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“What kind of thing is a city?” asked photographer Ed Panar at the 
Keyword: International symposium held on October 20, 2018, at the land-
mark Kelly Strayhorn Theater (KST). There onstage, nineteen artists, 
arts organizations, and arts activators presented their summer research, 
conducted with the support of microgrants from KST and CI57–2018, on 
defining Pittsburgh as an international city in this contemporary moment. 
“How can looking take us closer to or further from the truth?” Panar asked. 
	 When we look at familiar images of Pittsburgh what do we see? The 
billowing white clouds in John White Alexander’s murals lining Carnegie 
Museums’ Grand Staircase; the hulking mass of ruined coke furnaces on 
the jackets of books chronicling the collapse of the steel industry; pristine 
row houses accompanying chirpy travel articles describing the city as 
the “New Brooklyn.” Pittsburgh can seem mythic—for its colossal rise, 
spectacular collapse, and rebirth of epic proportions. What is lost in  
that myth’s grand gestures? How can such a neat narrative tell the story  
of a city of ninety-two distinct neighborhoods formed around patterns of 
immigration and ethnic groupings? What—and who—gets left out of  
the frame? 
	 Can the lens of the international deliver a more expansive view?  
The presenters used such a concept to surface narratives often left out of 
Pittsburgh’s story: the astonishing array of nationalities living together in a 
tiny borough, refugees passing unnoticed through the airport, and people 
forging community and connection in an area surging with diversity and 
beset by segregation. “Our grantees contribute every day to making this 
city beautiful, interesting, and connected,” said janera solomon, KST’s 
executive director. “All we have to do is support them.” And celebrate 
them: the symposium felt social, festive, and engaging. It began with 
casual conversation over steaming trays of Indian food and ended with 
one of KST’s signature dance parties. Information wasn’t delivered as 
much as it was performed—via videos, slideshows, performance, poetry, 

Ingrid Schaffner, janera solomon,  
and Elizabeth Hoover pose with  
several grantees at the end  
of the Keyword: International 
symposium, Kelly Strayhorn Theater, 
October 20, 2018
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and even a fashion show. “It was so energizing,” said CI57–2018 curator 
Ingrid Schaffner. “The Fellows have transformed their research into gifts.” 
	 The presenters were organized into three groups: Travel Exchange 
and Fieldwork, Inquiry and Investigation, and Coalesce and Community. 
These categories created pockets of conversation that were porous 
enough to allow for connections to flow between them. 

Travel Exchange and Fieldwork

Travel Exchange and Fieldwork projects involved travel and considered 
international not as a word to be defined but as an orientation—outward 
facing, curious, and open. The Fellows in this group created networks of 
international community building that looked to the future, planting seeds 
for further collaboration. 
	 Casey Droege Cultural Productions (CDCP), for example, plans to 
continue its research into art spaces by returning to Mexico City, where 
its members were welcomed with smoky mescal served with slices of 
apple. Next time, CDCP will invite other Pittsburghers to join it via an open 
invitation on its website. 
	 A Bunker Projects member brought back this observation from  
the collective’s intense New York City information safari: “No matter  
where you are, art-making is a fundamentally communal gesture.” 
This gesture, however, never takes place in a neutral space, a fact 
that is especially clear to people who inhabit marginalized identities. 
Independent creative director Lauren Goshinski and the performance 
duo Hepner & Ross work in the gap between digital technology’s promises 
and the industry’s exclusion of women, people of color, and nonbinary 
individuals. With their grants, the three traveled to explore feminist 
interventions within that gap. Goshinski visited five cities to interview 
women and nonbinary leaders in digital music scenes, building a network 
of accomplices and allies for her efforts to make Pittsburgh’s electronic 
music scene more inclusive. While in Durban, South Africa, Lori Hepner 
and Kendra Ross wondered how their work Intersection*ology—which 
uses digital technology to amplify the voices of and render more visible 
women and people of color—would resonate in a city where the remnants 
of apartheid still abound.
	 Justin Strong and Dawn Weleski’s project, the Black Draft—a mock 
sports event devised to preserve Pittsburgh’s black community—also 
employs performance to call attention to exclusionary structures. While 
they failed to convince author and entrepreneur Rukiya McNair to return 
to her native city, Strong and Weleski succeeded in revealing a troubling 
aspect of gentrification in Pittsburgh’s East Liberty neighborhood. The 
Black Draft will continue, opening doors to additional collaborators. At the 
symposium, Strong and Weleski circulated nomination forms intended to 
recruit former Pittsburghers of color to return, and the audience readily 
called out names of scientists, artists, and innovators they’d love to see 
come back “home.” 

