Samuel Levi Jones and the Ignorance of Society
Andy, Kent School 21’
In 2010, a famous designer and architect named Fred Wilson proposed a public plan
to recreate a sculpture of a black slave in downtown Indianapolis. The original slave
sculpture was made as a Civil War monument and it held shackles. Wilson tried to change the
slave sculpture to a figure holding the flag of the African diaspora1. Although the public
rejected Wilson’s plan to re-contextualize the history, Wilson’s idea laid the egg for the young
artist Samuel Levi Jones, who named one of his very first art show as “After Fred Wilson2”.
Born as an African American and raised in Marion, Indiana, Jones was originally
trained as a photographer and multidisciplinary artist, but later began investigating issues of
manipulation and control in a broader sense3. Growing up in a city with little access to art
museums, Jones explored the struggles between exclusion and equality in his work and
furthered his study in thinking of the unresolved discrimination against African Americans in
society4. In his current works, Jones frequently uses uncovered history books and assembles
them together into a rectangle or square as his final work. Most of these books are about
black history or even the black dictionary, and he hopes to use these works to raise people’s
attention to the issues of discrimination. By using manufactured books that are in rectangular
shapes and combining them in a geometric way, Samuel Jones’ Burning all Illusion and
Selective Proof of Facts show influence from artists including Paul Klee, Pablo Picasso, and
even Marcel Duchamp.
"Samuel Levi Jones on Raising Consciousness and Standing Rock," Art Writing, November
23, 2016, https://artwriting.sva.edu/journal/post/samuel-levi-jones-on-raising-consciousnessand-standing-rock.
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Burning all Illusion (Figure 1), which was painted in 2016, is currently in exhibition
in Galerie Lelong, located in Paris. The artwork consists of dozens of deconstructed
encyclopedias, law books, and African American reference books in rectangular shapes with
various colors on the canvas5. Nevertheless, the covers of these books hide all the titles and in
fact, present mainly darker colors. Although red, blue, and green can be seen from the
artwork, the dominant brown or dark color palette seems to illustrate the existing large
number of African Americans in the diverse nation. The Galerie Lelong also comments that
this painting uses various colors to prompt ‘open-ended questions about the recorded and
unrecorded histories of our collective experience.6’ In addition, most of the book-covers in
the artwork are torn apart, which seems to indicate the existing frictions among the diverse
races. By covering the books, the artist seems to emphasize the content of the books less, and
instead focuses on the bigger concepts of racial discrimination by using color symbolism.
In the same gallery, another similar work of Jones is also collected: Selective Proof of
Facts (Figure 2). Jones also painted this artwork in 2016 and the materials that he used are
mostly the same as Burning all Illusion. In this artwork, the artist still uses various historic
books about African Americans and organizes them into a rectangular shape. Nevertheless,
this time, the artist seems to arrange the books in a very organized way, and most importantly,
he shows the title of the book on the book covers. In an interview with Jones on Art Writing,
he mentions that by showing the names of the books, he doesn’t ‘want the viewer to come to
the work and just simply see them as artworks made from books and then leave it at that. 7’ In
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fact, he hopes to add mysteries into the artwork and he also hopes that the viewers could
notice the meaning of the artist more easily by looking at the titles. He also encourages
viewers to be challenged by the artwork and to raise questions about ‘what is going on’ in the
art so that the viewers would actually ‘spend time with it 8.’ In Selective Proof of Facts, the
artist mainly uses green color and the book-covers are still old and some are torn apart.
Nevertheless, by offering the titles of the books, the artist inspires viewers to interact with the
artwork by even reading the books in their free time, which would increase their
understanding about the artwork. Different from Burning all Illusion, the title of this artwork
emphasizes inaccurate “facts” about African Americans, which could also be illustrated
through the organized arrangement on the canvas. Both artworks seem to address the
potential or existing frictions between African Americans and other races in the society, at the
same time criticizing people’s ignorance of black history or the inaccurate depictions of the
history.
Although emphasizing that his artworks are mainly inspired by his growing-up
environment in a city without much access to museum9 and his racial identity, Jones’s works
also share features with Paul Klee’s paintings like the use of brown or darker color palette,
and organized geometric shapes in a rectangular or a square canvas. As a member of Der
Blaue Reiter, Paul Klee mastered the ability of using various colors and color symbolism to
express spiritual truths through his art 10. Nevertheless, his visit to Tunisia changed his use of
color and how he saw the world11. Within the visit, Klee wrote how he was enamored with
