
Physical and Spiritual Bodies

An exhibit of acrylic art by Dr. Chiquita Howard-Bostic, in partnership with 
the Shepherd University Center for Appalachian Studies and Communities 

and Office for Diversity and Equity

Physical and Spiritual Bodies is an ecopoetic discourse of Black women’s
personal and cultural ties to earth, air, water, fire, and void.



Physical and Spiritual Bodies, 2022
Dr. Chiquita D. Howard-Bostic is the Associate Vice President of Diversity, Equity,
and Inclusivity and chair of the Department of Sociology, Criminology, and Criminal
Justice at Shepherd University (SU). She is a certified life coach, Girl Scout, and 4-H
leader, and founder of a program called “Help Bridge,” providing leadership and
social justice education in the community. She earned a bachelor's degree in Legal
Studies and a master's degree in Urban Planning at the State University of New York
at Buffalo. She received a Ph.D. in Sociology, and a teaching certificate in Women’s
Studies and Race and Social Policy research at Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State
University. Dr. Howard-Bostic was the first recipient of Shepherd’s Storer College
Award, which recognizes faculty who incorporates diversity and social justice into
their classroom, research, scholarship, and interaction with students. She also
received the 2015 SU Outstanding Teacher Award. In 2017, Howard-Bostic received
the Outstanding Service Award, and in 2020 she was awarded the Outstanding
Academic Advisor Award. In 2018, she was honored as the 2018 Distinguished
Alumni for the State University of New York at Buffalo Educational Opportunity
Program (EOP). Howard-Bostic was recognized by American Mothers as the 2020
West Virginia Mother of the Year and is the 2021 recipient of the West Virgina
Governor’s Living the Dream award. She is also an extraordinary artist and
irrepressible spirit.



Physical and Spiritual Bodies

This original acrylic art exhibit (2021-2022), by Dr. Chiquita Howard-Bostic, features
an ecopoetic discourse of physical and spiritual power of Black women. The acrylic
figures in each painting signify a fusion of Black women’s personal and cultural ties
to the four elements—Earth, Air, Fire, Water—as well as the Void, or powerful
energy surrounding one’s soul. The display pays tribute to nine significant Black
women who have excelled in history and civil rights, sciences, math, education, the
arts, engineering, medicine, business, and sports: Oluwatoyin Salau (History and
Civil Rights), Wangari Maathai (Science), Katherine Johnson (Math), Mary McLeod
Bethune (Education), Nina Chanel Abney (Arts), Mary W. Jackson (Engineering), Dr.
Muriel Petioni (Medicine), Debra Lee (Business), and Serena Williams (Sports). The
paintings celebrate the connection between art, culture, history, and this powerful
group of Black women who have excelled in these interdisciplinary fields.



MahoganyFootprint, 2022
Chiquita Howard-Bostic (CHB)                                                                                        
Mahogany Footprint, 2022: Oluwatoyin Salau (Black History and Civil Rights)

The dark blue and black acrylic depiction of the physical space of the mind and 
body depicts a walk for freedom. The stride and strategic movement above earth
show patience and confidence and the figure’s hair and clothes show elegance, 
authority, and intelligence.

Interpretation
Enslaved Black women were separated from their homelands and families. They 
were subjected to arduous labor, mental and physical abuse, and the denial of 
most basic rights. These women were objectified and punished severely in the 
eyes of the law. Owners of the second shift, they have adapted 
and thrived through it all, en route to conquer the world. “Walking on the world is 
the power and ability to conquer whatever she sets her mind to do.” 

Andrews, G. (2011). Thyra J. Edwards: Black Activist in the Global Freedom Struggle. 
University of Missouri Press.

Henderson, M. J. (2019). Black Girls Matter: Black Feminisms and Rita Williams-
Garcia’s One Crazy Summer Trilogy. Children's Literature in Education, 50(4), 431-
448.

https://nymag.com/intelligencer/2020/06/what-we-know-about-the-death-of-activist-oluwatoyin-salau.html


Nature’s Radicle Seed, 2021
Chiquita Howard-Bostic (CHB)
Nature’s Radicle Seed, 2021: Wangari Maathai (Science)

Acrylic earth tones of nature are warm and rich, invoking a sense of unparalleled
comfort. Her branches are an element of her beauty, symbolizing growth of a
powerful seed throughout her body and limbs. The earth-like shades displayed
are timeless of all color schemes, as they are drawn from the power of nature.

Interpretation

Black women have always been efficient and resilient. The radicle seed represents
the progression of Black women amid hardship. One with nature, they are
resourceful and adaptive in any conditions. “While her branches are powered by
the sun and her trunk is fixed with nature, she becomes stronger and more useful
to the world as she grows.”

Sieber, R., F. Herreman, B. Niangi, & Museum for African Art (New York, N.Y.).
(2000). Hair in African Art and Culture. Museum for African Art.

