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How We Began

CAPE’s story began when we realized that we needed a new 
kind of space within our Museum. It had to be a space that 
would nurture an uncommon outlook that could change 
the entire Mississippi Museum of Art (MMA). We believed 
that if we made this space open enough, large enough, it 
might come to encompass the whole state of Mississippi.

A few years ago, the senior leadership at MMA began to 
imaginatively construct what would become the Center 
for Art and Public Exchange (CAPE). We needed to alter 
what we had been: not connected deeply enough to the 
community here in Jackson and not yet effective in our 
attempts to come to terms with our difficult history. We 
found through exploratory thinking, conversations with 
people in our community, and partners in the museum 
field that the whole Museum needed to become, as the 
poet Audre Lorde has written: “another kind of open.” It 
needed to shelter the people who most would benefit from 
enlightened storytelling, from forthrightness in historical 
perspective, from frankness in dialogue. 

We thought that something which looked like an artist-
centered, community-driven initiative could begin to steer 
our institution toward embracing the crucial issues of 
our time: antiracism, social equity, and social justice. We 
also thought that with CAPE leading the way, the museum 
could in turn become a space in which the pertinent social 
and political issues pressing us—and indeed all cultural 
institutions—for an appropriate response, would have  
a home. 

It is artist led because artists consistently deal with 
precarity, with a lack of resources, with time pressures, 
delays, frustrations, and components that don’t come 
together and don’t do what they’re supposed to do.  
Artists adapt; they change the formula or approach; they 
don’t let fear overwhelm them; they get the work made  
and the exhibition mounted. We trust artists precisely for 
these reasons. 

CAPE is community driven because 
the only museum we can be is one 
that exists to serve our communities. 

Otherwise we would merely be an institution that cares 
for objects. 

WE WISHED FOR MORE 

We started with the CAPE Innovation Lab, a physical 
space in the Museum where audiences are given innovative 
ways to unpack meanings of artwork. It was designed, in 
part, to show how artists have responded to crises and 
help develop artistic and community-based practices 
and strategies that give visitors and staff those tools for 
responding to crises themselves. Then we began to develop 
a raft of programs that would reach out to the community 
by opening ourselves to the adjustments we knew we would 
have to make.

The values that are 
the bedrock of CAPE are 
equity, transparency, and 
truth. Our imagining, our 
wild thinking has always 
been rooted in principle.

this vision of a center that would use original artwork, 
exhibitions, public programs, and innovative audience 
engagement to increase empathy and cross-cultural 
understanding, and to provoke personal transformation. 
This is what we told them, just as we are telling you here: 
the values that are the bedrock of CAPE are equity, 
transparency, and truth. 

Most of us don’t live in these principles day to day. 
We come to them from time to time, when we need 
sustenance and renewal. But these ethics have to be 
constants for CAPE, or we would never be able to build an 
audience, a community that would want to be in intimate 
connection with us. Relationships move at the speed 
of trust. 

WE KNEW THAT IF WE COULD ADAPT 
WE COULD FIND A WAY TO THRIVE

Then the work began. This weight of history and the stories 
that had previously gone untold were all a heavy lift. To 
shift this weight, to reorient this museum—as large and 
powerful and difficult to maneuver as an aircraft carrier—
required hefty resources, that is, funding at a large scale. 
Knowing this, we went to the Mellon Foundation, the W.K. 
Kellogg Foundation, and the Ford Foundation and shared 

So, we formulated a plan and trusted our funders to help 
us make this vision come to be, and we trusted that the 
community in and around Jackson would engage with us.

Our imagining, our wild thinking has always been rooted 
in principle. The funders that signed on to our initiative 
saw this: our purpose is allied with these key principles of 
equity, transparency, and truth. It’s the last one that we 
believe particularly made us stand out.
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Can you live in truth?

Perhaps, yes, if it is modeled by others, by an institution 
you are in constant contact with. What is transparency? 
We think it is to learn to live with precarity, to teach 
ourselves the ways and means of antiracism, thus 
we engaged the Willian Winter Institute for Racial 
Reconciliation (the Winter Institute) to hone our 
sensitivities and behaviors. What is equity? For us, it means 
putting our varied audiences on similar footing in terms 
of access to the wonders of art. This meant creating an 
In-state Artist Residency program which would support 
artists in their development of projects with communities 
outside the capital city, in Mississippi counties such as Pike, 
Hancock, and Lafayette. Pursuant to this goal of creating 
equity, we formed a Community Advisory Council that 
would tell us and teach us how to more effectively meet 
their needs. Plus, we created public programs such as 
Re:Frame and Art and Coffee. 

ART AND COFFEE & RE:FR AME

Art and Coffee, which takes place in the Museum once 
a month, and Re:Frame, which takes place on a more 
flexible schedule, both get visitors talking with each 
other and with us. Art and Coffee has featured students 
who have received recognition in the Scholastic Art & 
Writing Awards—thus giving us an occasion to celebrate 
homegrown ingenuity and excellence. Re:Frame has 
staged public dialogues around visual art about issues of 
contemporary significance including: mass incarceration 
and Parchman prison; minority farm ownership, economic 
injustice, and disenfranchisement; and the significance 
in contemporary life of the cotton industry’s traumatic 
history. In consultation with the Winter Institute, 
Re:Frame has been the platform for exercises in leading 
diverse audiences through close-looking sessions and 

Art and Coffee has featured 
students who have received 
recognition in the Scholastic 
Art & Writing Awards—
thus giving us an occasion to 
celebrate homegrown ingenuity 
and excellence.

conversations, and it has collaborated with the Southern 
Poverty Law Center, Mississippi Center for Justice, 
Mississippi Minority Farmers Alliance, and a panoply of 
local voices including former Parchman inmates, artists, 
farmers, chefs, musicians, and podcasters. 

Re:Frame has developed into an arena where we 
have more demanding conversations, such as when a 
symposium was staged during the exhibition White Gold, 
which dealt with the contradictory nature of cotton’s 
relationship to the state and to its various populations. 
Art and Coffee and Re:Frame give us and our audiences 
structured conversational encounters with issues that form 
and shape our present moment.

NATIONAL ADVISORY COUNCIL & NATIONAL 
ARTS RESIDENCY PROGR AM
 
The other arms of CAPE are a National Advisory Council 
and a National Arts Residency program, which seek to 
harness the wisdom of trusted colleagues and advisors who 
live and work across the country. Through consultations 
with them, we look to increase the significance, meaning, 
and impact of the Museum’s audience development 
programs. Our local and national CAPE programs, and 
even our physical spaces, mirror an attitude of generous 
intimacy that cultivates the recognition of community. 
What do you call this kind of openness, this space that is 
so configured? We call this a brave space because 
this is where subjective experience is joined with 
collective truths.

THROUGH ART

Constructing such a space is a delicate operation. You 
have your own experience and no one else can convince 
you that it means something else besides what you have 
realized. At the same time, our co-written histories require 
individual input while yielding to the recognition of larger 
truths that an individual may not have previously known but 
benefited from. CAPE is the place where we must tell each 
other stories that we hadn’t before—truths that we had 
hidden, or ignored, or whitewashed—and, in this telling, we 
make ourselves free.

CAPE is designed to tell these stories through original 
artworks, exhibitions, public programs, and events. We 
start with the art. Artists know how to find the join where 
our hearts might open, where our minds might light up, 
where our consciences might be unsettled. CAPE began 
with visual art, and the equity between artist and audience 
was conceived from the start. We structured the CAPE 
Innovation Lab so that the artist would share authority with 
the visitor, and the curator with the layperson. We want 
visitors to make meaning by coming into deep conversation 
with the artists.

