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is any truth to identity, these figures seem to 

imply, it's how constructed it is. 

"What's behind the work is something 

that's very passionate, very real, and very 

visceral," says Dexter Wimberly, curator 

and executive director of Aljira, a Center for 

Contemporary Art, who gave Quinn an exhi· 

bition at Brooklyn's Museum of Contempo· 

rary African Diasporan Arts in 2013. He 

also notes that the figures Quinn conjures 

are often based on people he knows, or once 

knew. "He's pulling from his background, his 

history, where he grew up, and really using 

the work as a way to tell those stories.'' 

Born in 1977, Quinn was raised in the Rob· 

ert Taylor housing projects on Chicago's 

South Side, a community plagued by poverty 

and violence. "I'm from a place where most 

of my friends were drug dealers," he says. 

Although his parents couldn't read or write, 

they always supported and encouraged their 

son's preternatural gifts for art. 
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When he was very young, his mother would 

let him scribble on the walls of their apart· 

ment, then wipe them clean so he could do 

it again. His father put together a makeshift 

studio for him in the kitchen pantry. Every 

Saturday, he would draw with his son, coach

ing him, telling him to keep his hand loose 
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and free, and to use every gesture. "Never 

erase," Quinn recalls him saying, "Every 

mark you make is there for a reason." 

Quinn's mother died when he was a teen· 

ager; he added her name, Mary, to his own to 

honor her. Soon after, when the 15-year-old 

was away at boarding school, his father and 

brothers moved out of the family apartment 

without telling him where they went. Quinn 

came home to find the door ajar-and has 

never reconnected with them since. Initially 

traumatized, he has said that he now accepts 

their abandonment as a sort of deliverance 

from the lives of hardship that other mem· 

bers of his family have led. He went on to 

study art at Wabash College in Indiana and 

New York University, but he still refers to his 

father as "the best teacher I ever had." 

Those lessons in trusting his own hand 

and gut stayed with him. "Everything I 

make comes from visions,'' Quinn says. "I 

never make preliminary sketches." When 

he begins a new painting, he doesn't know 

who he's bringing to life until, at some point, 

the painting tells him. Perhaps it's this fluid 

relationship with his own subconscious 

that gives his paintings something of the 

embattled gravity of the Surrealists' "exqui

site corpses" and the montaged physiques of 

Dadaist Hannah Hoch's absurd characters. 

Quinn's most recent figures weren't born of 

the past. Rather, his mind's eye has refocused 

on the present. This November, at the Luce 

Gallery in Turin, Italy, he will exhibit new 

paintings propelled by a vision of the people 

who live in his neighborhood. "Every piece 

is going to be a reflection of this current 

world-a world that will cease to exist two 

or three years from now simply because of 

gentrification,'' Quinn says of the changes he 

sees. "I want to record it." • 


