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A letter from
the Director
Dear Viewer,
James Baldwin once wrote: “The artistic image is not intended to represent
the thing itself, but rather, the reality of the force the thing contains.”
In Aggie , my mother magically turned an object — Roy Litchenstein’s
Masterpiece — into justice. The painting still remains, but now organizers,
lawyers, and artists fighting for criminal justice reform have resources that
didn’t previously exist. Before, the world had Masterpiece . Now, the world
has Masterpiece and $100 million to pursue policy reform and creative work
promoting safer and healthier communities, racial equity, anti-poverty work,
economic justice and more.
I made this film because Aggie did a surprising thing, mostly surprising
because it has never been done before. This act — selling Masterpiece to
create the Art for Justice Fund — was an act of compassion, empathy and
imagination. Transformational imagination has roots in art. Aggie sees
through art. Of course she did this.

for Justice in order to inspire others to make connections and to challenge
all of us to take action to make our own communities better.
My mother taught me many things about creativity, beauty, listening, and
looking. To her, the fundamental purpose of art is to guarantee a world in
which artists can exist. That’s the world Aggie wants to live in and every
move she has ever made has functioned to create that world. So that is also
the world of my film.
Back in January 2020, when Aggie premiered at the Sundance Film Festival,
Ford Foundation President Darren Walker spoke to the power of narrative to
expose inequality: “What the artists do is to hold the mirror up and say to
America ‘look at yourself.’”
Artists’ mirrors are catalysts for reflection and dialogue about the issues
that strike our hearts. For Aggie, her heart beats for art and equality. What
does your heart beat for?
As you move through this resource and discussion guide, I urge you to hold
this question close.
In solidarity and peace,

Catherine Gund

Aggie’s story provides an entry point to talk about many critical issues of
our time — arts education, women in leadership, ending mass incarceration,
organizing, activism and so much more — issues that are personal to my
work as an activist, as a woman artist and as a person living in the United
States in 2020. I wanted to tell this story because I believe Aggie’s radical
philanthropy will inspire others to act. What started with me casually
filming conversations between Aggie and her grandchildren, friends, and
peers about her life and her beliefs, made it clear to me that she had done
something big, something unique. I decided to tell the story of Aggie and Art
Aggie Gund with Catherine Gund.
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Starting the dialogue
How to use this discussion guide

This discussion guide was created by Aubin Pictures to help you and other
viewers understand and learn more about issues raised in Aggie . Centered on
four recurring themes in the film, this guide aims to help you:
• Make the case for high quality, ongoing arts education across all levels of
schooling;
• Think critically about gender and racial disparities in the art world;
• Understand the complex and racialized nature of mass incarceration, and
show how art can be used to change narratives about criminal justice and
ultimately end mass incarceration;
• Inspire individuals to organize for justice in their own communities,
families, workplaces, and schools.
Hearing the stories and highlighting the work of people who have been
marginalized or experienced injustice is at the center of Aggie . The film also
explores one person’s decision to use art to influence and advance social
justice movements.
The Aggie resource and discussion guide expands on these ideas and was
written so that you can choose to read the topics that are of most interest
to you and in any order. Or, if you want, you can go on a journey and read the
guide from beginning to end.
Groups that are watching the documentary and using the guide include:
•
•
•
•
•

Artists
Criminal justice reform organizers
Arts education advocates
Art collectors
Philanthropists
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Activists working on racial justice
Students at all levels
Young people
High school and college-level educators
Incarcerated and formerly incarcerated people
Arts administrators
Anti-poverty organizers
Community organizations
Resisters

Following a viewing of Aggie , you may experience a range of reactions,
thoughts, and emotions. In each of the sections of this guide you will find
a set of suggested questions to help start a conversation about a specific
theme explored in the film. We encourage you to select questions that are
relevant to your group or come up with your own questions.
Before delving into the more specific topics that follow, we recommend
exploring a few open-ended questions. If you are using the guide with
others, you can encourage them to share their initial reactions and general
responses to the film. Some suggestions are below:
• What did you learn that surprised you?
• What conversations struck you as particularly important to understanding
the power of art?
• Were there moments in the film that inspired you to want to learn more or
to take action?
Many people doing the work want to change the “criminal justice reform”
framing. Throughout this resource guide you will see different terms used.
One resource you can reference to learn more is the Language Guide for
Communicating About Those Involved In The Carceral System .
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Women and
people of
color in
leadership
Throwing down a glove: Challenging
institutional consolidation of power

Howardena Pindell: Autobiography: Water / Ancestors / Middle Passage / Family Ghosts, (1988).
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Women and people of color in leadership
Throwing down a glove: Challenging
institutional consolidation of power

Topics Covered
• Aggie’s work to change traditional arts leadership
• Women artists featured in the film
• Center of Curatorial Leadership
• Artist Teresita Fernández
• At a Glance: Representation in the Arts
• The importance of championing marginalized voices so that the
leadership of people of color and women is centered and celebrated

The operations people that hung and
painted the rooms and set them up
were there and one of them as I was
going out, said, “I hope you’ll bring
people like me into this museum.”
I thought, “How are we going to go
about that?” — Aggie reflects on her
first staff holiday party at the MoMA
after becoming president of the
museum.

been excluded from holding leadership
positions. The result of this is that
institutions fail to represent and
nurture the diversity of art and artists
creating critical work. Therefore, these
institutions fail to benefit from the
wisdom of our most visionary among
us.
Luckily, there are groups that are
working to transform institutions to
be more equitable and representative.
One such organization is Race Forward
and its initiative on Narrative, Culture,
and Art.