 
In 2017, under the auspices of the CAPE’s first director, 
Julian Rankin, we began this work. With Julian’s direction, 
we created the Innovation Lab and initiated the programs 
that are now the hallmarks of CAPE. Then, in 2018, Monique 
Davis moved into the role of managing director. Coming 
from her previous role of spearheading membership and 
community engagement for the Museum, Monique brought 
a particular facility with developing conversations. In 2020, 
our ambitions for CAPE to become even more accessible 
took a step forward with the hiring of chief curator and 
CAPE artistic director Ryan Dennis. Ryan comes from a 
profoundly community-centered ethos, having led art 
initiatives at Project Row Houses in Houston, Texas. 

This is where and how CAPE began, and now, even through 
the throes of the COVID-19 pandemic, we know more 
intimately that it is a project that either lives or dies at the 
local level. It lives or dies in that openness that, as the poet 
Audre Lorde wrote, is really a kind of love. 

Julian Rankin
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MONIQUE DAVIS IS A KEY VOICE IN THE EFFORT 
TO CULTIVATE CAPE AS A PL ACE OF PROFOUND 
OPENNESS AND INTRINSIC COUR AGEOUSNESS. 

A longtime comic book fan and cartoonist, Monique has 
honed her ability over the years to tell stories and to 
incorporate others’ experiences into her stories. As a Black 
woman, she rarely saw people like her represented in the 
comic books and graphic novels she fell in love with, and 
she brings to CAPE that sensitivity for hearing voices that 
aren’t typically heard. She carves out a space for them. 
Monique wakes up every day to the possibility that a new 
story will be told or that an old one will be related in such 
a way that will make the commonplace and familiar 
suddenly uncanny.

She says that this kind of initiative, 
which intends to hold hands with 
the community it seeks to serve, 
can be a model because “it shifts 
some of the perspectives on the 
object in the Museum versus the 
people’s experiences engaging 
with that object.” This means that 
this space helps to reorient the 
Museum toward people, rather 
than things. She continues:
“CAPE is invested in creating 
brave spaces so people 
can process together their 
engagement to the object; it’s not 
always art just for the sake of art, but art as a tool to get 
to personal transformation. We cannot worship the object 
over the person.”

But the transformation also needs to happen on an 
institutional level. Monique explains how CAPE has made 
an impact on the Mississippi Museum of Art’s core mission: 
“It has definitely reshaped the strategic plan and direction 
of the Museum, which ultimately impacts its mission. 
Welcome, inclusion, and transparency are core values 
[that] have been accepted by the staff and even the board 
of trustees.” Monique recognizes that the success of the 
Museum consists of all arms of the institution being united 
in purpose: “If institutions want to be successful in this 
work, then it is vitally important that leadership and board 
governance be aligned with that mission.”

So, what or who needs to be transformed, you might ask, 
and what would the transformation look like? Monique 
thinks that CAPE answers these queries.

“CAPE answers the question about 
how you begin to do some of the 
internal work with your staff [to 
show that what we do is] not a solely 
intellectual exercise. I say it’s heart 
work instead of head work.” 

This is ongoing. There needs to be resources devoted to 
it, and this is not something that you can hire an outside 
consultant to come in once a year and teach people 
cultural competencies.

As she sees it, what needs to be transformed are the very 
people who use objects and events in the MMA to tell 
stories, and once they are on track to make substantial 
changes in the ways they approach this work, they need 
to be supported, given the practical means to tell the 
story right.

For Monique, heart work is all about “exposing yourself, 
being really vulnerable and transparent, getting 
comfortable with not knowing everything and being 
uncomfortable.” This is opposed to head work, which, in 
her words, is “academic, distant from feeling and emotion, 
doesn’t value people’s lived experiences as stories.”

All the staff at the Museum are hired at least partly 
because they are competent at the head work, but the 
transformation only happens when they engage the other 
parts of themselves. Monique believes that this makes 
CAPE an exemplar of transformation for their visitors 
because it shows “how to authentically engage 
with community.”

Monique Davis

MONIQUE CAME INTO HER DIRECTOR ROLE AT CAPE IN 2018, 
BRINGING A UNIQUE REL ATIONAL ST YLE OF INTER ACTION TO THE POSITION.

CAPE VOICES:  LEADERSHIP

Photo by Imani Khayyam

Photo courtesy of Visit Jackson
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RYAN DENNIS HAS STEPPED INTO THE ROLE OF 
ARTISTIC DIRECTOR OF CAPE AT A STAGGERING 
MOMENT OF OVERL APPING CRISES: 

the worldwide COVID-19 pandemic, the very visible and 
wrenching murders of Black people by the hand of officers 
of the state, and an economic crisis of proportions that 
rival the Great Depression of almost a century ago. 
She let none of this dissuade her. 

Moving from Houston in the midst of these socioeconomic 
and sociopolitical storms, with a husband and newborn 
baby, Ryan arrived with a heart full of curiosity and a head 
full of intention. As of this writing, Ryan has only been on 
the job a few months, mostly working remotely. Though 
she is socially distanced from colleagues and the artists 
she works with, she is an inexhaustible evangelist for the 

Museum and CAPE, broaching strangers she meets out in 
the community. She constantly invites locals to come to the 
Museum, even if they have never set foot in one before. As 
she says, “The value of CAPE exists in its truth, equity, and 
transparency, but more the value of CAPE that is not listed 
is inclusivity, finding ways to be in conversation with the 
residents of Jackson. The Museum is a statewide museum, 
but if you can’t find ways to engage with the people who 
live right outside, then we are not doing our work justice.”

Ryan comes from an experience of doing the work of 
social justice, which the production, discussion, and 
display of visual art has long been profoundly able to 
aid. For almost eight years, she was 
the curator and programs director at 
Project Row Houses. There, she used 
African American contemporary art 
to introduce the communities she 
served to socially engaged practices 
and public interventions, while she also 
developed adult and youth programs 
that encouraged participants to see 
and feel expanded possibilities for their 
lives. When asked how that experience 
prepared her for the work of CAPE, she 
affirmed, “My stepping into this role 
is [about] having a kind of handy bag 
of tools and strategies and care and 
sensitivities that might allow us to build 
new frameworks with artists, internally 
with our staff, with communities that 
are interested in engaging, and figuring out how to have a 
further conversation through the lens of justice work.”

Particularly, Ryan brings her own conviction that 
representation is key. Those people she meets in public 
and invites into the Museum are less likely to show up 
if they take a peek and see no one who looks like them 
represented in the Museum. The art museum field is 
just starting to own up to its deficits in this regard, while 
Ryan is already there. She believes part of the solution 
to community apathy is to “bring in more artists of color, 
Black artists, women artists, those who have sat on the 

margins of our society, [but] who are my center; that’s who 
I want to see on the walls and in the gardens.”

As CAPE becomes more adept at doing exactly this, Ryan 
already has a vision for the future CAPE that might come 
to be within the context of the Mississippi Museum of Art. 
In essence, she wants CAPE to become what is very much 
the vision we have of the whole Museum for the state of 
Mississippi: “In a year from now, I would like to see CAPE 
embedded in all the things that the Museum does, so it’s 
part of our language, the way that people are onboarded.” 
This means changing the culture, creating models that 
other institutions can follow, cultivating research, and 

training that will help us pass on our tools 
to colleagues and scholars. More than 
being an initiative, Ryan believes that 
CAPE can “move from an initiative into 
something like an institute, an entity that 
can codify a model that lets us move into 
the future, allowing people to come in 
and study with us, a robust institute that 
is making waves in museum spaces.”

