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Courtenay M. Kantanka 

Introduction 
I love museums. Perhaps because I’m nosy. I was the child who sat quietly with a book in her lap while 
the other kids went outside to play. I discovered that if I didn’t draw the attention of the grownups, I 
could mine their conversation for clues about the world. I learned so many things this way, listening 
to the voices of the adults as they debated and joked about things with which I had no experience. 

In a similar way, I recognized childhood as I walked through the exhibit, “Portraits of Childhood: 
Black Dolls from the Collection of Deborah Nef ” at Te National Museum of Toys and Miniatures. 
I imagined the conversations of the original owners of those dolls and wondered if they might have 
spent some hours of their childhood as I had mine. Of course, since many of the dolls were made in 
the 19th and early 20th century, here in America, it is reasonable to assume that there are many ways 
in which the childhood of their owners difered from mine. I was born free. It is probable that either 
they or their parents were not. 

I visited this exhibit a few times over the course of its residence at the Toy Museum, frst as a 
member of Dr. Jennifer Maritza McCauley’s graduate level multi-genre course, and then later, on my 
own. With each visit, I kept Dr. McCauley’s words in mind, which were simply to respond to what I 
was seeing. 

As I walked through for the third visit, I walked with my dad, who I’d asked to bring his camera. 
I watched as he looked through the viewfnder and made adjustments—and then suddenly, “click.” I 
heard the sound of the shutter releasing. His arms moved the camera from in front of his face to below 
his chin as he compared the image captured by his eyes to the one captured on the camera’s screen. 

He brought the camera to his face again and gave the collar on the lens a twirl. Back and forth, 
slowly. Ten, another click. Another comparison. I walked up beside him to see if I could see what he 
was seeing. Before us stood a dandy of a handmade doll about 12 inches tall and dressed in a white 
linen suit that had yellowed with time. Its face held no smile but neither did it scowl. Tere was no 
expression to speak of, just a face frozen in time. 

“What strikes me is that though we see the dolls, we can’t really see them because we can’t touch 
them. Once they are touched they become a friend or a neighbor. Or, someone that you don’t like,” 
my dad remarks as we observe the dandy doll together. We continued through the displays, and he 
discussed the diferent fabrics and materials used to craft each doll. He wondered how much access 
and availability impacted the ingenuity of the doll-makers. Ingenuity: the meeting of access and 
imagination. 

Maybe that’s the genius of a doll, especially one made by human hands. It reveals to us how 
little we actually need in order to imagine a world where humans take care of one another. If we can 
imagine it, can we create it? 

Te poets included in this folio ask us to broaden our imaginations.To think about what it means 
to be on display. To interrogate our perceptions of childhood and how we as adults assign value to 
child play. To take a look at what is around us and wonder how to make it useful. 
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Alex Tretbar, in his poem “Time and Materials” responds to the curated aspects of the exhibit 
and how our perceptions of race and gender are revealed. In writing about his work, he notes, “the 
hauntingly small amount of available information regarding the creators and origins of the dolls… 
and the gendered notions of play in children.” 

Miranda Reinberg thinks about love and art and craft and what is displayed in a thing made. “Te 
care that went into making and loving those dolls was very obvious,” she writes as she explores these 
feelings in her poem, “at the museum.” 

Amanda Trout “pays homage to the rich connection between African American culture and 
science fction” in her piece, “Te Red Eye Efect.” Inspired by a particular doll with a photograph for 
a face, I fnished reading her work and asked myself, “what does it mean to see things as they are?” 

All of the poets address the intersection of time, material and understanding in varied and 
interesting ways. We all entered the exhibit from points of diference and yet members of one class, 
all viewing the displays through diferent eyes but with the same assignment in mind. In a way this 
folio isn’t much diferent from the American project. Diferent people coming together with the same 
assignment in mind. Even if we interpret the assignment in diferent ways, the result, when taken 
together, can emit a multi-faceted beauty worthy of preservation. 
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Courtenay M. Kantanka 

black·ness 
/’blaknəs/ 

Noun 
1. the property or quality of being black in color.