In 1976, Aggie joined the MoMA board
and served as its president from 1991
to 2002. During her tenure at MoMA,
Aggie was busy — busy at work in
her mission to diversify the museum,
from the staff designing exhibitions to
its weekend art-going patrons, to the
artists represented in its collection
to the museum professionals keeping
the everyday operations running.
Tunji Adeniji, the museum’s Director
of Facilities and Safety explains in
the film that “Aggie transformed the
museum — not only in the collections
they had, but also in the human
resources to ensure that diversity and
inclusion reflects this international
institution as a whole.”

The current gender inequity in the
art world is a structural problem that
stems from two big issues: the lack
of exposure women artists receive
due to biases in the industry, and the
resulting narrow acquisition of their
works. Curators say they struggle to
convince their acquisition committees
to pay for artworks by women,
particularly older, overlooked female
artists who frequently lack an auction
history that might be used to validate
the asking price. “It can be difficult
to defend the value of the work,” says
Connie Butler, the Hammer Museum’s
chief curator. “There is this weird
disconnect that even while people are
happy to support a show, the lack of
auction records for female artists is a
problem when you’re trying to support
acquisitions.”

Notably, Aggie is one of a handful of
women who are the game changers in
such large institutions. The problem
of institutional consolidation of power
— shown by the fact that typically
only older, white men have authority
— begins at the top and impacts
every aspect of how art museums
operate. Across nearly all U.S.
museums, women have historically
From left to right: Julie Mehretu, Mickalene Thomas, Aggie Gund, Racquel Chevremont, Thelma Golden.
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up the majority of professional art
museum staff, but there has still
never been a female director at most
landmark museums including the
British Museum, the Louvre, the Met
and the MoMA.

An acquisition committee is a
group of select individuals who
support the growth of a museum
collection through philanthropic
support and their knowledge
of artists, collecting and the
art market. An acquisition is
defined by the transfer of title, or
ownership, of an object from an
individual or another institution
to the museum. Objects usually
are acquired through donation,
purchase, transfer from another
institution, exchange or bequest.

The problem is even deeper when
we start looking at diversity of race
within gender. Recent Artnet research
finds that less than three percent of
museum acquisitions over the past
decade have been of work by Black
women artists.

Every citizen who benefits from
art, and we all do, needs to focus on
achieving inclusivity in our diverse
and democratic society. We need to
understand why women continue to
play smaller roles in the art world
despite their talents and interests
and dedication. To put the issue in a
basic form, colors, shapes, insights
and ways of knowing are being lost
to us. It is hard for me literally to see
how women and men differ in the
quality of their work. Why are women
artists less known and less admired?
— Aggie

Discussion Questions
• How many artists can you name who are women and/or people of
color? How does this compare to white, male artists?
• Where do you see the effects of the lack of diversity in institutional
power in the art world and beyond?
• Do you agree that changes at our art institutions are necessary? How
can individual art lovers and museum patrons hold institutions
accountable for making these changes?
• What actions can be taken to support women and people of color in
the arts — in schools, universities, or those who are self-taught?
• If you are a patron of the arts, how can your demands and interests
influence art institutions to diversify their curatorial teams and,
subsequently, their art and artists?

Lorna Simpson: Flipside (1991). Courtesy of Lorna Simpson.

This lack of diversity in museum
acquisitions is exacerbated by the
fact that there are so few women in
curatorial or directorial positions.
Over time women have come to make

Lorraine O’Grady: Miscegenated Family Album (Sisters IV),
L: Devonia’s sister, Lorraine; R: Nefertiti’s sister, Mutnedjmet,
1980/1994; Courtesy Alexander Gray Associates, New York.
© Lorraine O’Grady/Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York.
Courtesy of Alexander Gray Associates.
Mary Frank: Woman (1975). Courtesy of Mary Frank and DC Moore Gallery.
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Teresita
Fernández
Contemporary American artist Teresita Fernández is best known for her
monumental, public projects that expand on notions of landscape. Often
referencing the natural world, Fernández’s conceptual practice emphasizes
the connection between place and material, using gold, graphite, iron-ore
and other minerals that have loaded historical ties to colonization and the
violence embedded in the landscape.
Born in 1968 in Miami, Florida to a Cuban immigrant family, Fernández
went on to study at Florida International University and then at Virginia
Commonwealth University where she received her MFA in 1992. She is a
2005 MacArthur Foundation Fellow and the recipient of numerous awards
including a Guggenheim Fellowship, an NEA Artist’s Grant, and a Louis
Comfort Tiffany Biennial Award. Appointed by President Barack Obama, she
is the first Latina to serve on the U.S. Commission of Fine Arts.
Fernández’s works have been exhibited both nationally and internationally
at The Museum of Modern Art, New York, NY; the San Francisco Museum
of Modern Art, San Francisco, CA; The Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, MA;
The Smithsonian Museum of American Art, Washington, D.C.; MASS MoCA,
North Adams, MA; and Castello di Rivoli, Turin, Italy, among others. She lives
and works in Brooklyn, New York.
Teresita Fernández: Fire (United States of the Americas) (2017). Courtesy of Teresita Fernández and Lehmann Maupin Gallery.
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On Latinx Representation
in the Art World

A lack of Latinx curators and art
historians means artists can’t easily
access museums and their work
isn’t being studied. The museums
and institutions that will have the
most relevance in 20 years will
be the ones taking action now,
enforcing accountability, and ensuring
representation of Latinx artists.

Excerpts from “The future of

the arts is Latinx: Q&A with artist
Teresita Fernández”

Latinxs make up 17 percent of the
U.S. population and are the country’s
fastest-growing ethnic group, yet
they hold only 3 percent of museum
leadership positions, lower than all
other groups. Working in and with
many leading arts institutions over
the past two decades, Fernández is
keenly aware of how a lack of access,
a dearth of exposure, and limited
opportunities inhibit Latinx artists,
arts leaders, and other cultural
practitioners. To address this issue,
the Ford Foundation partnered with
Fernández to host the U.S. Latinx Arts
Futures Symposium. The symposium
brought together leading visual
artists, museum directors, curators,
educators, academics and funders to
discuss how they can work together to
make arts institutions more vibrant,
relevant and inclusive.