The way CAPE is making waves is by 
marrying our actions to our rhetoric. 
We do not simply say that “Black Lives 
Matter.” Rather, we embody this truth. 
We display it and enact it and live it. 
We train our staff, we reconfigure our 
board of trustees, we initiate new ways 
of thinking as an institution. Ryan says, 

“It’s hard to walk in your truth, walking the walk. CAPE 
would truly be exemplary if we work out our values ongoing 
without contradiction.” 

This is what we say, voices in chorus, attuned to our 
communities’ needs and keyed to our ever-present 
values—bravely, we make a promise, one that is simple in 
articulation and tremendously complicated in execution.

“The promise of CAPE is the promise 
to do better; we know how to do 
better and can do better.”

Ryan Dennis

RYAN ARRIVED WITH A HEART FULL OF CURIOSIT Y AND A HEAD FULL OF INTENTION. 

CAPE VOICES:  LEADERSHIP

Photo by Charles E Smith

Photo by Charles E Smith
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CAPE Voices: The Artists

Three artists were selected 
to inaugurate our In-state 
Artist Residency: Mark Geil, 
Liana Ambrose-Murray*, 
and daniel johnson.

ONE OF THE PROGR AMS THAT CAPE HAS 
CREATED TO FULFILL THE PROMISES IT 
MAKES TO ITS COMMUNITIES IS THE 
IN-STATE ARTIST RESIDENCY. 

The residency empowers artists who already bring 
folks with little formal experience with visual art or art 
institutions into a dialogue convened around making. 
Supported projects must be collaborative with the 
community; reflect the community’s goals, challenges, 
and aspirations; and reflect CAPE’s goals of transparency, 
equity, and truth. Making, seeing, and conversing are the 
principal methods the selected artists use to construct 
relationships with community participants and between 
both parties and the Museum. Making speaks to bodily 
engagement, feeling physically present to someone who 
relies on that presence to make whatever you are doing 
together possible. Seeing has to do with moving toward 
an expanded range of perception, perhaps even a change 
in how someone perceives their community and fellow 
inhabitants. Art is almost always about seeing more. 
And conversing is the means by which we come into 
closer relation, how we form community, preserve, and 
maintain it.

The artists’ experiences of creating the connective tissue 
that would join neighbors and colleagues, friends and 
co-participants, is brightly illustrative of what CAPE’s 
overall ambitions continue to be. We highlight two of these 
projects whose culminating voices demonstrated to us 
how we can learn to join hands with each other across long 
geographic and cultural distances.

*Liana was unable to complete her residency and was not interviewed.

9    CENTER FO R A RT & PU B LI C E XCH A N G E
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Mark Geil
CAPE VOICES:  THE ARTISTS

MARK KEENLY FELT THE CALL TO REACH OUT 
TO MISSISSIPPIANS BEYOND HIS T YPICAL AREA 
OF INFLUENCE AND SO PROPOSED TO CREATE 
A PROJECT IN DIALOGUE WITH THE RESIDENTS 
OF HANCOCK COUNT Y.

Mark had to venture a few hours south and a little ways 
east of Jackson, to a region that borders Louisiana and 
the Gulf Coast to start the enterprise that would become 
the Hancock Community Quilt Project. He began by 
seeking out and including community partners such as the 
Arts, Hancock County; Hancock County Library System; 
and Hancock Performing Arts Center. Additionally, he 
secured the participation of several schools in the local 
district: West Hancock Elementary School, East Hancock 
Elementary School, Hancock North Central Elementary 
School, Hancock High School, Hancock Middle School, and 

North Bay Elementary School. He wanted the participating 
students to think about landscape in deeper ways than 
they previously had. So, he introduced them to cameras 
that shoot in 360 degrees:

      I proposed a residency in Hancock County using 
360-degree cameras. The cameras themselves typically 
have two lenses on both sides, and each of those lens 
captures 180 degrees, both horizontally and vertically. 
So, you get two 180-degree windows, and then those are 
stitched together in the computer [to] get a 360-degree 
view, all the way around you, above, and below. I was 
interested in using that technology and getting cameras 
[because] there’s something about those cameras 
where they really make you pay attention to landscape 
because you’re kind of seeing everything at once.

The cameras were brought in to essentially act 
as tools to develop understanding and intimacy, 
according to Mark. 

“I was hoping that students 
would be able to talk about their 
communities, get a sense of how 
they view their communities, 
having a camera where you 
could interview each other 
simultaneously.”

While landscape is crucial in Hancock County to the 
way residents understand who they are in it (e.g., 
people who hunt, farm, or fish), it can also act as 
an impediment to getting people to see others in 
their geographical communities as neighbors. As 
Mark describes it, there are real variations in landscape 
among the Gulf Coast areas, the district of Kiln, and the 
Piney Woods. Yet, there is a basis for commonality: the 
catastrophe of regional devastation that took place due 
to Hurricane Katrina. Because the destruction the storm 
caused was so complete, there is a shared history to tap 
into, a way of seeing past regional particularities and 
familial concerns through seeing that landscape as one 
full-circle world that encompassed the picture-takers and 
all they could see.

It was his hope that the students’ use of the cameras would 
facilitate exchanges among the different schools. Mark 
believed that schoolchildren were the right people for this 
project since they have a “more unbridled imagination.” 
He goes on, “Children are curious about where they 
live and how they view problems and solutions about 
their communities . . . maybe it’s that they haven’t made 
decisions about their community in the same way that 
adults have.” 

He gave the students prompts to spark their imaginative 
capacities and to encourage them to make connections, 
asking each one to describe to themselves:

      What I love about where I live, the most beautiful thing 
I’ve ever known or seen, and then the third was the 
kindness of others—to describe an instance where other 
people were kind to them. The responses were really 
surprising to me in terms of the way when they talked 
about what they love about where they live, talking 
about the kind of freedom they have living in a rural area 
and growing up close to the land.

The project culminated in a final presentation at the 
inaugural Homegrown Literary & Arts Exchange, which 
took place at the Hancock County Performing Arts Center. 
Mark had edited down the participants’ footage and 
created a dialogic panorama that encouraged community 
members to see each other more clearly. This was an 
exercise in storytelling to bring disparate communities into 
a knowledge of each other, and visual art facilitated their 
discoveries. As Mark says, “The connective tissue is art.”

MARK GEIL IS AN ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR OF 
PHOTOGR APHY AND FILM AT JACKSON STATE UNIVERSIT Y. 

Photo by Stacey Ferguson
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daniel johnson 
a.k.a. Significant Developments

CAPE VOICES:  THE ARTISTS

become so interwoven in the narrative of what was 
happening to me in Lafayette County and this project 
that I said, “Can I go to your land and look  
for clay?”

These small, fired clay tokens imprinted with the 
word “CAPE,” the year of make, and the Significant 
Developments logo became placeholders for the stories. 
According to daniel, “They became objects of fascination 
and rumination to begin a conversation about where this 
came from, who’s land this was, and what that land meant, 
to become something that held that story on that person’s 
shelf for later.” 