"it restores gray hair to blackness"
2. the fact or state of belonging to any human group having dark-colored skin.

"my experiences have made me far more aware of my blackness than ever before" 
—defnition from Oxford Languages 

Black doll Black fear 
Black joy Black home 
Black play Black mother 
Black love Black father 
Black anger Black son 
Black job Black daughter 
Black work Black family 
Black art Black hero 
Black craft Black soldier 
Black invention Black poetry 
Black owned Black memory 
Black made Black touch 
Black money Black story 
Black fashion Black hands 
Black flm Black sound 
Black America Black laughter 
Black eyes Black worship 
Black hair Black church 
Black skin Black music 
Black nose Black history 
Black mouth Black childhood 
Black bones Black baby 
Black birth Black girl 
Black death Black boy 
Black taste Black innocence 
Black food Black woman 
Black thought Black man 
Black identity Black soul 
Black name Soul black 
Black talk So black 
Black walk So black 
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Jessica L. Barbee 

Collector’s Statement 
Coconutheads 
mother of pearl 
cotton candy and hay 
winding yarn 
fabric in scrap. 
Dear black girl, 
this is how they see you 
perfectly poised 
professionally posed 
your dried skin absorbing fuorescent light. 
Are your lips too big? 
Too round? 
Too red? 
And how about that nose? 
You are of no use sitting behind that glass. 
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Anne Marie Ward 

Black Dolls with Makers Unknown, Late-19th/Early-
20th-Century United States 

Te materials lists included are from Portraits of Childhood: Black Dolls from the 
Collection of Deborah Nef curated by the National Museum of Toys and Miniatures in 
Kansas City, Missouri. 

Te second-foor exhibit, Portraits of Childhood: Black Dolls from the Collection of Deborah Nef, has a 
wall where the curator asks the question: 
What does it mean to create something for play? 

Pondering this question, my eye is drawn to display cases with handmade black dolls from the late 
19th century through early 20th century in the United States. All with makers unknown. 

Te materials used for the dolls and their clothes are listed for each one, side-by-side, as the work’s 
media/materials. 

Read: 

Cotton (doll); hand-stitched cotton, wool (clothing) 
Hand-drawn facial features in white paint, pretty and alert eyes, nose, lips, hair, then tunic, shorts, of 
woven unbleached cotton 

Velvet, rags, machine-stitched feed sack, cotton, leather, buttons (doll); cotton (clothing) 
Pretty dress, faded in places where the material bunched over time, blue like a bright, hot summer 
sky, with white polka-dot pattern, rufes at the elbows and around the waist. Facial features carved 
into time-worn leather 

Cotton (doll); mohair, wool, cotton, buttons, silk, metal (clothing) 
Yellow and black plaid shirt, maybe waistcoat, with a black tie and black buttons. Brownish/grey 
houndstooth pants, with more of the plaid down the outseam, creating a coordinated outft. 

Cotton, rod (doll); cloth, leather, glass buttons (clothing) 
Open face. Gorgeous crimson dress, like red desert rock, stitching on the bodice, sleeves to the 
elbows 
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Cotton, sateen, glass buttons, silk, mohair (doll); leather, mercerized cotton, buttons (clothing) 
A pretty plaid dress with matching little shoes to complete the look. 

