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THE CURATORS

Makeda Best
By Jean Dykstra

Photo: Unique Nicole

“It's a special job,” says Makeda Best, refer-
ring to her position as the Richard L. Menschel
Curator of Photography at the Harvard Art
Museums. Best approaches photography as
afine art, of course, but also as a teaching tool.
“| collect and install strategically,” she says.
“How is it going to fitinto the broader story we
are telling at the museum, but also how can |
complicate what the students think they know
about photography and its histories.”

Best's current exhibition, Time Is Now: Pho-
tography and Social Change in James Bald-
win’s America, on view through December 30
at Harvard’s Carpenter Center for the Visual
Arts, explores the life of the acclaimed African-
American author as well as the issues of the
day, many of which remain painfully relevant.
One of the works in the show is a 1949 por-
trait by Marion Palfi of Mrs. Caleb Hill, titled
Wife of a lynching victim. “The photograph
has never been exhibited here, but now I think
of all the widows we've seen in the last few
years,” says Best.

When Best took the job at Harvard nearly
two years ago, it was a homecoming of sorts:

she had earned an MA and PhD in art history
from Harvard after earning a BFA and MFA in
photography from the California Institute of the
Arts, where she studied with Allan Sekula (she
also has a BA in history and art history from
Barnard). Before joining Harvard, she was an
assistant professor of visual studies at the Cali-
fornia College of the Arts. “One of the things
we're known for around Cambridge and Bos-
ton is that we encourage slow looking,” says
Best. “Photography is a medium people need
to stop and look at. People don’t do that now.”

Best's interest in photography came well
before her formal education, growing up in
San Francisco and watching the 14-part tele-
vision documentary Eyes on the Prize with her
parents. “| was really taken by the Civil Rights
imagery,” she recalls. She read Time and Van-
ity Fair, cutting out pages and making scrap
books out of images she liked, and poring over
photography books like | Dream a World: Por-
traits of Black Women Who Changed Ameri-
ca. Later, she volunteered at the now-defunct
magazine Photo Metro: “I| would open the mail
and educate myself about what | was seeing.”

Best's family wasn't involved in the arts —
her mother was a farmer, and that worldview
taught her to “notice the details and under-
stand the context of events,” says Best — but
they were supportive of anything she wanted to
do. When she was 16, her mother bought her a
camera, and when she wanted a membership
to SEMOMA, they got her one. Her mother and
step-father worked for the City of San Fran-
cisco, and she spent a lot of time at City Hall,
which was across the street from SFEMOMA at
the time. Best attended a prestigious private
school, and while her friends from school may
have had the resources to travel, she says, “I
had this space in the city that was my own, my
own space to dream and wander, and | knew |
would never forget it. Something really clicked
with me.” It's an experience that she’s brought
with her as a curator and teacher: “I was a kid
who found a space, and from that space | could
think about everything.”
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