Daniel began his work in Lafayette County, several hours 
by car to the north of Jackson, approaching the northern 
boundary of Mississippi. He started by looking at the land, 
and then actually digging into the land to extract clay that 
he used to make small tokens that he thereafter passed 
on to local residents. The creation of these tokens served 
several purposes. As daniel attests, the exercise of finding 
the clay deposits and the labor of working the clay into 
usable forms made the tokens “a tool to give me some 
direction as I wandered.” This investigation led him to 
form genuine connections to the people in Lafayette who 
perhaps recognized in daniel’s work an authentic curiosity 
with what the land itself might reveal. As a result, the 
community was willing to help the artist with his research:
      
      People, when they heard about my intention, would say, 

“Oh, well there’s this spot on the side of County Road 
182 down near Sardis Lake. It’s like a wall; there’s clay in 
it and you should definitely go there.” Or, I would meet 
someone like Effie Burt [and] we would talk about her 
family land and we would get to a place where she would 

Sometimes stories need objects to anchor them in our 
memories, to give them something corporeal, material to 
hold the story on our mantels, in our photo albums, and 
even in the digital realm, accessible by our devices. In this 
case, the clay tokens daniel made were able to conjure up 
a moment when someone helped a stranger find their way.
 
Eventually, the connections that he established with local 
folks helped the artist become someone who meant 
something to the residents. He became embedded, for a 
time, in the district:

      . . . participating in a particular organization, the Gordon 
Center, doing mold-making workshops, participating as 
an artist in the little French festival they do there and 
[creating] a project mapping thing as part of that, doing 
story circles around the ideas of land and power during 
that same festival. And intermittently, over time, having 
meals together that were catered by local businesses 
with food from the area. Those kinds of moments of 
either me going and being a part of something that 
they cared about or bringing people together to have 
conversations about what is it we’re doing in this project 
with the Museum, sometimes very much not knowing 
what the answer was.

The artist began the project in February of 2019 and 
essentially culminated it in November of 2019 with the 
convening of “Land & Power: The Summit” at the Gordon 
Community & Cultural Center in Abbeville. The conference 
included several presentations and activities: a sensory 
immersion hike led by herbalist and gardener Lydia 
Koltai, a video about projects that placed people in the 
shoes of others presented by dance professor Jennifer 
Mizenko, and a shared meal of locally sourced foods from 
Chicory Market that brought attention to local economies. 
According to daniel, between 120 and 150 people 
participated in the summit. And he says that over the 
course of the whole project he likely passed out 250 tokens 
“pressed into individual palms.”

While daniel recognizes that one way to measure a 
project’s lasting impact is by its number of participants, 
he’s more interested in the number of people who “have 
some memory that the Mississippi Museum of Art sent 

an artist to Lafayette County to do something there with 
them, and that that person sincerely was interested in 
them as a human being.” In the final analysis, the crucial 
assessment concerns whether or not daniel (and CAPE 
working through and with daniel) had developed a 
meaningful and reciprocal relationship with the residents 
of Lafayette County. This result would be a kind of miracle, 
because having a major institution that is the Mississippi 
Museum of Art seek to be of service to people living in far-
flung provinces, as daniel says, “was kind of previously in a 
realm outside of possibility.”

Artists always deal with the seemingly impossible: the 
impossibility of changing a person’s perception, point of 
view, mindset, ethics. But the horizon line for daniel wasn’t 
drawn by any of these concerns. It was always drawn by 
the prospect of him being someone who, years from now, 
people might greet in the street and say, “I remember 
when you came to our town and the Museum came 
with you.”

Land &
Power

The Summit

a collaborative
community engagement
in Lafayette County, MS

ARTIST DANIEL JOHNSON HAS FOR 
SEVER AL YEARS CREATED ART WITH 
OTHER ARTISTS AND COMMUNITIES 
UNDER THE ENTIT Y S IGNIFICANT 
DEVELOPMENTS LLC, THROUGH 
WHICH HE INVITES THE PUBLIC 
TO INVEST IN,  MANEUVER, AND 
DEFINE AN ART WORK AND, IN TURN, 
PROMOTES NET WORKS AND A SENSE 
OF COMMUNIT Y. 
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CAPE VOICES:  THE ARTISTS

THE NATIONAL RESIDENCY PROGR AM

The idea behind CAPE’s National Artist Residency 
program is to employ an artist of some standing in the 
national and international arts community who also has a 
familial or cultural connection to Mississippi. 

Such an artist would come to Jackson with a good deal of 
experience and awareness of how the arts and cultural 
scenes operate outside of the Magnolia State and spend a 
significant amount of time here developing connections to 
the present community—both those visible and less visible. 

Like the In-state Artist Residency program, the proposed 
projects should demonstrate that they are rooted in a 
collaborative approach, intentionally in dialogue with 
the community, aware of its difficulties, its ambitions, its 
resources, and its potential. And like the In-state Artist 
Residency, there is a subtle but persistent focus on bodily 
engagement, on expanding both the participants’ and 
the viewers’ range of perception, and cultivating closer 
relations, so that members of a community who may not 
know that they belong can nurture that belonging, find 
their place in the community, and help make it bloom.

Having visiting artists 
participate in this 
program gives locals the 
opportunity to see how 
flourishing artists ply their 
craft and, through that 
example, imagine a larger 
life for themselves.
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Jeffrey Gibson
CAPE VOICES:  THE ARTISTS

GIBSON SHOWS US THE OF TEN 
UNACKNOWLEDGED AND IGNORED 
POPUL ATIONS AND THE BEAUT Y THAT THEY 
NEVERTHELESS BRING TO THE TABLE .

He was an excellent choice because through his own 
body—which has ancestral roots in the Choctaw and 
Cherokee indigenous people of the Southeast—and in 
his identification as queer, Gibson shows us the often 
unacknowledged and ignored populations and the 
beauty that they nevertheless bring to the table. These 
populations are at the center of Gibson’s intention and 
focus. To build a project that would make members of the 
local LGBTQ community visible to themselves, to Jackson, 
and to those further afield, Gibson designed a series of 
workshops and events that culminated in the video work 
WonderLust. 

Gibson arrived in Jackson in July and brought with 
him two trusted colleagues: Kyralesa Wyley, a trained 
ballet dancer and Pilates instructor, who worked with 
movement, breathing, and dance, and Elizabeta Betinski, 
a writer and curator from Los Angeles, who worked 
with the participants on their writing. Over the course 
of three weeks in July and August, Gibson and his 
team led eight or nine participants through a series of 
workshops encouraging self-care, self-recognition, and 
self-expression. The exercises included meditation, yoga, 
voice lessons, movement, dance, creative writing, and 
storytelling. This emphasis on physical work comes out of 
an understanding that Gibson came to, as he says, “later 
in life.” He explains, “In my forties, I began connecting 
identity issues with one’s relationship to our bodies in ways 
that are not necessarily specifically about race, or class, or 
homophobia, but really about how those things shape our 
own relationships to our own bodies.” At the time, having 
been recently diagnosed as diabetic, Gibson felt “there 
was a reason to start paying attention to my body that was 

about health and understanding.” Gibson felt that the then 
current political situation was an added stressor. He says, 
“I was experiencing a lot of anxiety about everything that 
was going on with the Trump administration,” which had 
proven to be hostile toward many of those in the 
LGBTQ community. 

Arriving in Jackson from his home and studio, which exist 
in what he describes as a “liberal bubble” of the New 
York Hudson River Valley, he found a resilience in the 
community he didn’t at first realize would be here. He 
said, “The level of what the country was going through 
mirrored what they had experienced since they were born, 
as they expressed it to me.” He also said, “These people’s 
narratives are a way for me to tell my own narrative, [they] 
have a strength of existing as themselves here in this 
environment that I don’t have. And so, it’s a strange kind of 
accessing strength from people who are doing things that 
I’m not sure that I can do.”