To learn more about how
language and identity evolves
watch Miriam Jiménez Román’s
explanation from the 2016 U.S.
Latinx Arts Futures Symposium

Center of Curatorial
Leadership
The Center of Curatorial Leadership

(CCL) trains curators to take on
visionary leadership roles at art
museums. It was co-founded by Aggie
and Elizabeth Easton to address the
lack of diversity in museum direction.
CCL is helping to build the next
generation of museum leaders by
providing diverse, ambitious curators
with education, mentoring and
supportive networks.

Only recently have institutions begun
to survey who makes up their staff,
and the Mellon Foundation study
was the first of its kind. Funders
have an enormous responsibility to
measure and address these inequities
and to have Latinx representatives
in positions of power at their
foundations, at the center of the
decision-making processes.
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Graph from Art Museum Staff Demographic Survey 2018 Report. Made on Jan 28, 2019. Collaboration between The
Andrew W. Mellon Foundation and Ithaka S+R. View here.

At a Glance: Representation in the Arts
• J ust 11 percent of all acquisitions and 14 percent of exhibitions at 26

prominent U.S. museums over the past decade were of work by female artists.
• Black women made up just 3.3 percent of the total number of female artists
whose work was collected by U.S. institutions.
• Since 2008, just 2.37 percent of all acquisitions and gifts and 7.6 percent
of all exhibitions at 30 prominent U.S. museums have been of work by Black
artists, according to a joint investigation by In Other Words and Artnet News.
• Overall, U.S. museums employ more women than men, but on the whole
those women earn much less than their male colleagues. According to
the 2017 National Museum Salary Survey , male chief curators make $71,050
annually on average, while women make $55,550 annually.

17

Why Arts Education Matter

Why Arts
Education
Matters

The story of Aggie’s Studio in a School

Topics Covered
•
•
•
•

Championing the next generation of artists
The fight for the arts in schools and legitimizing art education
Aggie’s Studio in a School
Artist Giancarlo Fernandez’ experience of childhood art classes

The story of Aggie’s Studio in a School

Aggie making a speech in a school (1980s). Courtesy of Catherine Gund’s Archives/Collection.
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“I didn’t really learn much about
modern art until I had a wonderful
teacher, Sarah McLenan, who really
imbued a love of discovery through
being in museums of all kinds.
She taught me that you could go
to any number of places and get
tremendous joy from seeing art.”
— Aggie

York City youth, but also created work
opportunities for artists to support
their craft through teaching.
Today, SIAS serves over 32,000
students per year, having enriched
over 1 million students’ lives in over
40 years through two programs.
The first, the New York City Schools
Program, offers programs from pre-K
through high school while the more
recent Studio Institute, formed
in 2016, extends art beyond the
classroom. The goal of the Studio
Institute is to expand the scope of
SIAS and create new partnerships
with communities and cultural
organizations nationwide. The
Institute currently has partnerships
in Boston, Cleveland, Memphis, New
York, Philadelphia, and Providence.

Aggie had Sarah McLenan. Giancarlo
Fernandez had Miss Walnut. Like
many other artists and patrons of
the arts, Aggie and Giancarlo were
both inspired by their early childhood
art educators who saw them and
legitimized their potential. Studies
have concluded that art programs,
both curricular and extracurricular,
keep students in school through
to graduation. Art studies have
even been proven to increase the
likelihood an individual enrolls in
higher education. It is no surprise that
Aggie dedicates a large portion of her
advocacy to boosting art education
programs in schools, starting first
with founding Studio in a School

Aggie observing students during William Wegman class in PS 145. Photograph by Mindy Best.

Discussion Questions
• What is art? Where did you first encounter it?
• Did you study art in school? Who was your first art teacher? What
impression did they make on you? Or did you have someone who taught
you to look at art in a different way? Who was the person?
• Do you consider yourself to be an artist?
• How can art be used to enhance learning in other subject areas,
particularly the humanities and sciences?
• What is your obligation as an artist or patron of the arts to preserve
arts education for everyone?

(SIAS).

In 1977, New York City was sifting
through a devastating financial crisis,
facing funding cuts to many public
institutions and services across
the board. It was during this time
that public school arts education
budgets were dramatically cut and,
in response, Aggie created a program
that not only fostered the creative
and intellectual development of New

Aggie Gund with Clifford Ross in a SIAS class PS123.
Photograph by Mindy Best.
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Aggie and her family participate in an art making program at the Museum of Modern Art.

Artwork from an SIAS class. Courtesy of Aggie Gund’s Archives/Collection.
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Aggie making art with kids at SIAS class in PS123. Photograph by Mindy Best.
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Giancarlo
Fernandez
“So often the only tool kids are given is destruction. When I felt like
something was more than I could handle the Studio gave me creativity
as a tool. I could look into chaos and find a pattern. You are being told,
sometimes for the first time, your words have value. And as someone who
is told that who I am in society is meant to be voiceless and small, to have
a space where someone is saying, ‘No, we want to hear what you think,’
that was monumental.” — Giancarlo Fernandez

Photograph courtesy of Giancarlo Fernandez.

Fernandez was homeschooled, but since his mom was a volunteer in Studio
in a School, he was able to be in the classroom from around age three
onward. He took part in the afterschool program all the way through sixth
grade. Later on, Fernandez participated in the high school portfolio program.
Fernandez developed a close mentor-mentee relationship with that school’s
teaching artist, Gail Molnar, who he nicknamed Miss Walnut.
Fernandez has several realizations about how his Studio in a School
experience influenced his life as an artist. First and foremost, he said the
Studio gave him creativity as a tool and enhanced his problem solving skills.
It was extremely valuable for him to be creative rather than placing too much
emphasis on mastering specific skills. This approach allows him to tackle
decisions, and even mistakes he may make, as opportunities for growth and
to create something new. Fernandez said art has allowed him to feel more
free to “make up rules” as he goes. The act of giving and receiving criticism
also made Fernandez a better communicator, and has affirmed that his voice
matters and others care to hear what he has to say.
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Giancarlo Fernandez: Harem of Pride (2014).
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Dorothy Lichtenstein and Aggie Gund at SIAS class. Photograph by Mindy Best.

