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MAKING MARY ANN WATERS IS A FREE 
BLACK WOMAN: CRITICAL FABRICATION 
AS BIBLIOGRAPHIC METHOD

Kadin Henningsen

I wanted to write a romance that exceeded the fictions 
of history

—Saidiya Hartman, “Venus in Two Acts”1

On September 23, 1851, Mary Ann Waters was committed “as a runaway 
[slave]” to the city and county jail of Baltimore, Maryland. We know about 
Waters because of a “pickup notice”—a form of slaving literature—placed 
in the Daily National Intelligencer on September 29, 1851, by the warden 
of the jail.2 In addition to inscribing Waters as a fugitive from enslave-
ment, the warden goes on to describe what Waters was wearing, as well as 
record how Waters articulated herself to authorities—she says that she is 
free and that she has been “hiring out in the city of Baltimore as a woman 
for the last three years.”

I was drawn to this notice for two reasons. First, as a transgender 
man I was initially drawn to what I read as archival evidence of the 
lived experiences of other transgender people. For me, the contradic-
tion between the warden’s articulation of Waters as a fugitive “Negro 
man” and the printed record of her own articulation of self is, in part, 
what makes her transness visible. At a time when rampant antitransgen-
der legislation is sweeping across the United States, Mary Ann Waters’s 
presence in the archive is evidence that trans people have always existed 
even if we did not yet have the language of transness to articulate our-
selves.3 Yet, as a white trans man living in the twenty-first century, I also 
know that I am limited in my shared experience with Mary Ann Waters, 
who I read as a free Black trans woman and sex worker living and work-
ing in Antebellum Baltimore. The pickup notice also documents that trans 
people have also always resisted attempts by legal authorities to write us 
out of existence—for instance, the ad provides only one name, indicating 
that Waters refused to provide any name other than Mary Ann.4 Waters, 
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therefore, offers trans people in the present strategies for resisting state 
and legal erasure.

Second, the notice raised questions for me about the proximity of sex/
gender and race to print, and, more specifically, about the relationship 
between the (un)fixity of sex/gender and race and the perceived fixity 
of print in the nineteenth century.5 How are ideas about sex/gender, 
race, and print coconstitutive? I struggled to work through this question 
with writing alone, so I went to the printmaking studio (Noble Ink Lab) 
at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign to try to answer it 
through creative letterpress work. The result was my artist’s book, Mary 
Ann Waters is a free Black woman.6 Making this flip-book helped me tease 
out potential answers to this question by mixing creativity, intellectual 
engagement, and the material practice of making in a process I have 
come to call “critical fabrication.”7 What follows is, first, a discussion of 
the artist’s book’s physical qualities and my process for printing the book 
using Christina Sharpe’s theorization of Black redaction. I then discuss 
critical fabrication as a new method for critical bibliography. I close 
with a brief reflection on how the process helped me understand what 
was made possible for Mary Ann Waters as well as what was reinscribed 
in the process.

***

Mary Ann Waters is a free Black woman is a flip-book of forty pages bound 
together with a Japanese hemp-leaf stab binding and slip case with title 
on the front and colophon on the back. The book flips from back to front 
and starts with the full pickup notice about Mary Ann Waters. As the 
book is flipped, letters become unfixed, some moving around, most dis-
appearing, ultimately leaving behind what I perceive to be Waters’s own 
articulation of selfhood: Mary Ann Waters is a free Black woman. The 
visual aesthetics of the empty space on the page, as letters are removed, 
have a wave-like effect that washes the text away as it moves across the 
page from right to left.