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Ben Richmond, "Paul Klee: 'Color and I Are One,'" The Met, last modified September 1,
2016, https://www.metstoreblog.org/paul-klees-favorite-light/.
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the quality of the light in North Africa12. In one of his paintings in the Met collection named
Hammamet with Its Mosque (Figure 3), the viewer can see both the use of a darker color
palette and large number of geometric shapes. Despite the fact that both Paul Klee and
Samuel Jones address the African culture, the first seems to implement the colors he mastered
in the visit to the Tunisia desert and forms his own special Blue Rider style, while the latter
hopes to raise people’s attention to the black history and the contemporary issues in a deeper
and more meaningful way.
In fact, the use of geometric shapes in Jones artworks could even be traced back to
Pablo Picasso’s Cubism art style, which includes different views of subjects (usually objects
or figures) in the same picture, resulting in paintings that appear fragmented and abstracted13.
Interestingly, Paul Klee, as a German Expressionist, was also an admirer of Cubism14 . As
mentioned by the Galerie Lelong, Burning all Illusion uses “rough edges” in the geometricshape-books in the painting. This way of using rough and sharp edges first appeared in
particular in Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avignon (Figure 4) painted in 1907. Coincidentally,
Picasso’s painting also focuses on the exotic culture from Africa by incorporating the African
mask elements and brown colors into the painting. Different from Jones’ Burning all Illusion
and Selective Proof of Facts, which do not include any subject matter besides the books and
encyclopedias, Picasso’s painting still mainly focuses on the traditional figure-painting in art.
But, the artist uses the angular edges of each body part to illustrate his early experiments of
Cubism, in order to offer people chances to view the artwork from various angles.
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In Picasso’s later Synthetic Cubist artworks, we can see the artist experimenting with
collage using newspaper print and patterned paper15. Similar to Jones’ artworks, Picasso also
started to use written materials with various colors, mostly brown and dark, to form the
painting. Nevertheless, during Picasso’s Synthetic Cubism period, the artworks mainly depict
still-lives, rather than subjects that have deeper meanings. While in Jones’ artworks, he hopes
the audiences could rethink African American history and challenge their previous opinions
based on common sense.
Picasso’s experiment in creating artefacts in collage-type paved the road for the Dada
movement, which also appears as an influence for Jones’ artworks. Dada is an art movement
formed during the First World War in Zurich in negative reaction to the horrors and folly of
the war16. Marcel Duchamp, as a pioneer of the Dada movement, questioned long-held
assumptions about what art should be, and how it should be made, by proposing the idea of
‘art for art’s sake’ 17. Duchamp introduced the first concept of “readymade” to describe the
works of art he made from manufactured objects 18. This is similar to how Picasso used the
manufactured newspapers in artworks and how Jones incorporates manufactured books into
the artwork. According to Duchamp, by changing the contexts of where the readymade
appears, its meanings changes. Nevertheless, his ‘art for art sake’ ideology also shows his
idea that art is purely for visual appreciation but does not consist of much deeper symbolism
or meaning. Similar to Duchamp, Jones also incorporates large numbers of books that may
already been used in real life into his artwork. Nevertheless, Jones seems to emphasize more
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deeply on the meaning of changing the context of these books. Containing certain inaccurate
information about African Americans, these African-American encyclopedias and history
books may seem only like decorations in viewers’ homes. But, in a museum, as mentioned
previously, by using color symbolism, these books represent something more than a source of
information, but also a chance for the audience to rethink the racial discrimination and the
ignorance of the real history in their lives. As a result, although without sources indicating
how Jones is influenced by the three artists and their movements mentioned previously, Jones
seems to incorporate his own ideologies with the three movements into his art and raises a
higher moral concern about race to the viewers.
By creating artworks that are made from books we might see in our daily lives, Jones
not only brings art to the general public in a closer way, but also encourages us to rethink our
society and our past. For him, the most important outcome of his artwork is ‘how the viewer,
through the work, experiences the idea or ideas 19.’ Jones’ artworks could not be described as
pure appreciation like Duchamp’s ‘art for art’s sake’ since he desires to educate the public,
not only on our ignorance of history, but also on our disregard of the potential conflicts in the
contemporary world.
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(Figure 1: Samuel Levi Jones, Burning all Illusion, 2016)

(Figure 2: Samuel Levi Jones, Selective Proof of Facts, 2016)

(Figure 3: Paul Klee, Hammamet with Its Mosque, 1914)

(Figure 4: Pablo Picasso, Les Demoiselles d'Avignon, 1907)
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