Graph from Arts Facts: Access to Arts Education in Not Equitable (2017). Made by Americans for the Arts.

At a Glance: The State of The Arts Education in the United States
• Access to arts education for Black and Latinx students is significantly

lower than for their white counterparts, and has been steadily declining for
three decades.
• When adjusting for inflation, total public funding for arts education in the
United States has decreased by 16.1 percent over the past 20 years.
• Students who study art are four times more likely to be recognized for
academic achievement and three times more likely to be awarded for school
attendance.
Aggie Gund and Julie Mehretu teaching SIAS class. Photograph by Mindy Best.
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Art &
Justice
Transformative power and
ripples of change

Ronnie Goodman: Under the Bullet Hole Shed (2008).
Courtesy of Ronnie Goodman, photograph by Peter Merts.
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Art & Justice
Transformative power and
ripples of change

Topics Covered
•
•
•
•
•

Criminal justice reform and ending mass incarceration
Equal Justice Initiative and its founder Bryan Stevenson
At a glance: The criminal (in)justice system in the United States
Poet Mahogany L. Browne
Art for Justice artist fellows Russell Craig and Jesse Krimes

“Art requires imagination and justice
does as well. To be an activist, you
are essentially an artist envisioning
something that is not yet there but
the belief that it can be and will be.
That’s what an artist is.”
- Ava DuVernay in Aggie

And how are we sharing and uplifting
these stories?
Narratives constitute the culture in
which we live. It is our work to reveal,
challenge, and change them. In this
way, we build narrative power, the
ability to change the norms and rules
our society lives by.

The link between art, narrative
change, and justice is undeniable.
Artists document, confront and
convey injustices with a poignancy
and immediacy other forms of
communication simply cannot
achieve.

For Aggie, it was a movie and two
books that moved her to act. After
watching Ava Duvernay’s film 13th ,
and reading Michelle Alexander’s
“The New Jim Crow” and Bryan
Stevenson’s “Just Mercy” — stories
detailing the continuing legacy of
slavery that has shaped the modern
criminal justice system — Aggie
decided she needed to do something.
Her response was to create the Art
for Justice Fund. The Fund supports
artists and advocates working
together to reform our broken criminal
justice system.

Storytelling is a critical tool of
advocacy — arguably one of the most
important and accessible devices we
can harness to create change. We call
this tool narrative change. Narratives
are the stories we encounter — in
the news, in political discourse, in
the media we consume, at our dinner
tables and beyond— that embody
fundamental assumptions by which
we interpret and understand the
world. The prevailing narrative,
in other words, is a critical driver
of public support, activism, and
sustainability of changes in policy
and practice. Narrative change work
rests on this premise that reality is
socially constructed through stories
we tell, and that in order to bring
about change in the world we need to
turn a critical eye to the ways in which
this takes place. Who is telling these
stories? How are they told?

In Aggie , Ford Foundation President
and Art for Justice Governing Board
member Darren Walker and Aggie
discuss her involvement in criminal
justice reform. Darren notes that
there are people in the United States
who think the prison system works
“just fine,” and in response, Aggie
questions whether those people know
firsthand what prison is like. She asks:
“Have they ever been to one of
the prisons?”

Xaviera Simmons: In the Lushness of (2015).
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For many people, the reality of the
prison system is largely hidden. Many
people lack direct experience, so
their beliefs are formed by inaccurate
portrayals in the media.

a “de-carceration” fund as it works
to disrupt the very processes and
policies that cause high prison
populations.

The United States is home to only
five percent of the world’s population
yet nearly 25 percent of all prisoners
according to the Vera Institute of
Justice . The Sentencing Project
reports that the nation’s prison and
jail population has increased 500
percent in the last 40 years. Despite
increasing evidence that this largescale incarceration does not help
public safety, resources are continuing
to be wasted while marginalized
communities suffer the most. Millions
of people are jailed every year, with
most crimes related to poverty,
mental illness and addiction. Many of
these people cannot post bail because
they can’t afford it. The current
system derails lives and disrupts
families. We don’t presently have a
criminal justice system; we have an
injustice system.

Aggie Gund with A C Hudgins. Courtesy of Ford Foundation.

Discussion Questions
• How is art important to our lives? What different roles does art play?
How does art help you understand the world?
• Has a specific artwork changed your thinking about a particular topic?
What was this work and how did it shift your understanding of
the narrative around it?
• How might art be an effective way to change the narrative and educate,
inspire, or activate people? Do you have an example from the film or from
your own life?
• Over two million people are currently incarcerated and over four million
are living under government supervision (parole and probation). What
is lost when our society denies the humanity of artists, scientists,
inventors, teachers, athletes, parents, and all the people who are or have
been incarcerated in the United States?
• How can individuals, organizations and systems uplift artists who were
formerly incarcerated or otherwise system-impacted? How might their
expression and communication change the very system that has tried to
render them invisible and voiceless?