I wanted the book’s overall aesthetics to subtly gesture toward the 
pickup notice’s original location in a nineteenth-century newspaper. The 
notice was hand-typeset using 18-point Weiss metal type—a serif typeface 
similar to common newspaper typefaces—and was printed on French 
Paper Co.’s 80-pound cover weight “Newsprint White” card stock, 
with 140-pound cover weight “Kraft Cardstock” for the covers and slip 
case. I selected paper that would visually gesture to the off-white quality 
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of newsprint paper yet knew that actual newsprint paper was too thin 
and light for a flip-book, which requires a stiffer heavier paper to make 
the mechanics of flipping the pages easier. The 80-pound cover weight 
Dur-o-tone Newsprint provided enough weight and thickness to make 
flipping the pages easier yet was too light to hold when flipping from 
front to back as most flip-books are operated. I therefore had to collate the 
pages to fall as the book is flipped from back to front. I also used a much 
heavier/thicker cover weight paper (140 pounds) for the front and back 
cover to help provide additional support when flipping through the book.

There are two effects from these decisions. On the one hand, when 
approached as a standard Western codex moving from the first to the last 
page (from front to back), the notice is reconstructed providing a visual 
and linguistic entrapment of Waters. On the other hand, when operated 
as a flip book as intended, the text falls away as the pages are flipped 
from back to front, thus removing the notice’s violent visual and linguis-
tic apparatus that attempts to contain Waters. Furthermore, by flipping 
from back to front, the book resists a Western linear progression of the 
text. In so doing, the movement from back to front allows the reader to 
not only participate in the removal of the visual and linguistic container of 
the pickup notice but also participate in bringing Mary Ann Waters into 
the present (figs. 1 and 2).

In creating Mary Ann Waters is a free Black woman, I employed a method 
informed by Christina Sharpe’s theorization of Black redaction. While 
redaction is “the action of bringing or putting into a definite form” and/or 
the “action or process of revising or editing text,” in its more obsolete usage, 
Sharpe points out, redaction is also the “action of driving back; resistance, 
reaction.”8 In In the Wake: On Blackness and Being, Sharpe theorizes Black 
redaction as a way “toward seeing and reading otherwise; toward reading 
and seeing something in excess of what is caught in the frame.”9 Sharpe 
engages in Black redaction as a mode of resistance through a processes of 
revising or editing a text in order to “locate a counter to the force of the 
state.”10 In the making of Mary Ann Waters is a free Black woman, I used 
Sharpe’s theory of Black redaction to “counter the force of the state” by 
engaging directly with the pickup notice’s visual and linguistic contain-
ment of Waters. My intention was to “drive back” the warden’s words in 
order to bring Mary Ann Waters forward “into a definite form.”

My engagement with Black redaction is also influenced by the visual 
aesthetics of poet M. NourbeSe Philip. In her collection of poems based on 
archival records regarding the slaving ship Zong, Philip engages in a mode 
of Black redaction in order to make visible a “story that cannot be told, 
yet must be told”—a story that is in excess of what is caught in the frame 
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of the archival documents about the murder of enslaved men, women, 
and children aboard Zong.11 Describing her process of archival redaction 
using a variety of strategies, Philip writes:

—I white out and black out words (is there a difference?).
—I mutilate the text as the fabric of African life and the lives of these 

men, women and children were mutilated.
—I murder the text, literally cut it into pieces, castrating verbs, 

suffocating adjectives, ordering nouns, throwing articles, 
prepositions, conjunctions overboard, jettisoning adverbs: I separate 
subject from verb, verb from object—create semantic mayhem, until 
my hands bloodied, from so much killing and cutting, reach into the 
stinking, eviscerated innards, and like some seer, songoma, or prophet 
who, having sacrificed an animal for signs and portents of a new life, 
or simply life, reads the untold story that tells itself by not telling.12

Figure 1. Mary Ann Waters is a free Black woman, 1 (top) and 13 (bottom). Kadin 
Henningsen, Meanwhile . . . Letterpress © 2019.
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For Philip, the poems emerge through a process of redaction “when the 
text is fragmented and mutilated, mirroring the fragmentation and mutila-
tion that slavery perpetrated on Africans, their customs and ways of life.”13 

Figure 2. Mary Ann Waters is a free Black woman, 33 (top) and 40 (bottom). Kadin 
Henningsen, Meanwhile . . . Letterpress © 2019.
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On the page, many poems are visually fragmented as a result of Black 
redaction—with a water like quality the white spaces of the page disrupt the 
flow of the poems like the tumultuous choppy waves of the Middle Passage.