Top: Ingrid Schaffner, janera  
solomon, and Liz Park introduce 
Keyword: International to a group  
of arts activators at Alloy  
Studios, Kelly Strayhorn Theater,  
January 18, 2018

Bottom: Elizabeth Chodos, director  
of Carnegie Mellon University’s  
Miller Institute for Contemporary  
Art, and Lauren Goshinski of #BTS: 
Mapping Female & Non-binary Networks 
in AV Culture at the Keyword: 
International community rollout, 
Alloy Studios, Kelly Strayhorn 
Theater, January 18, 2018
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	 Naomi and Darnell Chambers of FlowerHouse echoed McNair in 
their description of living in a city that directs its attention away from their 
community’s needs and concerns, seemingly preferring to court white 
gentrifiers. Before even setting foot on the airplane, the Chamberses were 
thinking through the structural challenges of international exchange  
when their jitney driver queried their request to go to the airport. How  
can Wilkinsburg be part of an international community when kids growing 
up there rarely have a chance to leave the neighborhood, much less 
set foot on a plane? they asked. How does physical mobility map onto 
economic and social mobility? 
	 During Naomi and Darnell’s trip to study Houston’s Project Row  
Houses, now in its twenty-fifth year, they witnessed how artists’ 
residencies can address community concerns such as isolation, food 
deserts, and homelessness. Understanding art to be at the heart of a 
community’s well-being, Project Row House enlists creative entrepreneurs 
in sparking homegrown economic development and then branches 
out into community markets and programs for single mothers. The 
Chamberses were buoyed by the positive feedback from Project Row 
House organizers, who encouraged them to keep up their efforts, since it 
takes years to build up such a project and garner the support of funders 
and community members. This resonated for the couple, who are 
investing, through art, in a community that hasn’t seen robust investment 
from local government and businesses. “There are a lot of great artists in 
Wilkinsburg,” Darnell reported, adding, “Many of them are homeless.” 
	  “African Americans have been international for a long time,” said 
Naomi in her discussion of being part of a black diaspora created through 
both forced and voluntary migration. The Chamberses’ research felt 
intimate to other Keyword: International participants, who similarly sought 
out former neighbors, made new friends, or searched for lost family in 
their research. Demeatria Boccella took a particularly deep personal 
approach to her research, which involved a search for representations of 
beauty that reflected her. Chronicling her struggles with body image and 
her entry into the world of fashion, she described how art’s communal 
gesture can become a gesture of communal erasure. But it was also 

Left: Lori Hepner and Kendra Ross of 
Intersection*ology presenting their 
research at the Keyword: International 
symposium, Kelly Strayhorn Theater, 
October 20, 2018

Right: Justin Strong presenting  
the research that he and Dawn Weleski 
completed for the Black Draft at the 
Keyword: International symposium, 
Kelly Strayhorn Theater, October  
20, 2018 
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a revelation for her that stunningly innovative work can arise when 
an insistence on intervention leads to a search for collaborators and 
accomplices: the model who walked the stage as Boccella began her 
presentation, Eldana, wore a vibrant, patterned duster draped over an 
effortlessly elegant pantsuit designed by Imane Ayissi. 