Each participant developed a character for themselves in 
which, as Gibson says, “they could deposit as much truth 
as they wanted to.” And, working with Wyley and Betinski, 

they crafted a monologue blended with choreographed 
movements that would ultimately become a piece they 
performed in a cabaret-style show for multiple cameras at 
local LGBTQ club and bar Wonderlust. 

The resulting video artwork, titled WonderLust, gave 
viewers an intimate window into the lives of people in 
the LGBTQ community in Jackson, and more than that, 
challenged community members to reach beyond their 
past and present circumstances to turn their vulnerabilities 
into shared testimonies and powerful representations. 

Gibson says he left the project “feeling like I want to do 
this forever, because I think we offered people a space that 
they didn’t have within the LGBTQ community in Jackson.”

That space is a space for being. 

This is precisely what we have hoped CAPE could be and 
do: provide larger spaces for us to be and fulfill all our 
potentials while occupying them—flourishing emotionally, 
intellectually, spiritually, and physically. 

JEFFREY GIBSON WAS THE FIRST ARTIST SELECTED FOR THE CAPE NATIONAL 
ARTIST RESIDENCY, WHICH TOOK PL ACE IN THE SUMMER OF 2018.

Jeffrey Gibson (b. 1972), WonderLust, 2018. digital color video (still). 
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Preparing Ourselves to Do the Work

ALL THE WORK REQUIRED TO BUILD THESE 
CREATIVE CONNECTIONS WITH OUR 
COMMUNITIES,  WHICH IN TURN IS ALL ABOUT 
CREATING WIDER ROUTES OF ACCESS,  HAS 
BEEN INITIATED BY MMA’S STAFF AND BOARD 
OF TRUSTEES. 

To get to the place where we were ready, we had to first 
do the back-of-house labor to make sure we would be 
appropriately open, empathic, sensitive, watchful, and 
self-aware. This is delicate work to look at ourselves and 
realize our own biases and tendencies. But we knew that if 
we were to model transparency and the willingness to take 
risks in CAPE, we would have to be transparent and take 
risks with each other as well.

Part of what has made it possible for staff to engage fully 
and energetically in the work of CAPE is training that began 
in 2017 with the Winter Institute.

The William Winter Institute for Racial Reconciliation was 
founded in 1999, growing out of President Bill Clinton’s 
One America in the 21st Century initiative, which in turn 
had generated a President’s Advisory Board on Race. The 
Honorable William F. Winter, Mississippi’s 58th governor, 
was part of that board and was crucial to the founding of 
the institute that was subsequently named in his honor. The 
Institute’s founding director, Dr. Susan M. Glisson, shaped 
much of its continuing philosophy through an intentional 
adoption of the ideals and approaches taken by key actors 
of the classic Civil Rights Movement: Ella Baker and the 
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC). The 
pivotal strategy—using personal story-sharing as a means 
to create an honest dialogue and begin to build bridges—
eventually grew into an approach they term “The Welcome 

Table.” This key tactic remains the basis for the work of 
the Institute’s community-building team and was the 
primary method used in the work the Institute did with the 
Museum’s staff.

This work put the staff on the proper footing to start 
to realize what kind of work we were undertaking, to 
understand the sensitivities we would have to cultivate in 
order to accomplish this work (if we didn’t possess them 
already), and also set up systems by which colleagues could 
hold each other accountable. Conversations with McKenzie 
Drake and Christina McField help us illustrate what this 
looked like for the people who actually underwent the 
training. They reveal how the training affected them, how 
they see themselves as active participants in the Museum’s 
mission, and who thrives in the culture that the Museum 
has carefully and intentionally built in the past few years.

CHRISTINA MCFIELD

Christina has been with the Museum for more than four 
years, working her way from a front desk position to 
the philanthropy and membership director, then into a 
curatorial assistant role followed by acting as a manager 
for the Museum After Hours program. Now she has the 
position of post-baccalaureate fellow, curatorial, where 
she works alongside Ryan Dennis on exhibition schedules, 
installation, and design, and assists with research 
and writing. 

For Christina, the exercises done with the Winter Institute 
prodded her to address some underlying concerns that 
she may not initially have realized she had. These concerns 
have to do with trust and comfort. It’s not that Christina 
didn’t trust her colleagues in the Museum, but rather 
that she wasn’t sure what the unspoken codes were for 
appropriate behavior since these codes work differently 
in spaces that are majority white, versus ones that are 
majority Black or have a mix of ethnicities. As she tells it, 
most of her pre-professional life, in school, at church, 
until she reached high school and college at Mississippi 
State University, she was in the company of mostly African 
American folks. Thus, she says, “So that’s why the first time 
being in that setting [in] the Museum was my first time 
having a professional job where it’s predominantly white.” 
Ultimately, given her professional ambitions and the desire 
to learn how to do museum work in a way that makes her a 
respected coworker, Christina, along with everyone else at 
her welcome table, had to find ways to meet her colleagues 
in a place where she could lower her defenses.

      That training, to me, helped me like learn my colleagues 
more and just be more transparent and communicative 
and just learn we’re all humans; we all come together to 
make this thing work. That helped. It knocked down a 
few barriers for me just to be more comfortable with my 
colleagues and be able to share exactly how I’m feeling 
instead of feeling like I’m having to like, you know, walk 
around on eggshells to just remain professional.

The way this breakthrough took place was through the 
simple practice of sharing personal stories. As Christina 
describes it: “So it was really just honestly story time, in a 
sense. It was a different prompt each time and we basically 
had to share different stories about . . . if they gave us a 
word, we have to share whatever came to mind, so I think 
it was just more about learning our colleagues a little bit 
more, which I think was very helpful.”

These exercises also prompted her to speak to people in 
other departments who don’t typically join her in the work 
that she does:

      I’m in curatorial and you’re not talking to someone in 
marketing why our membership is off, and so it was kind 

of just a chance just for everybody to come together 
in different departments to learn each other a little bit 
more. So it’s like, you know, I didn’t know that about 
her, so now I’m going in her office, asking her about you 
know . . . so I think [there] was just more leveling out . . . 
there’s a way of just being comfortable more with each 
other.

At the same time, Christina is very invested in making 
sure that the Museum clearly and honestly reflects the 
community of Jackson and the surrounding districts in 
Mississippi. This is to say that she still wants to raise the 
level of Black representation in the Mississippi Museum of 
Art because she believes this is a way for the Museum to be 
more meaningful to more people. She says, “I just want to 
make sure that there are more people who look like me in 
this institution and who had exhibitions here and who have 
opportunities to see how the Museum works because I feel 
like a lot of people in my community here don’t necessarily 
know that we’re here and don’t really know how our 
institution works. Me coming in, I’m learning a lot that I’m 
able to pass that along to people who I know.”

Along with the Winter Institute training, the other 
commitments made by the Museum helped to make 
Christina feel that she is in a place where the work is being 
done and not just talked about: “Starting with our strategic 
plan, changing that, and then hiring, you know, those 
people are staying true to the strategic plan saying that 
we’re going to hire these people, be more inclusive, more 
transparent. I think that was really the start of the shift, I 
would say, us really sticking to that and really saying this is 
who we’re going to be.”

