothers had to step
up and where forced to play both roles for their kids. In seeing this photo it assured me
that this topic of misrepresentation of men in the media extended well beyond just the
Bronx. Roy DeCarava is one of Allen's biggest inspirations and mines too. | recently
visited the Brooklyn Museum and by surprised found a section of his prints. They were so
subtle and filled with detail all the way down to the blacks. Not only was | inspired by his
printing but also in what he choose to photograph. Roy was photographing in response of
the lack of artistic attention that was given to the Black Americans. In knowing this |
started to think about my community and if we were ever giving a chance to be in front of
the camera and seen. This self-portrait of me (Broken Mirrors) was made in response to
Roy’s attention to the shadows as well as thinking about the representation of black
americans in a more artistic sense. In this photograph i’m look down at the mirror. There
are about twelve smaller mirrors in that shadow that have been shattered. Those smaller
mirrors represent the assumptions made towards Bronx men and the black body.

Another photographer that | am influenced by is Dawoud Bey. Like Roy Decarava,
Dawoud is a master printer which is shown in his Night Coming Tenderly, Black series.
The main reason | was attracted to his work was because of his Class Pictures book.
The seriousness which drives from the gaze of his sitters allow the viewer to be
confronted by their presence. Dawoud’s Harlem, U.S.A. book also caught my attention
because who he choose to photograph and how well dressed they were. | wanted that
same seriousness in the gaze of my sitters as well as the clean cuts in the way they
dressed. (Dad, Oscar, Saul, Asique, Anthony and Alex)

Seydou Keita is a Malian photographer who photographed the Bamako community in
Mali. His use of patterns as the backdrop and in fashion really drew me into his work. This
got me thinking about how i should display my work and what it means to display it in a
certain way. | used Damask wallpaper, which is a flower patterned wall paper mainly found
in Victorian homes that resemble power and wealth. | placed it behind the images
because i wanted to comment on the economical stigma that Bronx men face.

For the making of (USA Today), | turned to music to be the source of my inspiration.
B.O.B. also known as Bob McGrath is an American Rapper from Georgia. In 2012 he
released a track that featured Taylor Swift called Both of Us. There where a few lines in
this song that stuck out to me like this line:

“And sometimes | wonder Why, we care so much about the way we look?And the way we
talk, and the way we act?And the clothes we bought, how much that cost?Does it even
really matter? “

This section of the song reminds me of how society can be so blind and not really pay
attention to the things that are affecting them. Sometimes we get hurt and we just patch it
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up with material. These things make us temporarily happy. They allow us to forget. This
made me think a lot about the representation of Bronx men. Also looking at what defines
success and what does that look like. We will never align with the images that are thought
about or ones that pop up in search engines. And if we do, it’s very rare. We should not be
judged based on how we choose to carry ourselves.

The next line reads:

“We all tryna climb with the same ol ladder. In the same boat, with the same ol' paddle.
Why so shallow? I'm just asking What's the pattern for the madness.”

This section of the song also related to my experience in growing up because of the
categories that society usually places us in. As a child from “The Bronx," that title of being
from “The Bronx” carried a reputation that others might be afraid, scared, even disgusted
of. People assume that we are all criminals. | once had a professor tell me that i'm not like
the others back in high school. | was never really sure how to feel about that. This made
me look at the patterns that we are all( people in my community) facing. Most of the
challenges that I've gone through as a kid, other kids are also going through. Policing in
my community was something that we are all going through.

The next on reads:

“But we still stand tall with our shoulders up. And even though we always against the
odds. These are the things that have molded us”

Places, people, And things, they mold us. Sometimes these things are used against us to
box us in into a category. Only seen as the category and not for who one really is.

The photograph of the construction (P.S. 85) site was meant to stand as a symbol of
reconstruction. | was thinking of ways of breaking the stereotypes and thought that the
education system was a good place to start. School is a place, other than the real world in
which we lean about the world. From a very young age we are molded to think about
things a certain way. | wanted to take it to the root of the future to be able to fix what
should not be.

Although this may be the end of this paper, this project is just getting started. Dmitri
Kasterine is a British born photographer who came to The States and found himself
dazzled to a city here in NY. In 1995 Dmitri started to photograph the people and buildings
in a town called Newburgh in upstate New York. He later published a photo book called
Newburgh: A Portrait of a City. The photographs soon left the pages of the book and
soon found themselves on a side of a historic theatre call The Ritz in the city of Newburgh.
| recently found myself in that town with a friend of mine. We where causing around town
and came across this wall of portraits. This has inspired me to one day take this Bronx
men project and publicly display it on the wall of Bronx buildings. This will allow for the
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project to take on a new life and also bring awareness about the representation of Bronx
residents.
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