Inquiry and Investigation

The presenters in Inquiry and Investigation stayed close to home for their 
research and in doing so again took up Naomi Chambers’s definition of 
international: “International means having more neighbors and a bigger 
family.” These Fellows created locally focused projects in order to get to 
know their neighbors, bring people together, and make salient hidden 
or overlooked narratives. The Braddock Community Oven, for example, 
hosted international nights, inviting neighbors to make sopes, mochi, and 
pizza for communal dinners during which people shared not only food but 
stories and music.
	 Braddock, an eastern suburb of Pittsburgh, is also home to the first 
library Andrew Carnegie endowed in the United States. Built in 1888, it 
was meant to serve the workers of the Carnegie Steel Company’s mills and 
is part of an international system of some twenty-five hundred Carnegie 
libraries. One hundred thirty years later, this library is reconsidering  
how to serve its community, which has been deeply affected by cutbacks 
and closures at those mills. Transformazium and the Black Unicorn 
Library and Archives Project are two ventures that have launched radical 
library projects from within the Braddock Carnegie Library system,  
using its infrastructure of cataloguing and circulation to disrupt systems  
of power. Transformazium worked with various collaborators to develop 
new collections based on the heritage of each collaborator. Black  
Unicorn collaborated with the Braddock Carnegie Library to import a 
system of circulating books, while retaining a specific character outside  
the system. 
	 In collaboration with Transformazium, Braddock Carnegie Library 
arts and culture facilitator Jonathan Reyes developed a collection 

Left: Bekezela Mguni of the Black 
Unicorn Library and Archives  
Project presenting her research  
at the Keyword: International  
symposium, Kelly Strayhorn Theater, 
October 20, 2018

Right: Darnell and Naomi Chambers 
of FlowerHouse presenting their 
research at the Keyword: International 
symposium, Kelly Strayhorn Theater, 
October 20, 2018
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related to the Taíno, an indigenous group from the Caribbean, for the 
library. In this project, Reyes demonstrated how research can be an act 
of healing for both private and communal wounds. His research made 
him reconsider not only his own heritage but also his relationship with 
his father. At the same time, it served a public function, resulting in a 
collection that other patrons can use to forge their own connections  
and narratives.
	 Bekezela Mguni of the Black Unicorn was driven in part by a similar 
desire to build a communal resource that derived from a personal  
wish to see her own experience as a queer Caribbean woman reflected 
in history and literature. Besides researching the history of the Haitian 
community in Pittsburgh’s Hill District, Mguni hosted Jamaican 
performing artist and spoken-word poet Staceyann Chin at the Queer 
Caribbean Literature Series’s inaugural event. Leading up to the reading, 
Mguni organized book groups in which people read and discussed Chin’s 
work. Mguni shared a video interview with a participant: “This showed  
us we are not alone.” 
	 “At the heart of KST’s mission is an aspiration for a kind of  
Pittsburgh where people can really see each other, not regardless of  
race but with race,” solomon said. All these projects show the potential 
of art projects that center identity, while #notwhite collective enacted, 
through performance, the complexity of such a task. The women of  
the collective lined up in front of a video projecting each of their faces in 
succession. One by one, they stepped forward to read a poem written  
in a passport about the dream of the international as “borderless time,” 
a time of free movement, and of “not being other but being part of the 
world.” As they stepped forward and then back, they embodied the  
notion that communities can be created not in spite of but through 
the singularity of our stories. They nurtured solidarity while discerning 
how each individual’s identity arises through many different vectors of 
ethnicity, citizenship, gender, and nationality. One poet declared,  
“Fruit Punch is what I am—a little bit of this, a little bit of that—everybody 
likes me.” Another added, “I dream of a time when I feel like I matter and 
am invisible.” 

Left: Members of #notwhite  
collective presenting their research 
at the Keyword: International 
symposium, Kelly Strayhorn Theater, 
October 20, 2018

Right: Shauna Kearns of Braddock 
Community Oven presenting 
her research at the Keyword: 
International symposium, Kelly 
Strayhorn Theater, October 20, 2018
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	 Ginger Brooks Takahashi delivered the collective General Sisters’ 
research in a text-based performance. Dwarfed by a projection of the 
Braddock steel mill Edgar Thomson Steel Works spewing smog into the 
sky, Takahashi wore a black dust mask and read a collage of snippets from 
an air-quality-monitoring app, harrowingly violent responses to a selfie she 
posted on social media, excerpts from news sources, and descriptions of 
her own experience. The cumulative weight of the refrain (“rotten eggs” 
and “sulfur”) pressed down upon the entire audience. At the same time, 
by pointing to avenues of community resistance, her research reads as a 
pushback against such massive forces.

