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Abstractions of Black Citizenship: African American Art from Saint 
Louis is a group exhibition of works by Dominic Chambers, Damon 
Davis, Jen Everett, De Nichols, and Katherine Simóne Reynolds, 
five Black Saint Louis, MO-based artists. The exhibition presents 
painting, photography, mixed-media, works on paper, sculpture, 
music, and video.  

Saint Louis is a U.S. city and region often publicly marked by 
racially restrictive covenants, redlining, urban renewal/Black 
removal, and 21st century anti-Black regimes. The exhibition 
asks: how do Black aesthetic practices emerging from 
that region abstract these structures? How might an 
attention to abstraction make aesthetic, geographic, 
and political space for Black presence and citizenship? 
Through meditations on leisure, the sonic and the mundane, beauty 
and care, quietness, and the urban and quotidian, these artists sit 
with, reimagine, and abstract possibilities for being, belonging, and 
togetherness.

The exhibition was originally scheduled to run at Seattle University’s 
Hedreen Gallery during Spring Quarter 2020. Due to the COVID-19 
global pandemic, it has moved online and will open in May 2020 
as a virtual exhibition and a series of public programming with 
continued sponsorship and support from Hedreen Gallery and the 
Pigott Family Endowment for the Arts. The exhibition is curated by 
Jasmine Jamillah Mahmoud, Assistant Professor in Arts Leadership 
at Seattle University.

About the Exhibition
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About This Guide
Though this guide was designed with young people in mind, 
this can be useful for learners of all ages. I want young people 
to find ways to engage with art and take inspiration from 
contemporary artists. This guide includes guiding questions to 
aid your interaction with the exhibit. In this guide, I profile each 
artist with a short bio and art assignment These assignments are 
opportunities for you to make art in response to what you see in 
this exhibition. They are designed to help you think deeply about 
themes and styles. For more activities, please check out the other 
education guides and artists’ videos! 

For best results, keep the online exhibition open alongside this 
guide. http://abstractions.black/ Pay attention to the text just as 
much as the artwork. This guide offers a way for your exhibition 
experience to be participatory and in dialogue with the artists. 
You don’t need a degree in art history or fancy art supplies to 
participate! Post your work to Instagram or Facebook with the 
hashtag #abstractionsofblackcitizenship and tag 
@abstractions.black

Best wishes,
Meilani Mandery 周秀明
May 2020

Meilani Mandery is a community organizer within the Asian 
American Pacific Islander (AAPI) community and works for 
a youth arts program at the Wing Luke Museum. She recently 
gradutated from Seattle University with a double major in Art
History and Arts Leadership (BA ‘20).
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Guiding Questions 

• Is there an artwork or an artist you’re drawn to? Are you drawn to 
the visual aesthetic or the meaning of the work? Or both? How does 
the artist use visual or auditory language to articulate a story or a 
message?

• Where do you see leisure in this exhibit? What is the importance of 
leisure and its relationship to Blackness?

• This is a multimedia show, including sculptures, drawings, and more. 
Does the online presentation of this exhibit impact how you view the 
artworks? Which works do you want to see in person most? 

• Not all of the artists identify their works as abstract. Pick a work 
that you don’t think is abstract and try to make the argument for its 
abstraction. Next, pick a work that you consider abstract and try to 
make the argument against its abstraction. 

• This exhibition focuses on place and geography. Which pieces do 
you think show this the most? Would your experience be different if 
you were viewing these works in Saint Louis? What about Seattle? 
Or wherever you are?

As you explore this exhibition, consider the
following:
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Dominic Chambers
Dominic Chambers is an African 
American emerging artist from 
Saint Louis, MO. Chambers received 
his BFA from the Milwaukee 
Institute of Art and Design and 
received his MFA from the Yale 
University School of Art. Chambers 
creates large scale paintings and 
drawings that reference literary 
narratives cited in books he’s read, 
various mythologies, and African 
American history. His current work 
is invested in exploring moments 
of contemplation and meditation 
through reading and leisure.

The Moonlight Veil
2020
Oil and spray paint on canvas
Dominic Chambers
Courtesy of the Private Collection of Morris Clarke

Well, Well, Well (Chiffon in Green)
2020

Oil and Spray Paint on Linen
Dominic Chambers

Notice the diamond-like shapes. Chambers 
developed this motif while reflecting on a quote 
from W.E.B. Du Bois  “He [W.E.B. Du Bois] talked 
about Black people being those who live within 
the veil... And so I went back home to Saint 
Louis, I remember I was waiting on the bus and 
it was raining. And I was thinking wow, the rain 
actually veiled our environment.” Think of a veil 
as something that marks you or abstracts your 
experience of the world. Chambers used shapes 
and colors to represent different types of veils, 
from rain to skin tone. 
Create: What veils exist in your life? 
Create a pattern to represent a veil you 
experience. Layer the pattern over a self-
portrait.  