The goal of the Art for Justice Fund
is to create justice. It aims to make
communities safer, keep families
together and treat people with dignity
and compassion. Art for Justice
supports the work of artists and
advocates collaborating to educate
the public about the history of racism
in the United States that led to our
current corrupt system. In many
ways, Art for Justice functions as
Aggie Gund visiting San Quentin State Prison.
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The Art for Justice Fund team at San Quentin State Prison. Photograph by Sam Robinson.
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Equal Justice
Initiative
“We cannot create justice without our artists becoming engaged with
us in this collective struggle. That’s why I’m so excited about the Art for
Justice Fund. If we stand up when people say, ‘Sit down,’ we can create a
movement that truly allows real justice to prevail.” — Bryan Stevenson in
Aggie .
Founded in 1989 by Bryan Stevenson, a civil rights lawyer and bestselling
author of “Just Mercy”, Equal Justice Initiative (EJI) is a nonprofit organization
that provides legal representation to people who have been illegally
convicted, unfairly sentenced or abused in state jails and prisons. EJI works
with communities that have been marginalized by poverty and discouraged
by unequal treatment.
EJI is committed to ending mass incarceration and excessive punishment
in the United States, to challenging racial and economic injustice and to
protecting basic human rights for the most vulnerable people in U.S. society.
EJI accomplishes its work through the following core program areas:
criminal justice reform, direct legal representation, racial justice work, public
education, and its museum and memorial.
EJI also produces groundbreaking reports, an award-winning wall calendar,
and short films that explore the nation’s history of racial injustice. The
organization recently launched an ambitious national effort to create new
spaces, markers and memorials that address the legacy of slavery, lynching
and racial segregation, which shapes many contemporary issues of injustice
and structural racism today.
Ronnie Goodman: The Art Classroom (2008). Courtesy of the Ronnie Goodman. Photograph by Peter Merts.
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The Legacy Museum
he museum is located in Montgomery, Alabama on the site of a former warehouse
where Black people were enslaved. The Legacy Museum uses interactive media,
sculpture, video and more to immerse visitors in the sights and sounds of the
domestic slave trade, the Jim Crow South and the world’s largest prison system.

Still from the film Aggie, (2020).

Still from the film Aggie, (2020).

The National Memorial for Peace and Justice
On a six-acre site atop a hill overlooking Montgomery, the national Lynching
memorial is a sacred space for truth-telling and reflection about racial terror in
the United States. Opened to the public on April 26, 2018, it is the nation’s first
memorial dedicated to the legacy of enslaved Black people, people terrorized by
lynching and humiliated by racial segregation and Jim Crow, and Black people
burdened with contemporary presumptions of guilt and police violence.
Still from the film Aggie, (2020).
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They trynna make n/ggas extinct
“Rest in Peace” feels so flippant
But you do pray for peace

sala

Oración

Especially for the someone that held you carefully
as a child
and bragged about the surprise
of tint in your eyes

Mahogany L.
Browne
Mahogany L. Browne is unapologetic in her work as a writer and a poet. She

uses her personal experience with addiction, racism, sexism and oppression
to inspire her own brand of shameless, transformative art. Browne’s spoken
word performances create a platform through poetry for women and girls to
feel empowered and heard.

My uncles were tough men to love

After being told that she should not write poetry in her high school honors
English class, Browne went on to graduate from the MFA Writing and
Activism program at Pratt Institute. She was featured in the PBS NewsHour
segment, Brief But Spectacular , where she read her seminal poem “Black
Girl Magic.”

Three of the six of them gone now
from the ailments
survivors of mass incarceration
survivors of an American tradition
My uncles either fought me with their fists and words or fought for me with their
fists and words
Still, they were survivors of this Nation’s most unforgiving streets
What we do to eat, love and create
some might call criminal
others might call it instinct
only God can lift its name
In grief
there is no adequate name for ghost
Just an echo of empty filling with the sound of prayer
àdúrà

Website: https://mobrowne.com/ // Soundcloud
Poem by Mahogany L. Browne.
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Browne is also featured in HBO’s Brave New Voices as the artistic director
at Urban Word NYC. Mahogany L. Browne is a writer, organizer and
educator. She is the Executive Director of Bowery Poetry Club and the
Poetry Coordinator at St. Francis College. Browne has received fellowships
from Aggie Gund, Air Serenbe, Cave Canem, Poets House, Mellon Research
and Robert Rauschenberg Foundation. She is the author of “Woke: A Young
Poets Call to Justice”, “Woke Baby & Black Girl Magic” (Macmillan), “Kissing
Caskets” (Yes Yes Books) and “Dear Twitter” (Penmanship Books). She
is also the founder of the Woke Baby Book Fair (a nationwide diversity
literature campaign) and as an Art for Justice Fund grantee partener, is
excited to release her first young adult novel “Chlorine Sky” in January 2021.
She lives in Brooklyn, New York.

Books: Woke: A young poet’s call to Justice , Black Girl Magic book , Woke Baby
39

At a Glance: The Criminal (In)Justice System in the United States
• With just 5 percent of the world’s population, the United States houses 25

percent of the world’s prisoners at a cost of roughly $80 billion per year.
• Nearly 75 percent of people are in jail for nonviolent traffic, property, drug
and public order offenses.
• Black children are 5 times more likely to be incarcerated than white
children.
• People who leave prison are hobbled by discrimination and legal barriers
to housing, voting, jobs, healthcare and education that prevent their success
once they get home.

Glenn Ligon: Grey Hands (1996).
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Art for Justice Fellow
Russell Craig

system. Russell chooses subjects
for these portraits as they appear in
national headlines or trend on social
media platforms, intentionally leaving
the portrait series open-ended to
highlight the urgency in addressing
criminal justice failures.