Coalesce and Community 

Naomi Chambers’s blazingly direct and clear definition of international 
also provided a framework to understand the presenters in Coalesce 
and Community. Each of these Fellows seemed to be answering her call 
to “make a community international through art.” Benjamin Ogrodnik 
of Working-Class Media Project illustrated how “film can create critical 
community dialogues,” while Rachel Klipa of the Office of Public Art 
facilitated an international exchange between artists about gentrification, 
identity, economic development, and art’s disruptive force. Both projects 
tapped into Pittsburgh’s working-class and Eastern European roots to 
understand present-day concerns. The Silver Eye Center for Photography 
used its microgrant to resurrect a series of conversations between photo-
graphers and their mentors, deepening their recent recommitment to 
making connections between the local and the global. In this case, Korean 
photographer Soohyun Kim talked with his American mentor Doug Ischar 
about using the lens to capture ephemeral and precarious communities. 
	 Other researchers coalesced community around the ever-present 
question of representation. Much like Boccella, Mguni, and Reyes, 
researchers Alisha Wormsley and Suzie Silver conducted research that 
followed their personal need for self-representation, which then bloomed 
outward into communal resources and events. Wormsley described  
feeling “lost” in the art world as a new mom and woman of color and 
researched international film to address that feeling of displacement.  
Her research provided fodder for her film series Afronaut(a), which  
inspires audiences to navigate their way out of feeling lost, or at least 
to find a more productive lostness—one based on curiosity rather than 
exclusion. Similarly, Silver and her collaborators further developed a 
collection of “films we wish we had seen as queer kids.” Silver quoted 
theorist Lee Edelman: “Queerness marks the excess of something always 
unassimilable that troubles the relentlessly totalizing impulse informing 
normativity.” This excess eludes easy representation. There is no one  
way to represent queerness or the diasporic experience or black life or 
working-class narratives; these projects signify prismatically, creating 
communal opportunities to navigate the tensions, gaps, and conversations 
that arise when identity is salient in arts programming. 

Arts activators talk before and  
after the community rollout of the 
Keyword: International initiative, 
Alloy Studios, Kelly Strayhorn 
Theater, January 18, 2018
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Emerging Connections

Presenter Blaine Siegel passed out three index cards to Keyword: 
International symposium audience members, with the instructions to write 
on each card, respectively: the amount of money one needed per year 
to survive, the name of the person one was closest to, and the object one 
held most dear. His next request was that everyone throw one card away 
and take one from someone else. Anyone with a sibling was then directed 
to discard their final card. “This is the only way I can demonstrate the 
profound loss asylum seekers experience coming here,” he said by way of 
introducing his work, with collaborator Amy Walsh, as artist-in-residence 
at the Pittsburgh International Airport. Siegel and Walsh perform this 
exercise with people who are in a position to receive asylum seekers.
	 Siegel and his fellow presenters came with urgent messages about 
what should be considered in the word international: home, community, 
loss, exclusion, connections across difference, and connections through 
shared identity. The presenters used various performative methods  
for describing such a capacious and shifting concept. Instead of simply 
relaying information, they asked us to feel knowledge: in sweeping  
music, the repeated words of a poem, the joyful colors of a beautiful outfit, 
or the flutter of a single index card as it falls to the floor. The international 
is something that is materially felt—while standing in a music venue, 
tossing to cool freshly baked mochi from palm to palm, or turning the 
pages of a photo book.
	 Another thread weaving through all presentations was the assertion 
that Pittsburgh is already international. The work that needs to be done 
is that of surfacing those rich international stories. “Andrew Carnegie 
started this tradition of going out into the world and selecting artists to 
bring here,” solomon reflected. “It’s time to invest in and acknowledge the 

Ginger Brooks Takahashi of General 
Sisters performs a spoken-word 
piece at the Keyword: International 
symposium, Kelly Strayhorn Theater, 
October 20, 2018
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Keyword: International  
Fellowships and Research

The jurors for Keyword:  
International were Jake Goodman,  
Yona Harvey, and Justin Strong.  
A grant awarded to City of Asylum 
was returned owing to the necessary 
postponement of their proposed 
research: reflections by writers who 
have taken sanctuary in Pittsburgh. 
Keyword: International was supported 
by grants from The Benter Foundation 
and The Fine Foundation. 