Sharpe, however, approaches Black redaction using a mode most asso-
ciated with the redaction of state documents: blacking out text. In her 
example, Sharpe used this common mode of redaction on a New York Times 
article about a juvenile criminal case involving Makia Hutchings, a young 
Black girl who wrote “Hi” on her school’s wall. In her accounting of 
the case, Sharpe notes that the New York Times article “tries to bring 
[Makia] into focus, and yet she disappears in description.”14 Through 
Black redaction—the blacking out of text that surrounds Makia’s 
testimony—Sharpe argues that “we might hear what [Makia] has to say 
in her own defense,” and thus Black redaction “locate[s] a counter to the 
force of the state.”15

Like Sharpe and Philip, I read an excess in the pickup notice about Mary 
Ann Waters, an excess that the notice attempts to contain—particularly 
her gender and freedom. Indeed, as Vanessa Holden has argued, for 
Mary Ann Waters gender and freedom defined each other and that, for 
her, “freedom was life as a free woman of color.”16 The notice, however, 
attempts to “fix,” in both senses of the word—to correct and to make per-
manent or stabilize—a social position for Mary Ann Waters that runs 
counter to the way she understood herself as a free woman of color.17 
For instance, the warden attempts to “fix” her gender and freedom by 
describing Waters as a “runaway” and a “Negro man,” as well as using 
“he/him” pronouns throughout the notice.18

In the making of the artist’s book, I used Sharpe’s theory of Black 
redaction to remove the warden’s attempt to “fix” Waters’s social posi-
tion. Whereas Sharpe makes use of redaction through using blacked-out 
lines most common in state documents, I redacted the text of the pickup 
notice through the removal of type after each page is printed. The use of 
blacked-out lines by Sharpe makes Makia’s voice more legible—a leg-
ibility made possible specifically by blackness. Yet I still read Makia’s 
voice as being somewhat “caught in the frame” of the article—the thick 
black lines make Makia more legible while simultaneously continuing to 
contain her. This containment is possible because this specific method of 
redaction merely covers the text leaving it obscured but intact.

My initial solution to this problem, as I saw it, was to engage in a mode 
of Black redaction that did not cover but removed the textual apparatus 
that attempts to contain and fix Waters. Therefore, I redacted the notice 
by removing type and replacing each letter with spacing after each page 
was printed. My method for selecting type was somewhat random while 
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also trying to visually build a wave like line that moved across the page 
from right to left, gesturing toward the oceanic visual aesthetics of many 
of the poems in Philip’s Zong!. Because redaction can also be thought of as 
bringing a text into a “definite form,” I shift some letters over the course 
of the printing, changing words entirely or moving words into a new 
sequence. For instance, the original text “calls himself Mary Ann Waters” 
is slowly morphed into “calls hirself Mary Ann Waters,” where “hirself” 
is a gender-neutral pronoun, eventually becoming “calls herself Mary 
Ann Waters” before “calls herself” disappears altogether leaving just her 
name. In addition, the word “Black” is slowly composed before “woman” 
by moving individual letters into place over the duration of the book. By 
the end of the flip book, only the words “Mary Ann Waters is a free Black 
woman” remain.

The making of Mary Ann Waters is a free Black woman has also allowed 
me to begin to theorize a practice of what I am calling “critical fabrica-
tion.” Critical fabrication weaves together Saidiya Hartman’s process of 
critical fabulation with the insights and methods of “research-creation.” 
Based in deep research and the historical record, critical fabulation 
attempts to make visible the gaps, fissures, and erasures of the archive by 
bringing together theory and narrative form in a way that is “committed 
to a storied articulation of ideas.”19 As Hartman says,

The intention here isn’t anything as miraculous as recov-
ering the lives of the enslaved or redeeming the dead, but 
rather laboring to paint as full a picture of the lives of the cap-
tives as possible. This double gesture can be described as 
straining against the limits of the archive to write a cultural 
history of the captive, and, at the same time, enacting the 
impossibility of representing the lives of the captives pre-
cisely through the process of narration.20