Russell Craig is a self-taught,
Philadelphia-based artist. Craig
became involved in Mural Arts
Philadelphia’s Restorative Justice
program and later joined the
organization to paint murals in
under-resourced communities.
He continues to collaborate with
Philadelphia Mural Arts as a muralist,
teaching art to court-involved youth.
Craig’s work has been featured in
exhibitions focused on social justice
issues, including Truth to Power
as part of the 2016 Democratic
National Convention; the ACLU’S
pop-up Museum of Broken Windows ;
State Goods: Art in the Era of Mass
Incarceration , a collaboration with
the Center for Justice at Columbia
University; and Blood, Sweat, and
Tears , his first solo exhibition, at
Philadelphia’s Magic Gardens. Craig
has served as a Philadelphia Reentry
Think Tank Fellow and is a board
member of Philadelphia Lawyers for
Social Equity. He has been a featured
speaker on panels focused on the
criminal justice system, and was
featured in Aperture Gallery as part
of its magazine and exhibition Prison
Nation .

“When I was locked up, I had to
be in my own mind because it’s
so chaotic and the art was
a focus, like a savior.”
- Russell Craig

Russell Craig with his piece titled Nipsy.

Craig’s Art for Justice grant
supported his work Dark Reflections ,
a series of portraits of people most
impacted by the criminal justice
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Art for Justice Fellow
Jesse Krimes

Restorative Justice program, Amnesty
International for its Arts for Amnesty
Initiative and the Museum of Drug
Policy.

Jesse Krimes is a Philadelphiabased contemporary artist and
curator, and the co-founder of Right
of Return USA, the first national
fellowship dedicated to supporting
formerly incarcerated artists. While
serving a six-year prison sentence,
Krimes produced and smuggled out
numerous bodies of his work exploring
how contemporary media shapes or
reinforces societal mechanisms of
power and control. His work has been
exhibited at venues including Palais
de Tokyo, The International Red Cross
Museum, and Zimmerli Museum. He
was awarded fellowships from the
Robert Rauschenberg Foundation
“Artist as Activist,” the Independence
Foundation, the Vermont Studio
Center, the Art For Justice Fund,
Captiva Residency and Creative
Capital. Krimes has also produced
various projects focused on racial and
criminal justice issues through his
work with Philadelphia Mural Art’s

Krimes’ Art for Justice grant
supported “Voices,” a project that
uses participatory public art and
an accompanying engagement
program as a catalyst for dialogue
around the hidden injustices of the
criminal justice system. The Fund
also supported The Civil Rights Corps
to partner with Krimes in creating
the Mass Incarceration Quilt — a
touring art exhibit that reframes
public narratives perpetuating mass
incarceration. The quilt tells stories of
people whose lives have been affected
by mass incarceration. The series
includes handmade quilts with images
from both incarcerated people and the
broader community.

“There’s so much fear and
anxiety in prison, but to be able
to create in solitary, kind of
cut through all of that, really
solidified for me the importance
of just being an artist.”
-Jesse Krimes

Per(Sister): Incarcerated Women of Louisiana exhibition

Per(Sister) - This exhibition, sponsored by the Art for Justice Fund, explores
the crucial issues that impact women before, during, and after incarceration.
The exhibition presents works from more than 30 artists who created
new pieces based on the personal stories of 30 formerly and currently
incarcerated women: persisters. To learn more about the women, both the
persisters and the artists, visit: persister.info
Jesse Krimes
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Everyday Activism

Everyday
Activism

How we can change the world one
action at a time

Topics Covered
• Systemic change philanthropy
• Using your platform to boost the voices of the marginalized

How we can change the world one
action at a time

Xaviera Simmons and Aggie Gund. Still from the film Aggie, (2020).
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“There is a difference between
philanthropy that is inspired by
generosity versus philanthropy that
is inspired by justice.” — Darren
Walker, Ford Foundation

passion and vision to pursue justice.
Your potential to create change
starts with an understanding of the
resources and challenges you see
in your own family, neighborhood,
community, government, country,
and you can start wherever you are.
What issues are you most passionate
about? Disability justice? Food
justice? Ending mass incarceration?
Reproductive justice? LGBTQI rights?
Racial justice? Economic equality?
What are the largest obstacles and
the clearest opportunities?

Philanthropy means “to love people”
is broadly defined as the desire to
promote the welfare of others. For
Aggie, her philanthropy was powered
not just by a desire to do good, but
instead her aim to use her resources
to confront injustice and create
change. Aggie’s philanthropy is driven
by her activism.

Color of Change is an organization

that understands why accessibility
is so important when mobilizing
communities to take action. As the
nation’s largest online racial justice
organization, Color of Change has
shaped a digital movement where
individuals can do their part via the
internet. With hard-hitting campaigns
backed by their 1.7 million member
base, including groundbreaking digital
organizing work holding authorities
accountable during the #SayHerName
movement surrounding Sandra
Bland’s death, the group has shown
how converting presence to power can
be beneficial for all social movements
in the digital age. Founder Rashad
Robinson defines presence by the
online buzz a cause might inspire,
often through outrage surrounding a
viral video or photograph. Robinson
describes power as “the ability to
change the rules”:

Activism means taking action
to support or oppose a cause
and bring about change.

The expression of activism is different
for every individual. Some people
reading this guide may be new to
taking action for a greater cause.
Other people may be lifelong activists,
organizing and mobilizing large groups
of people and advocating for causes
with sophisticated strategies. Many
people will fall somewhere in between.
How do you place yourself as a
changemaker based on your goals,
networks, experiences, and access to
resources? How do you vote, mentor,
organize, volunteer? Do you have a
public platform? Activism requires
reflection and creativity to determine
how to use your skills, expertise,

“Sometimes those are the written
rules of policy, sometimes those are
the unwritten rules of culture. But
being able to change the rules means
that we are moving the ball forward
in a way that changes the systemic
culture.” — Rashad Robinson, Color
of Change

Grassroots movements
use the power of people in
numbers to stand up to people
or organizations that have
institutional power — power
that comes from an individual’s
position, job, relationships,
money, identity or status in
a society.

Digital organizing is defined
as using digital tools, data
platforms and practices to
inform, engage and mobilize
people to take action and build
long-term advocacy capacity.