Glazed cotton, yarn (doll); machine-stitched cotton (clothing) 
Faded bluish fancy dress, wide pleated skirt and pufy shoulders, little toes on her bare feet, red lips 
and bright eyes 

Tese lists are a record of what it physically takes to create something for play, all the materials to be 
gathered, salvaged, and picked. Tey also serve as a testament to the time, skill, patience, and artistry 
needed to turn them into objects for everyday joy, for everyday exploration, for the everyday sublime, 
that we can marvel at across time, space, and place, in a new century. 
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Alex Tretbar 

Time and Materials 
i. 

overfame
 a faxoil

   & oxide of lead 

{toxic = suitable 
{direct correlation}} 

and boll successor :: maker
                        unknown 

tabula rasa {photography invented
   circa 1800} these are your materials 

Object ID: L2024.1.132 

or/or anonymous
               girlface

   circa circa 

approximately fowerstain
  approximately sun-yellow
    approximately potential energy  circa plaything

              possibly Massachusetts 
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ii. 

or, circa 
a game

          boy in the other room
          resulting in lower production costs 

Te crew tests to ensure that the mold
                is in working condition 

Why so dumptruck-obsessed  ? 
Why big play at {de}creation ? 

Te red & white granules are mixed together 
Te red & white granules are mixed together 
Te red & white granules are mixed together 
Te red & white granules are mixed together 
Te red & white granules are mixed together 
Te red & white granules are mixed together 
Te red & white granules are mixed together 
Te red & white granules are mixed together 
Te red & white granules are mixed together 
Te red & white granules are mixed together 
T e red & white granules are mixed together 
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iii. 

or, circa hatbox

               {too many materials to ft 
on placard}  a miniature soughing 

machine, I saw it all lorgnettically 

i.e., very
       very smally 

like pocketknife 
like pocketpocketknife 
or {circa} a doll’s doll’s doll 

a baby’s baby babydoll 

“restrained play” is good for circa
                                            circa

                  circulating ideology 

Some of the text in this poem was sourced from various placards and video installations at the National Museum of Toys and 
Miniatures in Kansas City, Missouri, specifcally the Black Doll exhibit; an exhibit on injection molding for toy dump trucks 
titled “From Plastic to Play”; and an exhibit on bisque porcelain dolls. 
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Daniela Barzallo 

November 6, 2024 
Te Black doll’s mouth is stitched on. A zig zag of thread tied to the fabric face in what I suppose is 
meant to be a smile, but the corners of the mouth don’t really curve up right. 

I know that smile. It’s the one I saw in the mirror this morning. It’s the one I saw a million times 
today at work, watching as woman after woman walked in. I caught a fash of teeth, but the corners of 
their mouths only came up for a moment. Like the stitches wouldn’t hold. “Good morning,” they said. 
“Morning,” I replied because I could not muster up the “good.” “How are you?” I asked. Tat smile 
again. Tey said, “Well, you know.” 

Perhaps they were using what they had. Perhaps whoever made this doll back in 1900 couldn’t muster 
up the fabric or thread for a good smile. Or perhaps they did not want to. “Maker Unknown,” the 
description reads. Was there love in this stitch? Was their hatred? 

I saw the smile again under blue eyes still red with the afterthought of tears. She didn’t want to cry at 
home; she didn’t want her daughter to worry. I saw the smile on a regular who was just in the Women’s 
Center the day before, gleefully coloring in a picture of Sally Ride. Now she whispered on the phone 
in Spanish. I saw it on a Black student. Who didn’t cry. Who didn’t whisper. “I wasn’t going to come 
in today,” she admitted. “But I can’t let them win. I can’t let them break me.” 

I look at the doll again. At the threaded mouth. I realize then. Tat it’s not a smile, but a snarl. 
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Miranda Reinberg 

at the museum 
Te National Museum of Toys and Miniatures 

i think about lily’s hands. 
i think about the way her hands 
shake and the hot metal she pours 
into molds. how she doesn’t have 
scars. the way she holds a paintbrush, 
a hot glue gun. the small wires 
wrapped around her fngers, pliers 
between her teeth. i think about lily 
and i think about art. how she’s always 
creating. the mounds of 
clay on the dining room table, copper 
disks hammered into cups. her 
sketchbook, a fat plane of pencil 
and charcoal spread wide, her ash 
smudged hands. at the museum 
i think about lily. i wander the exhibits, think 
about all of the ways i love her. all 
of the art we’ve seen together. 
oil paintings, miniatures, 
brass-bronze-marble sculptures by the 
hundreds. our arms interlocked 
down hallways, our voices 
echoing in the galleries. 
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Haley Herzberg 

You Call Me SUPERSTAR 
I strut up and down the foor of your hospital room, grateful for the chance to see you smile. 