Bunker Projects 
Fred Blauth, Tara Fay Coleman, 
Nina Friedman, Reese McArdle, Anna 
Nelson, Jessica Rommelt, Emma Vescio. 
Travel to New York to visit studios, 
collectives, residency programs, and 
established DIY institutions to learn 
from their models and unite networks 
in order to expand Bunker Projects’ 
own platforms for emerging artists.

brilliance that is already here. That’s what makes a beautiful international 
city, this weaving together of what is here with what is coming and going.” 
	 “What kind of thing is a city?” A place of beautiful weaving, but 
also a place where a thread can slip to cause a sudden, shocking 
unraveling. One week after the symposium and less than two miles away, 
a gunman killed eleven people at the Tree of Life synagogue, citing his 
hatred for the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society as his motivation. How do 
artists articulate the value of what they do in the face of such violence? 
“Keyword: International matters because community making is a daily 
practice,” solomon contends. “It gives us all a chance to say, ‘Yes, we are 
recommitting to making our city more welcoming, more inclusive, less 
racist, less homophobic, and happier. Let’s just keep recommitting.’” 
	 Solomon plans to continue Keyword: International even in years 
without a Carnegie International. “To have collaborated on an initiative 
that will extend beyond the exhibition that first occasioned it would be 
the ultimate act of Congress,” Schaffner says in reference to the initial 
community meeting organized by CI57–2018.
	 In addition, the projects presented will continue to reverberate— 
in cookbooks, library patrons, film and reading series, and return  
trips—because every answer proposed to the question in the initial call 
was provisional, called for interrogation, and was ready for revision and 
revisitation. These answers are so valuable for their contingency. They 
created a moment of convening and a chance to ask yet again, “What 
kind of thing is a city?” “What kind of thing is our city?” “How can we 
widen the circle of our?”

Brittany Reilly, Keyword: 
International administrator, placing 
Post-it notes on a map of Pittsburgh 
at the community rollout of the 
Keyword: International initiative, 
Alloy Studios, Kelly Strayhorn 
Theater, January 18, 2018
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FashionAFRICANA
Demeatria Boccella. Travel to Paris 
to dialogue and do a shoot with 
photographer Mario Epanya, whose 
advocacy of diversity in fashion 
and portraiture is expressive of 
FashionAFRICANA’s events-based 
program of celebrating the African 
diaspora through design, beauty,  
and art.

FlowerHouse 
Darnell and Naomi Chambers. Travel  
to Houston to visit Project Row 
Houses—a world-renowned initiative 
that has transformed one of the 
city’s oldest black neighborhoods 
through art—in an effort to model 
FlowerHouse’s own mission to nourish 
Pittsburgh’s black communities with  
a life-changing art diet. 

#BTS: Mapping Female & Non-binary 
Networks in AV Culture 
Lauren Goshinski. Travel to New  
York, Berlin, Barcelona, London,  
and Montreal to interview women 
leaders in progressive sound  
culture and build the network for 
#BTS’s own programmatic platforms  
(VIA Festival and girlFX) of 
inclusive, sustainable music and 
entertainment culture. 

Braddock Community Oven 
Shauna Kearns. Fire up the wood-
burning oven for a series of three 
International Nights—Italy, Japan/
Mexico, and a Community Bake and 
Dinner—to expand the hearth’s  
platform of connecting Braddock’s  
many different cultures and of 
highlighting how food connects  
us all. 

Office of Public Art 
Rachel Klipa. Host a series of 
four video conferences to connect 
projects by artist Edith Abeyta in the 
Hazelwood neighborhood of Pittsburgh 
with Iva Čukić in distant Belgrade—
both places on the cusp of massive 
development and social change—to learn 
how international communities are 
using public art to create disruption, 
improve their cities, and challenge 
historical narratives. 

Casey Droege Cultural Productions
Casey Droege and Johanna Lasner. 
Travel to Mexico City to survey a rich 
arts ecology and explore how parallel 
organizations—social practice and DIY 
spaces—function creatively on limited 
budgets in order to inform CDCP’s  
own mission to grow Pittsburgh’s arts 
economy through its programming, 
consulting services, and store.

#notwhite collective  
Sarah Aziz, Veronica Corpuz, Amber 
Epps, Fran Flaherty, Sarika Goulatia, 
Carolina Loyola-Garcia, Madame 

Dolores, Liana Maneese, Maritza 
Mosquera, Geña Musica, Maggie Negrete, 
Christina Springer, Sara Tang, and 
Allison Zapata. Conduct a six-day 
retreat in a peaceful rural setting—
structured around collective work, 
creative exchange, journaling, and 
healing—for members to evaluate 
a recently organized, ambitious 
international group exhibition in 
terms of the collective’s larger 
mission to maintain their respective 
cultural identities. 