All this preparation has made it not only possible for 
Christina and other staff members to see the tomorrow 
that they want to bring about; they also can see the next 
year and the year after that. The training, along with the 
development of a new strategic plan, has given Christina 
the means to dream big. She says, “I just see the Museum, 
I’ll just say the next five years, I’d say, just being a hub for 
innovation, for collaboration, and us being able to bring 
exhibitions here.” It’s important to her that this hub is built 
and you can find her in her office quietly and determinedly 
putting the pieces together.
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PREPARING OURSELVES TO DO THE WORK

MCKENZIE DR AKE

McKenzie has been working with the Museum for about 
three years, first as the William R. Hollingsworth fellow in 
studio, which was a two-year studio and family programs 
position. Then, in September of 2019, she accepted the 
position of assistant curator of public programs and 
community engagement, which entails working with the 
Museum’s recurring programs: music, film, gallery talks. 
Like her colleague Christina, McKenzie also found that 
the Winter Institute training helped her to foster intimacy 
and trust with her coworkers, and for her, that made this 
institution unique:

      I think it allowed me to grow closer with my staff 
members and hear their backgrounds and stories. I 
think within that, it also showed me how different this 
workplace is from others. It encourages my colleagues 
to show vulnerability with each other, and that’s not 
something that you get everywhere, and I know that it 
was really uncomfortable for some of my colleagues 
who have worked in different workplaces. I think 
it’s unique that this is, you know, my first full-time 
workplace and that this is really setting the stage for my 
work in the future.

Most places of business maintain a tacit let-it-be attitude, 
operating under the assumption that if someone’s 
principles and worldview aren’t actively impinging on the 
freedoms of their colleagues, then uneasy and awkward 

conversations that would begin to plumb the basis of 
those principles are avoided. The basic supposition is 
that intimacy in the workplace is messy, unprofessional, 
and that workers should leave their authentic selves at 
home. But CAPE’s values of equity, transparency, and truth 
preclude this kind of hiding. 

For McKenzie, the training also helped her to bring 
together two quite separate avenues of her academic 
training. As she tells it, “I have a background in art and 
political science. So, I think it was a bridge between the 
studies from my education and the work that I now do with 
visitors, kind of bringing it from, like, the books to more 
of this hands-on aspect.” Art as an academic subject is 
generally about the fine and attentive crafting of objects 
or experiences that are meant to make viewers and 
participants think and feel, while politics has to do with 
small- to large-scale organization of relations of power. 
McKenzie could see how these two very different ways 
of perceiving the world meet in her Museum—they came 
together in thinking about walking in the shoes of another 
person. McKenzie says:

      The William Winter Institute was in that frame, too, of 
building and expanding empathy in a way that you’ll 
never get an empathy training in school or anywhere 
else. I think having staff think through different ways to 
respond to challenging conversations and questions 
also reinforced the Museum’s changing mission through 
the work of CAPE, in all different departments, not just 
education, interpretation, visitor services, but in all 
aspects of the Museum.

Therefore, empathy, which in the current political 
discourse has been somewhat derided as a way to create 
the grounds for equity and social justice, for McKenzie 
made the intersection between art and politics make 
sense. If one can truly walk in someone else’s shoes and 
see the world from their perspective, then one might 
understand the kind of art that will reach them wherever 
they are.

The other key lessons McKenzie has taken from the training 
is intimate knowledge of herself. She now understands 
that her own legacy of being the daughter of a preacher 
puts her in a great position to spread the good news about 
the possibilities of interacting with art in the context of 
community:

      I’m a preacher’s kid, and I feel that history within my 
own self, within the education, to really stand up for how 
I think about what art can do for a community. I see, like, 
the way that you can engage art, it can be so similar to 
a way that you engage within a church-like atmosphere. 
You take an object and you’re able to think about ways 
to make that object come alive through stories or 
music or other art. And I’ve just kind of found myself 
introducing programs and closing programs and finding 
myself quoting just how, you know, hoping that people 
find a relationship with the work by the end of it and that 
they’ll come back again.

McKenzie thus describes her work at the Museum as 
“intentional.” This is the culture that the Winter Institute 
has helped to instill in the Museum, which holds hands 
with the ambitions of CAPE: people who are intentionally 
meaningful in their work. As McKenzie says, “I think you 
have to be really intentional with every aspect of the work. 
Dedicated. Passionate. A thinker. I kind of put this word, I 
don’t know a better word for it, but kind of a feeler.”

To be able to feel is to recognize another’s humanity and 
perhaps come to respect it. What is required to be part 
of this team in this Museum now, is, in McKenzie’s words, 
“You have to have an ability to empathize with others.”

 If one can truly walk in 
someone else’s shoes and 
see the world from their 
perspective, then one 
might understand the kind 
of art that will reach them 
wherever they are.
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Our Community 

CAPE comes into the public’s awareness through its 
staff members, its collection (the priorities of which are 
now purposively weighted toward artists of color with 
connections to our state), and through its programs such as 
the In-state Artist Residency and the National Residency. It 
becomes useful, that is, relevant to the community in which 
we reside, by addressing those concerns that sometimes 
sit unarticulated, unknown. It’s crucial to our ambitions and 
principles that CAPE be meaningful to the members of the 
community in Jackson, which give it life. It is, after all, like 
an armature that is carefully and wonderfully made by the 
staff at the Mississippi Museum of Art and then is left open, 
ready to be inhabited by the feelings, wishes, and concerns 
of the residents of Jackson. They breathe life into CAPE 
and, in turn, CAPE uses this energy to develop compelling 
stories. The weaving of narratives around and through 
works of art begin when we see the work and begin to 
wrestle with what it means. 

Tussling with art and its accompanying meanings in public 
helps to make the import of the art more apparent and 
more accessible to our community. Therefore, we have 
invested ourselves in the programs Art and Coffee and 
Re:Frame to make a space for us to hold hands with 

community members and brave the ideas presented 
through the pieces in our collection. We address a 
variety of sensitive subjects: labor, social status, justice, 
identity, visibility, accessibility, age, race, gender, sexuality, 
education (formal and otherwise), socioeconomic class, 
personal belief, myths, territory, land, power, and care of 
the soul. 

In a panel discussion that took place on June 20, 2019, as 
part of CAPE’s Re:Frame Moving through Spaces program, 
we confronted the topics of migration and immigration, 
issues that are pertinent to Jackson, which has a diverse 
migrant population originating in South America, Central 
America, and Africa. The conversation took place in the 
CAPE Lab, in the presence of McArthur Binion’s painting 
DNA: Black Painting: IV and Kristen Dorsey’s Blood Bling. 
With Monique Davis moderating, four members from the 
community who have all either experienced immigration 
to the US themselves, or worked with those who have, 
discussed this issue. Present were Aylen Mercado, an 
intern for the CAPE program who is also a Deferred Action 
for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) recipient; Emily Clark, an 
archaeologist associated with the Mississippi Department 
of Archives and History (MDAH); Anik Kurkjian, an immigrant 

McArthur Binion (b. 1946), DNA: Black Painting, IV, 2015. oil paint stick, graphite, and paper on board.
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Kristen Dorsey (b. 1985), Blood Bling, 2009. bronze, sterling silver, cubic zirconia, found chain.

from the UK who created the first light festival in Jackson; 
and Ravin Cline, a local paralegal who runs Embracing 
Diversity, an organization that facilitates assimilation into 
this country for recent immigrants.

