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S is for soul sisler

January 17 — March 20, 2020

Arts + Public Life presents S is for Soul Sister, an exhibition
showcasing photographs by Okunola Jeyifous, an independent
photographer and neurobiologist, at the University of Chicago.

2020 marks 50 years since children living in the Harold Ickes Homes
sat for portraits that were used as visual aides in Chicago classrooms
and libraries. Inspired by those portraits taken in 1970, Jeyifous

has photographed the children of the “Black ABCs” today as adults,
celebrating the beauty and historic impact that those images and
individuals still hold.

Expanding on the definition of portraiture, Jeyifous blurs his practice
as a photographer and scientist by creating rare digital art works.
The collages, a combination of overlaid visualizations, includes the
individuals’ cells combined with traditionally styled portraits. This
blend of artistic, medical, and clinical styles of portraiture raises
questions and critiques about the complicated and often problematic
history of science, medicine and Black subjectivity.

Presented by Arts + Public Life, an initiative of UChicago Arts, with
generous sponsorship from the Arts, Science & Culture Initiative and
Center for the Study of Race, Politics and Culture.



Okunola Jeyifous is a Nigerian-
American born in New York City

and currently living in Chicago. He

is a neurobiologist at the University
of Chicago, and his photographic
practice is informed by his training
as a research scientist specializing in
advanced cellular imaging modalities.
He employs a minimalist lens to study
the complexities and layered nuances
of interactions between and among
people, objects, and landscapes.

Jeyifous has recently been
experimenting with, and exploring
the potential for, a visual aesthetic
that fuses elements of his microscopy
work with more traditional modes of
portraiture. This is the approach he
employs in the current exhibition,

in which cheek swabs from subjects
were stained, imaged with a
microscope, and processed with
digital software to produce collages
of the individuals along with their
own cells. He plans to utilize and
extend this framework to create new
visual narratives.
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"Black ABCs"

Published in 1970, the Black ABCs
were created and conceived in Chicago
and distributed nationally. Published
by the Society For Visual Education
and conceptualized by activists and
teachers, June Heinrich and Bernadette
Triplett. The alphabet represented and
reflected the backgrounds of Black
children using positive and relevant
letter association, while highlighting
the power of community and pride. The
children photographed for the alphabet
were tenants of Harold Ickes, a public
housing project located on State and
22nd, 23rd, and 24th Streets. Originally,
the alphabet was printed as 13x17 inch
posters with activities listed on the
reverse side of the prints.
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Black ABCs Spell S-O-U-L

Chicago Daily Defender (Big Weekend Edition)
(1996-1973); Aug 15, 1970; ProQuest Historical
Newspapers: Chicago Defender pg. 32

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further
reproduction prohibited without permission.
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"Black ABCs"

Back side of 13x17 posters with suggested
teaching activities as originally published by the
Society For Visual Education, 1970.




Images from https://www.worthpoint.com.
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OKkunola Jeyifous

Denise
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“You had to have been
there. Everybody knew
everybody. Everybody
took care of everybody.”
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OKkunola Jeyifous

Sabrina
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“At any given time, you heard music
blasting down the hallway, out the
window. Somebody had a speaker in
the window. Or, you know, we had
dance offs. Dance was definitely a
part of what we did all the time.”
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OKkunola Jeyifous
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“When the news came down, you
knew something bad happened.
They never came in to say ‘Hey,
here’s a feel good story’ — they
never saw what we were doing.”
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OKkunola Jeyifous
Reggie
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“We had a community. We became
family—everybody. That’s why they
still have reunions, hecause a lot of

us feel like we’re still related.”

S is for Soul Sister | Jan 17—Mar 20, 2020 | Arts + Public Life, Chicago, Illinois

16



17



OKkunola Jeyifous

Cheryl
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“I look back at how beautiful all of
our siblings and friends were, you
know? Everybody had afros, how
proud they were of who they were.
That’s the beauty of the Ickes, we
showed a lot of Black pride. ”
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Okunola Jeyifous

Dwain
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The Harold Ickes Homes opened in 1955. The 11-building,
1,006-unit public housing development was designed and
built by Chicago-based architecture firm Skidmore, Owings
& Merrill. The Ickes were part of the Chicago Housing
Authority’s State Street corridor, which included the Robert
Taylor Homes, Dearborn Homes, Stateway Gardens and
Hilliard Homes.

Blueprints courtesy of Skidmore, Owings & Merrill.
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Harold Ickes building section
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Harold Ickes ground floor plan

Harold Ickes site plan
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“One may not think of
housing develoments as
large neighborhoods, but in
the case of Chicago, politics
and architecture converged
to make this so.”

— Audrey Petty, High Rise Stories: Voices From Chicago
Public Housing (Voice of Witness/McSweeney’s Press)
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Suggested Exhibition-Related Reading List

Black Metropolis: A Study of Negro Life in a Northern City, St. Clair Drake, Horace R.
Cayton, et al.

Blueprint for Disaster: The Unraveling of Chicago Public Housing (Historical Studies of
Urban America), D. Bradford Hunt

The Color of Law, Richard Rothstein

The Dignity of Resistance: Women Residents’ Activism in Chicago Public Housing
(Environment and Behavior), Roberta M. Feldman and Susan Stall

Ghosts in the Schoolyard: Racism and School Closings on Chicago’s South Side, Eve Ewing
High-Risers: Cabrini-Green and the Fate of American Public Housing, Ben Austen

Making the Second Ghetto: Race and Housing in Chicago 1940-1960 (Historical Studies of
Urban America), by Arnold R. Hirsch

Race for Profit: How Banks and the Real Estate Industry Undermined Black
Homeownership (Fustice, Power, and Politics), by Keeanga-Yamahtta

The South Side: A Portrait of Chicago and American Segregation, Natalie Y. Moore

There Are No Children Here: The Story of Two Boys Growing Up in The Other America,
Alex Kotlowitz

High Rise Stories: Voices from Chicago Public Housing (Voice of Witness), Audrey Petty

The Warmth of Other Suns: The Epic Story of America’s Great Migration, Isabel
Wilkerson
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Thank You

Arts + Public Life is very grateful to everyone who contributed
to the S is for Soul Sister exhibition, and would like to extend a
special thank you to:

UChicago’s Arts, Science, and Culture Initiative, and Center for the Study
of Race, Politics and Culture, for their generous sponsorship of S is for Soul
Sister exhibition programs.

Jazmine Harris and Justin Williams at the Reva and David Logan Center for
the Arts for their production assistance.

The letters of the alphabet for their candor and continued involvement:
Denise Carter, Dwain Corner, Reggie Corner, Cheryl Reese, Kevin Williams,
and Sabrina Whittington.

Arts + Public Life Exhibition Team

Nadia Sulayman - Director, Community Arts + Programs

Isis Ferguson - Associate Director of City and Community Strategy
Hannah Jasper - Exhibitions Coordinator

Brett Swinney - Community Arts Engagement Manager

Gabriel Moreno - Manager of Design Programs






Arts Incubator Gallery
301 E Garfield Blvd
Chicago, IL 60637

Gallery Hours: 12pm-6pm, Wed-Fri
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