In 1987, my mother, Janna Flessa, served as the Assistant
Prosecutor on the trial of Jerome Henderson in Cincinnati, Ohio.
Henderson was sentenced to death by electric chair. That death
sentence has since been reduced to a life sentence, due to
evidence of a racially biased jury selection process. During the
trial my mother was pregnant with me; she retired from the
Prosecutor’s Office after | was born. Jerome Henderson shares
my birthday. It seems beyond a reasonable doubt that he was
guilty of murder, but was himself victim to an overzealous
prosecution team that wanted to push the death penalty. This
trial was curious to me because of what | saw as deeply personal
and poetic resonances regarding the way in which the United
States judicial system serves as a tool of white supremacist
domination, and the degree to which my family history
intertwines with this function. My mother passed away in 2010,
and | am left with only documents to piece through this historical
inheritance.

Along with examining public court case records, | have
developed an institutionally structured personal archive of my
mother’s writings, drawings, paintings, journals, and other
media, which | used for a solo exhibition at Los Angeles
Contemporary Archive in 2018. In this exhibition, | constructed a
poetic overview of certain aspects of my mother’s life, using her
archive as a space to address issues of race, class, gender and
mental illness, through suggestive arrangements of the objects
she left behind. | am in the process of finding ways to merge
elements of her personal archive with the public court records,
and to find parallels between her life and the life of the man she
helped sentence to death. Both Janna and Jerome show signs of
struggle with undiagnosed and untreated mental iliness, albeit in
vastly different social contexts.

With these twelve images | propose the personal archive in
relation to the public archive as a generative space for creating a
more critical historical vision regarding the function of the
judicial system and the cultural contexts of mental illness,
gender, and race in the United States. | am interested in the
connection between my mother's poetry and the way that
language manifests itself in public record on behalf of the state.
The combination of these chronologically disparate objects and
texts juxtaposed against one another brings out their relational
complexity, creating a new space that suggests underlying



connections.



Figure 1. Janna Flessa's closing statement in the trial of Jerome
Henderson. 1987.



ﬂ?t.{ ’Thlrd SK/

Th15 |5 'E)Y’
Father
6( aﬂ +i*)€. :ﬂ'E’.P’S
bg \ﬂﬂﬂi’ﬂd +o
bot Could ﬁo‘f‘
This is for
L ove
& all +hHe Flowers
~ and bright blue skes
Hsﬁ;f; u.'}bufa‘ haue Seen
bst did net.
This js fr
P"}’Ja.ry 14(301‘_1(
in G pra;?er“

- nd her da«g}y Jer

for he
in 4 wish

4o Foke Q

_+he hurrb:'w_

and +he pain.

_7__‘- rOMise, |

T Won'f 51"0 j i

T won'f ST‘OP loo ng Lg

Figure 2. Manuscript of “My Third 5K.” Poem by Janna Flessa.
2003.
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Figure 3. Excerpt from Janna Flessa Running Journal. 2004.
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Figure 4. Excerpt from Janna Flessa Running Journal. 2005.
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Figure 5. Partial Manuscript of Untitled Poem by Janna Flessa. 1980.
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Figure 6. Police lineup from Jerome Henderson investigation. 1986.



Figure 7. Portrait of Janna and Nick Flessa. 1989.



Fig 8. Muscript of “Prisoners.” Pom byJannFIessa. 1983.
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MR, SHEA: Just one moment, Judge.
The defense 9111 pass the challenges.
THE COURT: Prosecutor.

MR. VALENTINE: One moment, please,

Your Honor.

#MS. PLEB8A: Your Honor, the State of

Ohio would 1ike to thank and excuse Juror No.

6, Mary Reed. I'm sorry, Mabel Reed.

THE COURT: Mrs. Reed, you're excused.
MR. BHEA: May the record reflect that
that was a black juror?
EXAMINATION
BY THE COURT:

Q. Okay. Miss Mullen, one of the
poseible penalties in thie case, if there is a
conviction as charged, is death in the electric chair,
and we usuvally call this capital punishment. Are you
opposed to capital punishment ae a form of punishment
for crime? .

A. No.

Q. If you vere selected as a juror and a
proper case were given to you, by that I mean if the
evidence and the facts that you heard would warrant
it, that is, call for it, and if the law would permit

it, could you join in & verdict with your other jurors
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Figure 9. Transcript from jury selection in trial of Jerome Henderson.

1987.




Figure 10. Excerpt from Janna Flessa Running Journal. 2006.



Figure 11. Charcoal Drawing by Janna Flessa. Date Unknown.



Figure 12. Charcoal/Gel Pen Drawing by Janna Flessa. Date Unknown.