We came to understand through the conversation that 
many newly immigrated want to take full possession of all 
the rights and privileges they can be afforded in the United 
States by becoming US citizens. However, the process of 
obtaining citizenship is complex and requires significant 
skills of documentation and self-presentation that many 
immigrants may not have. As revealed in feedback from 
the following reflection questions, nearly all participants 
reported having only a cursory or limited understanding of 
the current immigration system, which operates at a high 
level of dysfunction; many claimed they were inspired to 
learn more. A sample of the questions and responses that 
came up are: 

     Q: What did you learn that surprised you?  
A:  Indigenous people suffer with citizenship problems in 

similar ways as immigrants.
    A: Immigrants are not only of Hispanic descent. 
    A:  There are more immediate economic issues than 

previously aware. 

    Q:  What do you want to learn more about based on the 
information shared today? 

    A:  How can we become more effective advocates for 
immigration issues? 

    A:  What are the best ways to help people who encounter 
blocks to the path of citizenship?

These distinct perspectives had a demonstrable impact 
on our audience’s ability to begin to grasp the manifold 
complexities of the immigration issue, and their comments 
reflect genuine curiosity and compassion about the topic 
and those real, human lives affected by these policies 
and concerns. This is what we hope to do: prove the vital 
role that conversation and storytelling play in visual art, 
especially when examining the provocative (and often 
partisan) issues relevant to the current moment in our 
shared history. 

When we revisited this conversation with two participants, 
Anik Kurkjian and Ravin Cline, we found that much of what 
we had intended CAPE to be and do came through in this 
conversation. Both Anik and Ravin were on the panel that 
sought to unpack the meanings of Binion’s DNA: Black 
Painting: IV and Dorsey’s Blood Bling.

OUR COMMUNIT Y
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OUR COMMUNIT Y

As Anik tells it, “We were there to bring our own angle on 
what immigration meant to us.” This personal response 
alludes to the kind of “heart work” that Monique Davis 
refers to. It is distinct from the head work, which Anik 
acknowledges doesn’t always allow most people into 
a conversation. She says that the panel discussion was 
rooted in personal experience because that is “beyond 
intellectualizing . . . [which] is intimidating.”
 
As a woman who emigrated from the United Kingdom, with 
a family whose ethnic roots are Celtic, Irish, and English, 
Anik felt able to tell her own story and talk about how her 
experience helps her appreciate and understand others’ 
stories. She says, “I was fortunate enough to be brought 
up with art and a lot of people are not, particularly here 
in Mississippi, weren’t bought up with it being their place.” 
Anik thinks that it is key to the success of CAPE that people 
in the community feel that the Museum and its resources 
belong to them. As someone who once worked with the 
Museum on small projects, she believes that the staff are 
present to make these resources available and accessible. 
As she says, “All we are are custodians.” 

Ravin is someone who is native to Jackson, but she is 
connected to the issues of immigration through her 
work. At the time of the panel, Ravin was providing legal 
support for members of the Jackson community who had 
emigrated from countries including Guatemala, Honduras, 
Mexico, and from the continents of West Asia and Africa, 
and she was and continues to be particularly sensitive to 
the needs of these new residents. She regards CAPE as a 
meaningful player in the community. She says, “I think it 
plays a very important role in waking the community up to 
what’s in the community. I think in Jackson it can be very 
easy to isolate yourself in your bubble, and I think that the 
Mississippi Museum of Art is rightly positioned to access all 
the bubbles.”

WHAT DOES ACCESSING ALL THE BUBBLES 
LOOK LIKE? 

We think it looks like asking questions of people in the 
Jackson community, listening carefully to their answers in 
order to gauge what kinds of support they need, looking 
at our collection, our programs, our staff to see how we 

Ravin ClineAnik Kurkjian

can reach people where they are, rather than imagining 
that they will come to us spontaneously. We found that 
migration and making a new home for oneself are key 
issues for our community, and armed with this knowledge, 
we can burst those bubbles that form around our political, 
social, religious, and professional selves. 

THE ADVISORY COUNCIL

To make sure that CAPE staff don’t become isolated 
from realities that are experienced by those in the 
Jackson community but aren’t necessarily intimately 
known to us, we invited several residents of Jackson to 
remind us of our neighbors’ lived experiences and keep 
us honest. We initiated a Community Advisory Council, 
which is a crucial element of CAPE’s makeup. To create 
this council, we specifically sought out truth-tellers 
who work collaboratively, those who are able in their 
roles as organizers, entrepreneurs, politicians, teachers, 
healers, or confidants to act with integrity and encourage 
others around them to do the same. We lean on this 
committed group of people to advise us on programming 
and exhibition decisions, nourish our relationship with 
the overall Jackson community, and help us align our 
core values with the needs of this community. When we 
brave the roiling waters of social inequity and historically 
embedded forms of injustice through controversial 
exhibitions, we hope that the council will guide us in our 
approach to discussing these issues publicly. We ask 
council members to advise us in all of the foregoing, attend 

two annual meetings, and commit to connecting us to 
other members and leaders who might increase the impact 
of our work. 

Two members of the Community Advisory Council, the 
Reverend Dr. Robert William Lowry and Nicole McNamee, 
elucidate how the council allows CAPE and the Museum 
to have a greater reach and relevance within Jackson. The 
pitch and timber of their voices is what we listened to in 
order to harmonize with the Jackson community. We heard 
through them how our work could be most resonant with 
those we want to reach.

Robert is the pastor of the Fondren Presbyterian Church 
in Jackson, a role he began in January 2017. He has been a 
member of the advisory council for two years. In that time, 
he has come to understand what he offers CAPE through 
the council:

      We’re doing a couple things: one of them is to be an 
advocate for the Museum and for CAPE out in the parts 
of the community that we represent. The other is we’ve 
served kind of as a sounding board as they’ve talked 
about what new exhibits might come in, how they might 
be presented. A lot of those decisions from the staff and 
the board were brought to us to get our feedback, and 
in a couple of cases, we were able to say I don’t think 
what you’re trying to say is what you’re saying, so [we] 
served in that capacity.



29    CENTER FO R A RT & PU B LI C E XCH A N G E CENTER FO R A RT & PU B LI C E XCH A N G E    30

OUR COMMUNIT Y

In this regard, Robert felt that his input was respected 
and valued. But more than this, he found that the dialogue 
that CAPE opened up worked in two unanticipated 
directions—we learned from him and he learned from his 
fellow members. He recalls a moment that he says was “the 
most transformative moment for me being a part of this 
process.” It occurred when the council was given a tour of 
the art vault in the Museum:

The Museum had [acquired] a big 
portrait of an African American 
woman and it was from a family 
in Natchez.

      The portrait itself was just stunning, a beautiful example 
of American portraiture. It was an absolutely gorgeous 
portrait, and I was standing there looking at it and 
seeing it as that. This woman was an enslaved woman 
and the family whose ancestors had enslaved her had 
the portrait and gave it to the Museum. That was its 
story. I stood there looking at it as a white man and I 
saw a beautiful piece of art. The two women on either 
side of me were in tears, and I was standing between 
two African American women in the group who both 
saw a woman who did not own her own body when she 
was alive and now her image was being given away in 
death, and that opened my eyes in a way to the different 
experiences we have in seeing art.

When this occurred, Robert had a revelation about the art 
experience that the other members felt in a deep way as 
well: “It wasn’t merely about displaying pretty things; there 

was an experiential part of it as well. I think we 
began reacting and responding to some of the choices 
the Museum was making from that posture of how we 
were encountering this art on a personal and emotional 
level and not merely as some sort of mathematical, 
aesthetical formula.”