The Black Unicorn Library and 
Archives Project 
Bekezela Mguni. Research Caribbean 
lineages in Pittsburgh (where the  
Hill District was once called Little 
Haiti) and facilitate a book talk  
with a guest author of West Indian 
descent for the Queer Caribbean 
Literature Series, part of Black 
Unicorn’s ongoing exploration of  
the relationship between literacy  
and liberation through the work  
of black women, queer, and trans  
people across the diaspora. 

Working-Class Media Project 
Benjamin Ogrodnik. Research and  
screen three programs—presenting 
the work of filmmakers exploring 
conditions of deindustrialization 
worldwide—as part of Working-Class 
Media Project’s microcinema,  
which shows film in nontraditional 
venues (bars, union halls, etc.) 
around the Monongahela River valley  
to stimulate new dialogues around  
access and industrial heritage. 
 
Silver Eye Center for Photography
David Oresick and Kate Kelley. Host 
a conversation between photographer 
Doug Ischar and his former student 
Soohyun Kim, the winner of the 2018 
International Prize, in conjunction 
with Kim’s exhibition at Silver  
Eye Center for Photography, which 
promotes the power of contemporary 
photography and visual storytelling  
to inspire diverse audiences  
and communities. 

Spaces Corners
Melissa Catanese and Ed Panar. 
Research and acquire material 
for Paper Cities, a reading room 
at artist-run Spaces Corners, 
dedicated to deepening awareness 
and appreciation of contemporary 
photography and books, bringing 
visitors on a journey through cities 
around the world through photo books.

Intersection*ology
Lori Hepner and Kendra Ross. Support 
travel to Durban, South Africa, for 
the annual International Symposium 
on Electronic Art to participate 
as workshop presenters and build 
networks for the performance project’s 

goal of closing equity gaps between 
marginalized and dominant technology 
players in local communities  
through intersectional vision and 
performance art. 

Artist residency at Pittsburgh 
International Airport
Blaine Siegel. Bring collaborator 
Amy Walsh to Pittsburgh to research 
how the provisionality of the spaces 
in the airport that greet refugee 
immigrants on their arrival in the 
city (largely from the Congo and Iraq) 
impacts their sense of welcome.

Fairy Fantastic!
Hilary Harp and Suzie Silver. 
Research and continue to develop an 
international catalogue of queer 
film and video, based on folktales 
and fairy tales, as well as on queer 
antibullying videos for youths to 
expand Fairy Fantastic!’s screening 
program and network of venues. 

Braddock Carnegie Library 
and Transformazium
Jonathan Reyes and Ruthie Stringer. 
Invite three library patrons to 
research—based on their personal 
heritage—a new collection of books for 
the library to acquire in its mission 
to advance, in a diverse, working-
class neighborhood, knowledge that 
circulates throughout the Allegheny 
County library system. 

General Sisters
Ginger Brooks Takahashi. Conduct 
international study of community 
energy plans and equipment that  
could pose alternatives to  
commercial fracking across the 
municipality, which General 
Sisters serves by practicing art 
as structural, intersectional work 
confronting environmental, racial, 
and economic injustice. 

The Black Draft 
Justin Strong and Dawn Weleski. 
Conduct and document an interview  
with Rukiya McNair in a polemical 
attempt to recruit the black 
entrepreneur, now based in Bali, back 
to Pittsburgh, as part of the Black 
Draft’s larger goal of retaining the 
city’s “most livable” distinction  
and growing its team of black talent. 

Afronaut(a) 
Alisha Wormsley. A multipart research 
initiative conducted within the 
framework of Afronaut(a)’s project 
to connect diverse art communities to 
film, queer cinema, and Afrofuturism: 
a film screening selected from the 
2018 African Film Festival National 
Traveling Series; a focus group on 
revolutionary filmmaking practices in 
Pittsburgh; and critique on Wormsley’s 
new film. 

CI57-Dispatch-Interior-190114.indd   65 25/02/19   20:01