Mbilishaka, A. (2018). PsychoHairapy: Using Hair as an Entry Point into Black
Women’s Spiritual and Mental Health. Meridians, 16(2), 382-392.

https://wangarimaathai.org/wangaris-story/


Body of Air, 2022
Chiquita Howard-Bostic (CHB)
Body of Air, 2022: Katherine Johnson (Math)

The soft blue acrylic shades radiate through her body and lines of her skin. The water glaze
and cool breeze across the clouded sky helps her exist in another place mentally and
physically. The landscape of air during a storm defines her mood and a myriad of
emotions. The dark clouds bode peace in chaos and the wind moves her body into the
wild. The mixed honey and chocolate of her diverse skin pigments represent the natural
richness, presence, and quantity of melanin.

Interpretation
While contributions of African American women are often reduced or diluted, these women 
have been historically committed, consistent, and dedicated freedom fighters. Elizabeth 
Freeman, also known as “Mum Bett,” was the first African American woman in Massachusetts 
to successfully initiate a lawsuit for her release. Her pursuit of freedom marked the start of 
three subsequent freedom cases, known as the Quock Walker Cases. “She is as free as the 
wind and unconcerned about direction, movement, or travel. She is in control of her body but 
may not be able to forecast the weather or it’s route.”

Edelstein, S. (2019). “Good Mother, Farewell”: Elizabeth Freeman’s Silence and the Stories
of Mumbet. New England Quarterly-A Historical Review of New England Life and Letters, 92(4),
584–614. https://doi.org/10.1162/tneq_a_00770

Mondal, G. C., & P. Majumder. (2019). Ecofeminism: Encouraging Interconnectedness with Our
Environment in Modern Society. Am. J. Educ. Res, 7(7), 482-484.

https://www.nasa.gov/audience/forstudents/k-4/stories/nasa-knows/who-was-katherine-johnson-k4


Drift Free, 2022
Chiquita Howard-Bostic (CHB)
Drift Free, 2022: Mary McLeod Bethune (Education)

The light green acrylic tones of wind whisk through her clothing and move her
hair as she presents open arms in the air for freedom and joy. The skyline
above water shows the complexities and risk involved with liberation, while
the blue-purple hues are a sign of her dignity and independence.

Interpretation
A flying bird is a global symbol of freedom, and it represents one’s capacity to
soar, to flee, or be freed, whereas a bird in a cage denotes a lack of actual
freedom. The faded green sky indicates that rain, hail, and lightning in
a thunderstorm have passed. Like birds, Black women exhibit a natural capacity
to flee or drift free. “Her open arms are a plea to forgive the past and to reset
the future.”

Dunbar, E. A. (2017). Never Caught: The Washingtons’ Relentless Pursuit of their
Runaway Slave, Ona Judge (First 37 Ink/Atria books hardcover). 37
Ink/Atria, Simon and Schuster.

Comley, R. (2007). Tribute, Record, Inspiration: Pictures to Rewrite History: The
Women by Women Project, Rhodes Journalism Review, 2007(27), 60-61.

https://www.womenshistory.org/education-resources/biographies/mary-mcleod-bethune


Walking on Holy Water, 2021
Chiquita Howard-Bostic (CHB)
Walking on Holy Water, 2021: Nina Chanel Abney (Arts)

Her walk provokes thoughts of various journeys and divine paths to freedom. The
aquatic acrylic coloring and line variations uncover an underwater element and her
spiritual power as she walks safely through water and the depths of life.

Interpretation
Historically, enslaved Black women recognized the value of water while crossing rivers
and lakes and moving through rain to avoid death and captivity. Saturating their
tracks in water was a most effective method of dodging hounds, and diving into bogs
or streams to hide their scents. “Faith not sight” has empowered Black women’s ability
to attempt things that are perceived as being well beyond their own strength. The
literal meaning of the popular spiritual, “Wade in the Water” equates marine activity
with spiritual and physical strength. Aquatic places have enabled Black women to
effectively confront terrestrial brutalities and to remove themselves from hostile
environments. “Her boldness is the thought of you seeing her walking on holy water.”

Rosenbaum, A., & J. S. Buis. (1998). Shout Because You're Free: The
African American Ring Shout Tradition in Coastal Georgia. University of Georgia
Press.

Krumholz, L. (1992). The Ghosts of Slavery: Historical Recovery in Toni Morrison's
Beloved. African American Review, 26(3), 395-408.

https://ninachanel.com/


Born of Water, 2021
Chiquita Howard-Bostic (CHB)
Born of Water, 2021: Mary W. Jackson (Engineering)

The curved lines, reflections, and acrylic tones of sky-blue water showcase her spiritual
birth and represent the movement of her energy as she emerges from water toward the
light.