Our privilege is a critical piece of our
activism. We are composed of many
characteristics that make up who
we are — age, ability, gender, skin
color, education, country of birth,

Glenn Ligon: Double America (2012); Courtesy of Glenn Ligon, Hauser & Wirth, New York, Regen Projects, Los Angeles, Thomas Dane
Gallery, London, and Chantal Crousel, Paris.
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clothes, tools and blank checks . ” Her
knapsack list includes various ways
white privilege manifests, including:
“I can go shopping alone most of the
time, pretty well assured that I will
not be followed or harassed,” and “I
can turn on the television or open to
the front page of the paper and see
people of my race widely represented.”
McIntosh writes that racism is not
just individual acts of meanness, but
rather invisible systems conferring
dominance of one group of people
over another group of people and
the affirmative action that has
consistently and overwhelmingly
benefited white people since the
establishment of the United States.

the languages we speak. Privilege,
author KaeLyn Rich writes in her
book “ Girls Resist! A Guide to Activism,
Leadership, and Starting a Revolution ”
Is “the power given to those who have
the characteristics of the dominant
Read “People With Privilege
Choose Every Day: Dismantle
Racial Bias, or Participate in It.”

group — not because they asked
for that power, but because it’s
available to them.” As an activist, it
is necessary to continually consider
how our privilege impacts our work,
our relationships to others, and the
movements in which we are active.

Recognizing privilege is a critical step
in our work to build a more just world.
The Anti-Oppression Network defines
allyship as an active, consistent,
and arduous practice of unlearning
and re-evaluating, in which a person
in a position of privilege and power
seeks to operate in solidarity with a
marginalized group. It is important to
seek ways to self-educate, to then use
that knowledge to engage the world
around you with a brave politic that
stands up for what’s right at all times.
Allyship extends beyond starting
conversations. It’s about displaying
an ardent and consistent support for
those marginalized by
our current system using the
resources you are privileged to have.
It’s about truly leveling the playing
field, rather than only incrementally

White activists, for example, must
recognize white privilege and learn
about the ongoing manifestations of
white supremacy. Scholar
Dr. Peggy McIntosh offers a useful
analogy to understanding white
privilege: an invisible knapsack of
unearned assets that systemically
benefit white individuals as they
move through the world. McIntosh
describes this knapsack: “I have
come to see white privilege as an
invisible package of unearned assets
that I can count on cashing in each
day, but about which I was “meant”
to remain oblivious. White privilege
is like an invisible weightless
knapsack of special provisions,
maps, passports, codebooks, visas,

(less than a tenth of white families
in 2016) due to a legacy of chattel
slavery and the country’s neglect to
provide them with adequate resources
to build wealth and resilience in
their communities over time. Many
U.S. politicians like to call on the
idea of the “American Dream” when
discussing policy changes to achieve
equal opportunity. However, that
dream isn’t reality for many people.
The events of U.S. history show us
that Black people have never had
equal access to rights — the right to
vote, the right to freedom of speech,
the right to fair and affordable
housing, education, health care
and more. Reparations can create
structural change beyond making
conditions equal and work toward the
creation of equity of opportunity
and freedom for Black people in the
United States.

increasing access.
One way to fight for racial justice
is by supporting reparations to
those descended from enslaved
people. Reparations, especially
those distributed by a government
for an unforgivable, violent history,
have been made before. To this
day, Germany still pays out cash to
elderly survivors of the Holocaust
and their spouses. These payments
don’t recover the lives lost, but
they do provide some restitution
for generations of lost wealth,
education, healthcare, housing, and
representation in government.
Black families have a an extremely
low average net worth of $17,150

Reparations for slavery is a
political justice concept that
says reparations should be paid
to the descendants of slaves. In
the context specifically of Black
people in the United States,
reparations should seek to
repair the economic injustices
of 250 years of chattel slavery
followed by 100 years of
legalized segregation that has
led to our modern system of
mass incarceration. It is the
first step in addressing how
the legacy of this violence
impacted the economic health
of Black communities.

Xaviera Simmons: Overlay (Image one) (2017) Edition of 3.
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Xaviera
Simmons
Xaviera Simmons is a contemporary artist whose lineage is a key theme to her

work — in lectures and her art, she discusses how she is a descendant of
enslaved Black people, European colonizers and indigenous people. She also
brings a contemporary perspective to the legacy of U.S. American chattel
slavery. Her art practice spans a range of mediums, including photography,
sculpture, performance, audio, video and installation. In her staged
photography, Simmons highlights Black narratives and probes the critical
function of the image in the construction of personal histories and identities.
“Most of the wealth in the United States is because of slavery. Slavery was
the engine. It was the shoes, it was everything… all of the racial turmoil
that we have here has to do with the fact that Black Americans have been
disenfranchised for 300 years. That image is like a puncture into my
work.” — Xaviera Simmons
In her work as an artist and activist, Simmons talks extensively about the
legacy of chattel slavery, the way it has manifested over time through Jim
Crow South and mass incarceration, and why reparations are fair considering
how the immense wealth of the United States can be directly traced to the
exploitation of slave labor.

Xaviera Simmons: Sundown (Number Eleven), (2018).
Courtesy the Xaviera Simmons.
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Examples of Everyday Activism

Discussion Questions
• How do you define community? What communities are you an active

part of? Think large and small.
• What privileges do you or other members of your community carry in
your invisible knapsack?
• Are you already involved with an organization? Are there others that
you want to support or want to learn more about?
• How might you use your privilege to combat these issues? What local
organizations might you support and how can you implement changes in
your own community?
• How might your own bias show up when thinking about social justices
issues (especially criminal justice reform)? Are there ways you can
or should shift your mindset and language when discussing social
justice issues?