My chameleon Beanie Baby has a hole in it. Te plastic pellets spill out in a trickle, and I wonder if 
one remains between the cushions of the parlor pew, where no one would think to look. Would want 
to look. It has company there with the corner of a tissue, a worn penny, and a marble rolled out of a 
pocket just like mine. Te pastor asks me about you, and I say that you were nice to me all the time. 
When he mentions my name during the sermon, I smile with pride. 

On the day you leave, Collin tries to give you a South Park doll. I want to say that I know who the 
character was because my dad let me watch those kinds of shows when he got home from work, but 
Collin chokes back a sob, and you hand the doll back to him, saying he would have to look after it for 
you. I stay silent. 

Your obituary is a bookmark on my mom’s bedside table. I wonder who laminated it. Te preserved 
snippet of your life is surrounded by famboyance of famingos in various forms. A Build-A-Bear. A 
tote bag. An alarm clock. Your favorite animal, now hers. Your old board games are in my aunt’s closet. 
She doesn’t like to keep things, but they’ve stayed with her for over twenty years. I’m not sure she’ll 
feel anything but relief when they are fnally gone. 

I sit inside a brick eave, legs pulled into my chest, breathing heavy. My friends huddle around me, 
and I say that I miss you, that I’m beginning to forget the sound of your voice. I bury my head inside 
my arms and let the emptiness wash over my seven-year-old frame. When I lift my head, I am alone. 

After I complete my walk on the laminate runway, you beckon me to your bedside. You present me 
with a metal tiara, and my eyes widen. With pink glittery letters, the front spells “SUPERSTAR”. 
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Bayleigh Williams 

Up, Down, Inside, Out 
I sat in the corner of Mariah’s room 
Across the cot, 
Covered in fresh dust, 
Flipped inside-out, 
Lint stuck to my mouth. 
Te draft from the window 
Cooled the fabric of my skin, 
While mufed voices 
Echoed through my 
Flimsy joints, 
Yearning to be held 
In her rough hands, 
Flying along the feld, 
Smiling again, 
Where it didn’t matter 
Whether 
I was Olle Mae or 
Adelaide, 
Whether I was clean, 
Dirty or frayed– 
Tat’s how much 
I loved her 
But the fery sky 
Burned my body 
And time slowly 
Scorched to black. 
“We can’t fnd her,” 
Rumbled her papa’s voice. 

Mariah’s papa chased her shadow up the stairs and slammed the bedroom door open, 
hufng and hyperventilating. Te leaves of the oak tree outside the window rustled 
unnervingly. Like a storm would pour down and smother everything around it–a 
comeback from the bitter heat. 
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He looked under the cot, out the window, in closets, and then slid against the ruby 
wallpaper with slumped shoulders and bent knees. Hours swayed on with him next to 
me. Until a robin perched on the arm of the oak tree. 

Papa lifted his head, searching the room with his eyes. He turned to me and softened, 
as if he never realized I, too, was heart-broken. “You are my Mariah,” he said with a 
cracked voice. 

Ten he fipped me right-side-up and straightened out my dress, my face changing into 
umber; My button eyes refecting his own. “I’ll take care of you until she returns. 
Probably out sleeping in the brush. By the creek. Pretending to be an explorer.” 

He washed my clothes 
And we bathed in the sun, 
Mama sighing and shoving 
An iced tea in papa’s hands. 

“Is this your girl?” A man appeared, holding Mariah in his milky arms. “Found her by the 
creek. It look like she fell and busted her head,” he said. He passed her unconscious 
body into papa’s outstretched arms. 