Interpretation
African women had a strong love for the sea, but after being carried across the Atlantic,
water became a repository of bodies, death, pain, and suffering. Mami Wata is a third-
human, third-fish, third-serpent figure frequently depicted in the ocean or sea. Water is
her home, and she is famed for her dazzling beauty and healing powers. However, Mami
Wata will respond to conflict with malevolence if the occasion arises. The representation
of a Black woman born in the water emphasizes her divinity, liberty, and power as she
offers life to the world. She can emerge through both dangerous and beautiful
waves. “She is a goddess of fertility, protection, and sensuality. She revolts against the
pressure but is not swallowed by powerful currents.”

Drewel, H. J. (2008). Mami Wata. African Arts, 41(2), 60-83.

Cai, Z., A. C. Hahn, W. Zhang, I. J. Holzleitner, I. J., A. J. Lee, L. M DeBruine, & B. C. Jones.
(2019). No Evidence that Facial Attractiveness, Femininity, Averageness, or Coloration are
Cues to Susceptibility to Infectious Illnesses in a University Sample of Young Adult
Women. Evolution and Human Behavior, 40(2), 156-159.

https://www.nasa.gov/content/mary-w-jackson-biography


Girl on Fire, 2021
Chiquita Howard-Bostic (CHB)
Girl on Fire, 2021: Dr. Muriel Petioni (Healthcare)

Black, real red, and real yellow acrylic representations of fire blazing illustrate 
her power, control, and confidence. Her posture and stride show resilience and 
fearlessness.

Interpretation
Black women have played an important part in fire service since the 1800s. Molly 
Williams, an enslaved Black woman, was the first to serve as a firefighter 
volunteer with Oceanus Fire Company #11 in New York. Firefighting is still a 
male-dominated profession, and many times women are not promoted because 
of their sex. However, they may be the right individuals to do the job. “She 
carries fire in her hands and within her soul. Fire is an essential energy source 
that she must use with caution and restraint.”

Ochiltree, D., K. H. Kemly, & Calkins Creek (Firm). (2012). Molly, by Golly!: The 
Legend of Molly Williams, America’s First Female Firefighter (First). Calkins 
Creek.

Okello, W. K. (2018). From “Self-authorship to Self-definition: Remapping 
Theoretical Assumptions through Black Feminism.” Journal of College Student 
Development, 59(5), 528-544.

https://cfmedicine.nlm.nih.gov/physicians/biography_252.html


Face Says It All, 2022
Chiquita Howard-Bostic (CHB)
Face Says It All, 2022: Debra Lee (Business)

Dominant use of primary colors shows the void through her seven emotions through
one facial expression. The colors simultaneously depict joy, anger, sadness, contempt,
surprise, fear, and disgust. The intensity of her gaze speaks volumes as she has been
sent to protect you. The bold splashes of red combined with pale pinks create peace
and her physical prowess. The blue represents her steadiness, but the purple
background shows the dignity surrounding her spirit. The brownness in her skin
shows the richness of her life, but it creates her mood and movement of energy. The
splashes of white balanced throughout her face are in opposition with nature.

Interpretation
Void is the only one of the five elements that can mimic the powers of any other
element when they have a destructive purpose. This power hinges on emotions and
the user of this ability can erase anything. This painting is a symbolic representation
of Black women's emotional identities and their instinctive feelings. Power is
represented through the movement of the face and hair. Both the sophistication of
lines and colors shape personality. “The lines formed indicate a message about
patterns of her emotions and inner nature that can be read on her face.”

Prince, A. (2009). The Politics of Black Women's Hair. Insomniac Press.

Smith, C. (2015). Intersectionality and Socialism: Black Women Navigating Racism and
Sexism in American Social Movements. Honors Senior Thesis.

https://www.thehistorymakers.org/biography/debra-lee-1


Raven Fro, 2021
Chiquita Howard-Bostic (CHB)
Raven Fro, 2021: Serena Williams (Sports)

Her intelligent, flexible, and adaptive body is black like a raven, with an afro filled with musical 
calls that carry messages. The vibrant texture of hair embodies beauty, power, and void.

Interpretation
Nearly 12 million Africans were abducted and sold into slavery during the transatlantic slave
trade. Given its cultural and spiritual significance, shaving the hair of an African woman was an
especially cruel act meant to sever ties to her family and community. The eye-catching style
became popular during the Civil Rights Movement in the 1960s as a symbol of self-
empowerment and militancy. Black hair is a source of spiritual and personal strength and a
declaration of identity. It is at the highest portion of the woman’s body and connects Black
women with the divine. Black hair is both a weapon of oppression and a source of
liberation. “The magnitude of her afro represents pride and empowerment but also
communicates her defiance.”

Aguh, C., & G. A. Okoye. (Eds.). (2017). Fundamentals of Ethnic Hair: The Dermatologist's 
Perspective. Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-45695-9

Simien, E. (2003). Black Leadership and Civil Rights: Transforming the Curriculum, Inspiring 
Student Activism. PS: Political Science & Politics, 36(4), 747-750. doi: 
10.1017/S104909650300356.

https://www.biography.com/athlete/serena-williams