This formula has at its foundation the idea that a piece of 
art, if it is successful, migrates from the artist’s imagination 
through the making process to end up on a wall or 
pedestal. Thus, as Robert says, “We’re trained to think of 
museums as the ending point for a piece of art.” But that 
isn’t the idea that animates CAPE. Robert recognized that 
the piece of art displayed on our walls constituted a kind 
of beginning: “I think the fact that the Museum is trying to 
use its collection to tell stories that then grow from the 
encounters people have with it, it’s a very different way 
of approaching art. As somebody who’s sort of a 
traditional art consumer, it’s sort of taking it from the 
consumption model to an engagement model and I find 
that really helpful.”

This engagement model of museum work means that CAPE 
has, as Robert says, “brought voices into the conversations 
that aren’t normally in the conversation in this community, 
all different kinds of perspectives in that room that would 
never have a voice otherwise.” This is what inclusion looks 
like in action. This is what those bubbles sound like when 
they burst. 

James Reid Lambdin (1807–1889), Portrait of Delia, ca. 1840–1849. oil on canvas.
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OUR COMMUNIT Y

When Robert tells us how he gauges the usefulness of 
CAPE, he concludes:

      I think CAPE’s been a tremendous success for Jackson, 
I really do. This is a really bold way of doing . . . being 
a museum I think in a small market like this, in a small 
city with low resources and all the other challenges. It 
would be a lot easier to try to be a traditional museum 
on a small scale. I think that CAPE has opened the 
Museum up to taking some risks that have paid off. They 
paid serious dividends in giving the Museum credibility 
it wouldn’t have had otherwise in the community by 
putting its money where its mouth is and giving voices to 
the community, and I think that’s been a pretty bold and 
a very successful thing.

Nicole has been working in Jackson for over 15 years as 
part of the West Jackson nonprofit the Center for Social 
Entrepreneurship, focusing on economic development 
in the areas of education, health care, and housing. She 
is relatively new to the advisory council, having been a 
member for about a year now. She believes that her key 

contributions to the panel have been through her giving 
feedback concerning structural elements of the Museum. 
She says, “I remember one particular example that we 
[were] asked how the community viewed the Mississippi 
Museum of Art. We did an exercise about what do you 
actually see when, from the time that you walk from the 
street until you walk into the foyer, what you thought or 
what you saw, in terms of, was it welcoming.”

She ended up suggesting that the signage also be printed in 
Spanish, and that seating be added near the main entrance 
of the Museum to make it feel warmer and hospitable. 
These changes were not inconsequential or small. 

According to Nicole, intentionally and conscientiously 
making the Museum a more welcoming place was part of 
the unique mission that CAPE brought into being. CAPE 
fills a need that the city of Jackson has because it is not 
fully integrated. There are habits of voluntary and perhaps 
unconscious segregation that make it difficult for those 
who don’t already know each other to come together.

Nicole says:

      Here in Jackson diversity is . . . lacking. There’s only a 
few places where people of diverse backgrounds and 
race and ideas come together, and I try to be involved 
in those circles as much as I can because that’s kind of 
where I thrive, but there’s only a few of those pockets 
that actually take place, and CAPE has been one of 
those places. So, that’s been the benefit of having 
CAPE in our community because it has brought people 
from diverse backgrounds to meet in a common thing 
because we all have things in common, and we all have 
this Mississippi Museum of Art, the art that we love, in 
common. We’re able to speak from that place no matter 
what background we come from. I think the benefit of 
having it in our community has been the opportunity to 
have conversations with folks that we normally don’t get 
to have conversations with on a daily basis.

This action of bringing strangers together is the ambition 
that CAPE was birthed in. The brave space that it means 
to be is a space for difference—political, racial, ethnic, 
religious, difference in familial traditions, and difference in 
worldview—a space to seek out and understand difference, 
rather than paper it over with some well-meaning 
platitudes. It may be that our differences don’t dissolve in 
the conversation around art, but they may become more 
pliable and less definitive of our politics.

None of this comes about by happenstance. To make a 
brave space requires us to be courageous, too—to have the 
courage to listen, to recognize that we are not the smartest 
people in the room, to have the courage to dig for more 
truth, when most of us are used to telling just enough to 
get by. The purposiveness of the staff in carrying out our 
plan for CAPE comes through for Nicole. According to her: 

      I think the staff has really been intentional about 
ensuring that people just don’t show up and have a 
surface conversation. I think that they have been very 
intentional about putting us in the space and asking 
really good questions, and also being vulnerable 
themselves to say that I don’t know all. You know, I really 
don’t know how to do this. Will you help me, and I know 
that you are very knowledgeable about this, can you tell 
me how the community will respond to this? 

This is again, that other kind of open that the poet Audre 
Lorde spoke about: the openness of admitting that we 
don’t have the answers, but being willing to ask questions, 
and wait, stay for the time it takes folks to formulate their 
answers, have them, in turn, tested and questioned so that 
we can excavate some foundational truths—truths we can 
live by and through.
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In writing this text, researching the Museum’s histories, 
canvassing the staff, speaking to artists and community 
members, I’ve become intimate with the deeply ambitious 
initiative that is CAPE. Throughout this process, I’ve had 
occasion to think about how I address the reader here—
specifically with regard to my use of the first-person plural 
pronoun “we.” 

Full disclosure: I’m not someone who is native to 
Mississippi, nor do I have extended family who are from this 
part of the world. I’m not on staff at the Museum, though I 
am working with the Museum on a contractual basis. I have 
visited Jackson a few times and am a member of CAPE’s 
National Advisory Council, for about two years now, but 
admittedly, the time I’ve spent with the Museum has been 
relatively short.
 
In essence, my relationship with the Museum and with 
CAPE began when I was invited to visit the Museum in 
June of 2018 to write about their exhibition Picturing 
Mississippi, 1817–2017: Land of Plenty, Pain, and Promise. 
From my experience of seeing this exhibition and having 
conversations about it with Betsy Bradley, I immediately 
understood that this museum was attempting to do 
something extraordinary: profoundly commit itself to the 
task of forthrightly addressing through art the difficult 
and contentious history of the state, particularly how 
enslaved people and Indigenous populations were often 
relegated to the margins of the narratives widely told 
about the Magnolia State. I could tell that the Museum was 

Seph Rodney, PhD
WRITER’S NOTE

doing more than rhetorically gesturing towards concern 
about social equity and justice and representing people 
who have been historically marginalized for their ethnicity, 
sexuality, gender, or socioeconomic class. This is a moment 
in which many museums and art institutions are rushing to 
do precisely this: make a show of embracing the causes of 
Black Lives Matter, the LGBTQ community, and museum 
workers who have been harassed, exploited, or demeaned 
by leadership. It is fashionable now to make common cause 
with the oppressed. But, this fashion will likely not last.

However, the Mississippi Museum of Art and CAPE aren’t 
attempting to follow the current trends. 

They are modeling conscious, 
intentional, transparent leadership. 

This is what I do in my own life as a writer and critic. I speak 
and act from a place of intellectual and moral integrity. 
In this way, I can see myself within CAPE’s project. I can 
say “we” because CAPE’s concerns are mine, and so are 
its ambitions and principles. This is how I’ve come to pen 
this text in this voice, from the position of holding hands 
with a group of workers who see what I see when we 
look at the intersection of art and life: the potential for 
transformation, for healing, for the most hidden parts of 
ourselves to come to the surface and be celebrated. We 
see these simple truths and we hold hands as we find ways 
to live them out.
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