What’s your veil?
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Damon Davis
Damon Davis is an award-winning, post-disciplinary artist who works and 
resides in Saint Louis, Missouri. In a practice that is part therapy, part social 
commentary, his work spans across a spectrum of creative mediums to tell 
stories exploring how identity is informed by power and mythology.
These two works are part of Davis’s body of work Negrophilia about “trauma 
and triumph...The idea of an obsessive, grotesque fascination with Black 
death that is in American culture. The intrusiveness of looking at Black 
people dying in real time and the effects on both the oppressor and the 
oppressed psyche.” (https://heartacheandpaint.com/Negrophilia)

Negrophilia

Negrophilia 56
2015
Mixed Media
Damon Davis

Negrophilia 78
2015
Mixed Media
Damon Davis

Compare these two artworks. What do they have in common? What makes 
them different? Think of them as parts of the larger series. How would the 
discussion of “Negrophilia” be incomplete without one or the other? “The 
Rebel Poets” in Negrophilia 56 was sourced from the book, Age of Napoleon: 
The Story of Civilization. about political upheaval in Europe; Davis connects 
the stuggles of Europeans in the age of Napolean to those of Black people in 
the United States. 

Create: Using a mix of collage and illustration, respond to an issue, event, 
or trauma. How can your work give comfort to your community or yourself? 
How can your work heal?  

Collage from your life
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Jen Everett
Redoubled/Something We Carry
Jen Everett is an artist from Southfield, 
Michigan, currently working in Saint 
Louis, Missouri. Broadly, she is 
interested in the myriad ways that 
Black people continue to produce and 
transmit knowledge. Everett’s recent 
work considers the relationship between 
rupture and Black interiority through an 
investigation of the materials we collect, 
the information we hold in our bodies 
and where the two may converge.

This project plays on Everett’s themes of generational knowledge and home. 
Create: Make a collage of old family or community photos but abstract them 
in some way. This could be layering, cropping, doubling, editing, etc. You 
could do this digitally or physically. What have you learned from the people 
in these photos? What do you wish you could have learned? How can you 
incorporate those lessons into your collage? Note: if you are working from 
physical photos, be sure to make copies as to not damage the originals. 

What’s your story? Where is your home?
Who is your family?

Untitled, diptych from Redoubled/
Something We Carry 
2018
Pigment Print
Jen Everett

Untitled  from Redoubled/Something We 
Carry 
2019

Pigment Print
Jen Everett
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De Nichols

Watch Protestimonial and read through Black Notes. Compare the language 
of the two. How would you characterize the language of protest? The 
language of writing to yourself? How do communal and internal languages 
compare? How can they heal? How are these languages similar and different? 
When in your life have you not felt heard? What would you say if everyone 
was listening? If no one was listening? Create: Write responses to any of 
these questions on sticky notes. You can participate in #sticknotetoself 
project (a semi-daily micro-blog that uses hand-drawn typographic notes to 
document life lessons, inspirations, and frustrations)by sharing your sticky 
notes on Instagram. Don’t forget to tag us too! @abstractions.black

De Nichols is a designer, social entrepreneur, and keynote lecturer who 
mobilizes young creative change makers through the production of 
interactive experiences, digital media, and social initiatives. Nichols is 
currently a Loeb Fellow of the Harvard Graduate School of Design, and she 
serves as Principal of Design & Social Practice at Civic Creatives, a design 
and strategy collective she founded in 2015 to help cities more boldly 
develop creative solutions for the civic and social challenges residents face. 
As a national keynote presenter and lecturer, Nichols champions the power 
of design and storytelling to inspire and equip audiences to spark creative 
social change across their communities.

Black Notes
2020

Ink on Paper
De Nichols

Thinking about language
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Katherine Simóne 
Reynolds

Keloids are irregular fibrous scar tissue that particularly stands out on 
melanated skin. Reynolds compares the over-healing/lack of sensitivity 
of keloids to Saint Louis’s need to heal. How is your body similar to your 
landscape? What is your relationship to your body? What is your body’s 
relationship to society? What relationships would most want to mend? Which 
relationships do you want to heal?
Create a piece that represents (a part of) your body. What can do to the 
piece to represent healing? How can your piece promote acceptance? 

Katherine Simóne Reynolds’s practice works to physicalize emotions and 
experiences by constructing pieces that include portrait photography, video 
works, and choreography. In the process of making subtle changes to her 
practice she has learned that creating an environment built on intention 
brings the most disarming feelings to her work. Utilizing the Black body 
and her own personal narrative as a place of departure has made her 
question her own navigation of ownership, inclusion, and authenticity within 
a contemporary gaze. She draws inspiration from Black glamour, the Black 
athlete, and the Church. Her practice generally deals in Blackness from her 
own perspective and she continually searches for what it means to produce 
“Black work.”

Mending Keloid 1
2020

Insulation pink foam form cut 
with CNC machine

Katherine Simóne Reynolds

How does 
your body 
heal? How 
does it grow?
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This guide engages National 
Core Arts Standards. Below are 
some of the anchor standards 
highlighted in the guide.
Connecting
• Synthesize and relate knowledge and personal experiences to make art.
• Relate artistic ideas and works with societal, cultural and historical context 

to deepen understanding.
Responding
• Perceive and analyze artistic work.
• Interpret intent and meaning in artistic work.
• Apply criteria to evaluate artistic work.
Creating
• Generate and conceptualize artistic ideas and work.
• Organize and develop artistic ideas and work.
• Refine and complete artistic work.

For more information on the National Core Arts Standards, visit
https://www.nationalartsstandards.org/
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Education Guide Credits
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Artists bios are cited from each artist via abstractions.black/artists
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Abstractions of Black Citizenship: African American Art from Saint. Louis 
centers work by Saint Louis-based artists: Dominic Chambers, Damon Davis, 
Jen Everett, De Nichols, and Katherine Simóne Reynolds.
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