“Black Rosa“

Oil pastel on paper, 1975, by Desne Crossley,
Development




BLACK ROSA is a portrait of Desne’s maternal
grandmother, adapted from a photograph shot by a
condescending professional and believed taken early in
the 20t century. In the original photo, Rosa Hightower
Sherman (1892-1979) is standing in front of Levi Coffin
House, which had been a stop on the Underground
Railroad in Cincinnati, Ohio.*

BLACK RoSA was a 50t birthday gift to Desne’s mother,
artist and poet Elaine Sherman Crossley. Desne’s goal
was to show her grandmother lit with fire from within
and to press the contradiction that she may have
looked white to some white people, but was black.**
Rosa’s father was Scot-Irishman Turner Hightower,
whose family bred race horses in Lexington, KY. Her
mother Martha was the black pastry chef of that
household. Turner married Martha. The marriage
ruined the Hightowers’ lives because they were
rejected everywhere by everyone—white and black.

*Cincinnati was the first stop of the Underground Railroad during slavery.
Levi Coffin House was torn down; however, still in existence is the Levi Coffin
State Historic Site, in Indiana.

**In 215t century society, Rosa Hightower Sherman could self-identify as bi-
racial or African American. The Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s seeded
shifts in self-identity, self-agency, laws, and society. In the 20t century and
prior, to entrench the system of slavery, invent and promote identity politics
for discriminatory purposes, and quell civil rebellions against rich whites—
including those carried out by combinations of white indentured servants,
poor whites, and people of color—a person with “one drop of Negro blood”
was legally black. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/One-drop rule. During
slavery, laws were enacted to make children the legal responsibility of the
mother; whereas before, in England, children were the responsibility of the
father. This change kept infants born of a black mother and white father
slave chattel and without inheritance. In some areas, “one-sixteenth of a
drop of Negro blood” made one black. The first organ transplant was a
kidney in 1954. Rejection of a transplanted organ was common in the late
1960s; success would come in the 1980s. Progress in organ transplants
pressed America to re-examine race, the question being, “Does receiving an
organ from a person of a different race, simultaneously make him/her a
member of the donor’s race?”



https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/One-drop_rule

Rosie and Arthur Alexander “Labe” Sherman, Sr.
(rhymes with “babe”), had nine children; the second-
oldest died of influenza in 1918. Elaine was the baby
girl, with a younger brother. Rosie kept house and was
known for her culinary and baking skills—like Martha.
She roamed auctions and purchased antiques for
resale; the proceeds were hidden for family
emergencies. Reportedly, Labe was the first African
American in the country to own a florist shop. The
couple worked elbow-to-elbow on tall stools at
Sherman’s Flower Shop* during Desne’s childhood. It
was the second largest flower shop in Cincinnati and
hired subcontractors in peak seasons. The Shop was
Desne’s favorite place in the world.

Desne was one of a throng of grand, great-grand, and
great-great-grandchildren, but Rosie and Desne were
very close. According to Labe when Desne was a girl,
she was the most like Rosie of their descendants. An
especially precious memory is Rosie mailing one of her
homemade apple pies to Desne after the Crossleys
relocated to California from Chicago. The pie arrived
the very next day, fresh and undamaged—a thing of
wonder, beauty, and love.

The drawing, BLACK ROSA, was strongly critiqued in the
evaluation of Desne’s college senior project in 1976.
The chair of the art department took issue with the
words “Black Rosa” printed on the face of the drawing,
as a permanent component. He insisted it would be
more durable without it and went on to say that her
work was like Van Gogh’s and viewers weren’t going to
be able to absorb the symbolism that was part of her
work—maybe 25 percent of viewers at most. Desne
replied, “Them not knowing what I’'m saying? That’s a
good thing. If everybody could read my symbols, I'd feel
too naked to let anybody see what | think.” As a
milestone birthday gift to her mother, the drawing was
a success. Elaine cried.

*Sherman'’s Flower Shop was founded in 1928; it closed in 2007.
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Digital Art Series
Susan Smith, Faculty Support
Services

“Being in nature is very important
to me. | have a series of digital art
images made over the last year
that reference my memories of
lived experiences of the natural,
outdoor world and travels within
it. These 'Holding Patterns' made
from simple dots and dashes mark
specific moments in time, and are
a response to being separated
from the natural world and unable
to travel during the pandemic.”



“Missing Maui”




“Lightning”




“Hummingbird Gyre”
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“Sea Relic”
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