“Tank you, thank you, thank you! I knew she’d come back. I just knew it! Charlotte! Our 
Mariah came home!” Papa turned and shouted through the screen door. Mama ran out 
to us, dropping to her knees with fat tears rolling down her cheeks. 

She brushed Mariah’s hair back from her face and thanked Jesus. Ten she picked me 
up and folded me in Mariah’s arms. Maybe one day she will tell me her secrets. 
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Amanda Trout 

Te Red Eye Efect 
Every citizen of Alhazen has their picture taken once in the back room of the Kepler County 
Miniatures Museum. At 8am sharp each morning the line of the letter-summoned snakes down the 
side of the coal mining exhibit and out the grand museum entrance, trailing until the intersection 
at 10th and Penn. At ten the line has whittled to half its size, but police come with trucks full of 
absentees and refll it again and again until nightfall. 

Figure 1 
Ginny Giroux (F, 21) smiles for the camera. Her hair is an of-
black brown like slightly sun-bleached yarn. She smiles and can 
still feel her mother’s hands and the sear of the curling iron. 
She smiles and listens to her stomach digest the oatmeal and 
lowfat milk she had for breakfast, the raspberries that were her 
special treat for this most special of days. She smiles and hopes 
her corduroy jumper doesn’t make her look too old or too young 
or too fat. 

Te line progresses slowly but efciently. Tose waiting are encouraged to take stock of the exhibits, 
see if they can fnd some piece of themselves among the minute recreations. Occasionally a gasp 
echoes across the room as a person fnds a tiny model of their grandma’s favorite rocking chair or 
another sees a miniature television set that actually works. Te frst is quickly silenced by how eerily 
similar the model doll in the chair looks to their grandmother—the bob of shaded gray curls, the 
peculiar curve of the nose, the mole elegantly depicted on the doll’s left collarbone—while the latter 
tries to converse with others about why the museum picked an ancient broadcast of the local news to 
show of all things. Te reporter on screen doesn’t answer any questions. 

Figure 2 
Oscar Fossum (M, 45) interviews Ginny Giroux (F, 21) for 
KCBN-5’s weekly museum feature. She smiles with all the joy 
of a newly found movie starlet. He smiles like a turkey vulture 
circling a fattened deer. Fossum’s hand hovers above the small 
of Giroux’s back. He holds the mic, tilts the black mesh top just 
under her lips, captures the sound of her breath. 

Te studio is a ramshackle afair—a neon blue plastic tarp, a pair of black metal light stands constantly 
threatening to blind everyone, a small aluminum tripod with a beat-up Polaroid camera, and one shiny 
silver umbrella to amplify the fash—but the pictures turn out well. Te attendees get a brief glimpse 
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of their portrait immediately after it is taken. Each freckle, curl, tooth, fnger is always in place. Only 
occasionally does the image come out strange: red eyes in place of the usual blue or brown, ball joints 
in place of knuckles, a peculiar plastic sheen to the lips and cheeks. 

Figure 3 
Ginny Giroux (F, 21) frowns at her negatives. Tere is a hand 
on her shoulder. It belongs to Ofcer Stanford Wedgewood 
(M, 42) of the Kepler County Sherif ’s Department. Giroux is 
pointing to the shadows in the background of the portrait, like 
something is there that shouldn’t be. Wedgewood is looking at 
Giroux with tired, lined eyes, like he has heard this conversation 
many times before and would rather not hear it again. 

Te museum debuts a new exhibit in the following weeks, as it does every so often. Tis one, entitled 
“Slice of Life” by the Kepler County Museum Staf, features a variety of homely scenes based on 
the lives and times of the Alhazen people. A young brunette doll attempts to shove oatmeal and 
raspberries into her photograph-printed face, the spoon forever inches away from her smiling mouth, 
and one of the museum-goers comments how it must be nice to stay forever thin. Across the museum, 
the news broadcast is still playing, the broadcaster alone on screen like he’s wishing he had someone to 
interview. A policeman weaves his way through exhibit after exhibit, catching the gaze of each model 
with his own eyes. He slows slightly in front of the new exhibits and gives them extra appreciation. 
Someone calls “Next!” from the back room, and the line moves one person forward. 