I add to Hartman’s method a philosophy of research-creation which 
insists that “artistic practice is no longer solely an object of scholarly 
inquiry but is itself a legitimate form of research and dissemination.”21 
That is, research-creation does not merely study artistic practices and 
objects but also seeks to legitimize artistic practice as itself a valuable 
method for deep research and theorization while also resisting traditional 
modes of academic discourse like the scholarly article or monograph. 
Research-creation understands and privileges the products of artistic 
practice, from the music album or painting to (in my case) the artist’s book, 
as equally legitimate forms of scholarly research and modes of circulation. 
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By bringing together critical fabulation and research-creation, critical 
fabrication asks, To what end can the creation of, say, artists’ books help 
us interrogate the very limits of the archive while also questioning our 
assumptions about the book and its related materialities? What might 
critical fabrication make possible for both the book and for those who 
encounter their own archival absences?

As a methodology, critical fabrication engages with the gaps, fis-
sures, and erasures of the archive while also helping the creator better 
understand the materiality of such archives through a critical process 
of making—in my case, specifically the pickup notice and artist’s book. 
While critical fabrication can make use of a range of methods, media, 
strategies, and techniques for research-creation, artists’ books are a valu-
able site for interrogating the nature of the book because, as Amaranth 
Borsuk notes, they “highlight the ‘idea’ by paradoxically drawing atten-
tion to the ‘object’ we have come to take for granted.”22 Put another 
way, artists’ books require us to interrogate our own assumptions about 
what a book is or is not. Critical fabrication further requires us to move 
beyond considering artists’ books as mere objects of study and asks us 
to interrogate the nature of the book through research-creation, which 
emphasizes critical “hands-on engagement with technologies and pro-
cesses of textual production”—an approach valued by critical bibliogra-
phy.23 Critical bibliography also values the contributions of contemporary 
humanities scholarship to the study of books, including but not limited to 
critical race, feminist, and queer and transgender studies. As such, critical 
fabrication as a bibliographic methodology moves critical bibliography 
simultaneously beyond and alongside analysis to ask how making artists’ 
books can “disrupt our treatment of the book as a transparent container 
for literary and aesthetic ‘content’ ” while also helping us understand how 
the very technologies and process that produce books might participate in 
the formation of, for instance, sex/gender and race.24

Critical fabrication as a bibliographic method, therefore, requires me 
to also reflect on the implications of my artist’s book that are the result 
of its creation, as well as my engagement with Sharpe’s theory of Black 
redaction. In my attempt to unfix the violence of the pickup notice, 
have I inflicted new violences? On the one hand, removing the text of the 
notice makes Mary Ann Waters’s voice legible. On the other, that legibil-
ity, unlike Makia’s, is made possible not by blackness but by whiteness—a 
whiteness that washes over the pages as text is removed.25 The whiteness 
is then further fixed and bound within the format of the book because 
the “book as an object” is itself invested in antiblackness.26 In addition, 
despite removing type, that type is replaced with physical material which 
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keeps Waters contained by keeping the type locked within the frame of 
the chase/form.27 The spacing material that replaces the type is what cre-
ates the whiteness on the page. To fully enact Sharpe’s theory of Black 
redaction I would need to make Mary Ann Waters legible though a pro-
liferation of blackness without merely covering the text or simply remov-
ing it. One possible approach, based on my engagement with letterpress 
printing and critical fabrication, would be to not remove the individual 
pieces of type but to flip them over which would apply ink to the foot 
of the type, printing solid black and thus creating a wave of blackness 
that washes over the page as the book is flipped. This technique does not 
merely cover the text while leaving it in place but instead damages the 
face of the type preventing it from being used to print again. Audre Lorde 
argues that “the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house.”28 
Perhaps, then, at the very least I can damage the master’s tools preventing 
their future use and in the process honor Mary Ann Waters, a free Black 
woman.

Kadin Henningsen is a PhD candidate at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 
where he works on nineteenth-century American literature, book history, and transgender stud-
ies. He is also an artist and printer.
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