• Political advocacy: Getting involved with local issues by canvassing for
politicians who support policies that further your cause; lobbying for
legislation addressing important structural changes; writing and calling
your local and state representatives to advocate for your community’s best
interest during elections or government budget seasons; joining advocacy
groups.
• Volunteering: You can offer your time and/or your skills to organizations
in need. There are many ways to do this — you can help distribute food at a
food bank, work at a homeless shelter, run errands for the elderly or people
who are sick, do pro bono work for local nonprofit organizations, etc. You can
combine an activity you enjoy or a skill that you’re good at with a cause that
you care about.
• Individual actions: Donating directly to people in need through crowdfunds
and mutual aid funds is one way to make an impact, especially for some of
the most isolated and disenfranchised; educating yourself about the history
of the place in which you live by reading books, watching documentary films,
listening to podcasts, visiting museums, and more; studying and fighting for
equity for people of color, women, disabled people, LGBTQIA, and others who
live outside the mainstream. Talking with and educating friends, family and
others in your communities about what you learn.
• Redistribution of resources: Reparations, as Aggie mentions in the film
and as Xaviera Simmons advocates, are an impactful way to reckon with
historical injustice and redistribute wealth to communities that have
suffered.

Women’s March in NYC (2017). From left to right: Sadie Hope-Gund, Lily Ouattara, Rio Hope-Gund, Aggie Gund, Greg Sax, Tenzin
Gund-Morrow, Pascale Ouattara.
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Carrie Mae Weems: Moody Blue Girl (1997).

Ellen Gallagher: Bouffant Pride (2003).
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Xaviera Simmons: Denver (2007).
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Xaviera Simmons: Sundown
(Number Ten) (2018).

About Aggie
Aggie is president emerita of the Museum of Modern Art and chair of its
International Council. She is also chair of MoMA PS1. Aggie joined the MoMA
Board in 1976 and served as president from 1991 until 2002.
Aggie is founder and chair emerita of Studio in a School, a non-profit
organization she established in 1977 in response to budget cuts that virtually
eliminated arts classes from New York City public schools.
A philanthropist and collector of modern and contemporary art, Aggie
serves on the boards of the Cleveland Museum of Art, the Foundation for
Art and Preservation in Embassies, and the Morgan Library & Museum. She
is co-founder and chair of the Center for Curatorial Leadership, as well as
an honorary trustee of the National Young Arts Foundation, Independent
Curators International, and the Museum of Contemporary Art in Cleveland,
Ohio.
A civic leader and staunch supporter of education, environmental concerns,
and social justice, Aggie has served on the boards of the Aaron Diamond
AIDS Research Center, the Andy Warhol Foundation, the Barnes Foundation,
Chess in the Schools, the Frick Collection, the Foundation for Contemporary
Arts, the New York City Mayor’s Cultural Affairs Advisory Commission, and
the Robert Rauschenberg Foundation, among others. As you learned from the
film, in June 2017, Aggie launched the Art for Justice Fund in partnership
with the Ford Foundation and Rockefeller Philanthropy Advisors to end mass
incarceration in the United States.
Aggie earned a B.A. in History from Connecticut College and an M.A. in
Art History from Harvard University. She holds honorary doctorates from
Bowdoin College (2012), the CUNY Graduate Center (2007), and Brown
University (1996), and was elected Honorary Fellow of the Royal Academy
of Arts (2016). She received the National Medal of the Arts from President
Clinton (1977) and the J. Paul Getty Medal (2018).
Photograph by Timothy Greenfield-Sanders.
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About Aubin Pictures

About the Art for
Justice Fund

Aubin Pictures, Inc. was formed
as a not-for-profit organization in
1996 by Catherine Gund with the
mission to create cultural awareness
and strategic, sustainable social
justice through community-based
documentary film production and
impactful distribution of media. Aubin
Pictures produces media that covers
a range of topics including: art and
culture; LGBTQIA issues; reproductive
rights; HIV/AIDS; the concept of
democracy; racial justice; and the
radical right wing.

The Art for Justice Fund is disrupting
mass incarceration by funding artists
and advocates working together to
reform our criminal justice system.
The Fund aims to interrupt the very
processes and policies that lead to
high prison populations in the first
place. The four grantmaking strategies
support the objective to drive and
build public will for criminal justice
reforms, with the goal of reducing
mass incarceration by 20 percent in
target states over five years. Its
core grantmaking strategies include
the following:

Our goal is to use documentary film
to educate and catalyze dialogue
on issues relevant to our times,
fostering better understanding
between communities and promoting
civic engagement. In addition to
producing documentary films, Aubin
Pictures hosts community screenings,
provides resources on social justicedriven media, and runs an internship
program to mentor young filmmakers,
particularly women of color.

• Keeping People Out of Jail and
Prison: The fund supports work
on bail reform, prosecutorial
accountability, and art-based
diversion programs for youth.

From left to right: Margaret Morton, Helena Huang, Darren
Walker, Sonia L. Lopez, Catherine Gund, Aggie Gund,
Tanya Coke.

Special Thanks

•Shortening Sentences: The fund
supports work to reform or repeal
excessive prison sentences and
incarceration laws.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

• Promoting Reentry: The fund
supports work to increase
opportunities for formerly
incarcerated people and their families.

To learn more, visit:
aubinpictures.com .

This guide was designed by:

• Changing the Narrative Through
Art: The fund supports the efforts
of artists to bear witness to the
injustices of the criminal justice
system and to humanize people
enmeshed in it.

Michelle Epelstein

To learn more, visit:
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artforjusticefund.org
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Mahogany L. Browne
Russell Craig
Dána-Ain Davis
Giancarlo Fernández
Teresita Fernández
Helena Huang
Jesse Krimes
Scot Nakagawa
Jessica Ruffin
Xaviera Simmons
Sue Simon
Kofi Taha

Photograph by Gillian Laub.
Courtesy of Print File Archival Preservers.
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