Figure 4 
Ofcer Stanford Wedgewood (M, 42) leads Ginny Giroux 
(F, 21) into a storage room in the Kepler County Miniatures 
Museum. Our cameramen are not permitted to follow any 
further. 
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Mary Sauer 

Glass Baby 
At Moon Marble, the glassblower says glass has memory. He says, this is important to know: if you 
introduce air, or the temperature changes too quickly, and the marble cracks, you’re going to try to fx 
it. You’re going to think it was a successful repair. 

You lock eyes when he says this next part; you holding your preschooler while he climbs you, while 
he is trying to put on your skin, and the glassblower holding what he says was meant to be a jellyfsh 
marble. 

I’ve made a mistake, he says, and the glass is going to remember that it was once cracked in a very 
specifc way, that a micro canyon etched itself through the center before I held it to the fame a second 
time.Te crack will come back eventually—maybe the temperature shifts again, or your brother holds 
it between his sweaty thumb and pointer fnger and then, he lets it fy, really lets it fy, and after it 
knocks your glow-in-the-dark aggie out of the ring, it also hits a landscaping brick and splits in half. 

“Is there nothing you can do?” You want to interrupt him, but there’s no need. He says, we have to go 
back to the beginning. 

You tell him about the research, as if he asks for an excuse or wants an explanation. “We thought we 
were on the cusp of something.” Tis is what you tell him after the presentation, after everyone else 
has left, while your child lounges drowsily in your arms, and he resets his workstation for the 1 o’clock 
demonstration. 

“Parents were looking for answers but what they really wanted most was a solution,” you say. “We 
started asking questions about memory. We started asking what it meant if every dream is a memory.” 

“What do you think babies dream of?” You ask him, but he shakes his head, so you continue on. 

You all knew the case studies. Tere were subjects who dreamed of drowning, who stopped breathing 
in their sleep. Once your partner asked that frst question about infant dreaming, about the memories 
they were turning into stories in their sleep, you couldn’t stop asking the question. 

It seemed like there was only one answer. It seemed like only one thing made sense: Tey’re dreaming 
about life inside their mother’s body, about life as a fetus, about life without air. 
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“It’s a difcult question with an impossible answer,”you tell him.Te ethics of it, there was nowhere to 
go from there. So, you published a paper that was all hypothesis and hoped it would mean something 
to someone one day. You hoped it would be an answer to a new question, or that it would become a 
new question with a diferent answer. 

“I promise I tried to move on,” you tell him. 

You tell him how you tried so long to get pregnant; you don’t tell him about the thermometer and 
Moleskine on the sink in your bathroom, about writing down your temperature every morning and 
before bed. Or about inserting two fngers into your vagina, describing your discharge as milky, 
slippery, thick, clear. Or about lifting your legs in the air for 20 minutes after sex. Or about eating the 
entire core of a pineapple on days 10 through 16 of your cycle. Or about your partner eating oysters, 
eating dark chocolate, pomegranate, and walnuts. Or about your partner going vegan while you ate 
more red meat. Or about testing every day. 

“We built a monitor in the second trimester.” 

You promised your partner it would only be observation, that you wouldn’t intervene unless it was 
dire, but then you held your child in your arms for the frst time and there was a new understanding: 
you could stop anything, you could protect him from anything, if you only watched closely enough. 

Tere was something you hadn’t expected about interrupting every dream you measured a risk, and 
as you say this the weight of your child deepens in your arms, his breathing starts to slow. He startles 
and wakes crying. 

I made a glass baby, you say, and I don’t think I can take it back. 
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