
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 I 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 I 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 I am left with only documents to piece through this historical
inheritance. 

Along  with  examining  public  court  case  records,  I  have
developed an institutionally  structured personal  archive of  my
mother’s  writings,  drawings,  paintings,  journals,  and  other
media,  which  I  used  for  a  solo  exhibition  at  Los  Angeles
Contemporary Archive in 2018.  In this exhibition, I 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.  I 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 illness, albeit in
vastly different social contexts.

With these twelve images I 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.  I  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.



Figure 2. Manuscript of “My Third 5K.” Poem by Janna Flessa. 
2003.



Figure 3. Excerpt from Janna Flessa Running Journal. 2004.



Figure 4. Excerpt from Janna Flessa Running Journal. 2005.



Figure 5. Partial Manuscript of Untitled Poem by Janna Flessa. 1980.



Figure 6. Police lineup from Jerome Henderson investigation. 1986.



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



Figure 8. Manuscript of “Prisoners.” Poem by Janna Flessa. 1983.



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.


