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Director’s Foreword:

Flecker Gallery is pleased to present “Nothing Happened Here’ a solo exhibition of new photographs by
Jeremy Dennis at the Suffolk County Community College Ammerman Campus. Dennis is an indigenous artist
who was raised and continues to live and work on the Shinnecock Indian Reservation in Southampton, New
York. His large-scale photographs presented in the exhibition and in this catalog offer a fictional narrative that
flips the historical script. Dennis’ work is borne of his experiences of the myriad challenges of contemporary
indigenous life. These images are intended to arrest the viewer and transport the audience into the role of the
subjects - unsuspecting, fatally pierced; injured out of nowhere. This bit of shock is necessary and purposeful.

The Shinnecock Indian Nation has lived on Long Island for more than ten thousand years and has been recog-
nized by New York State as an official Nation since as early as 1789. In 1977 the federal government created
the Federal Acknowledgement Process, and in 1978, the Shinnecock Nation petitioned for federal status. It
took twenty-five years for the petition to advance to the “ready, waiting for active consideration” list. It took
another five years to be placed on active consideration. Still awaiting an answer, the Shinnecock Nation sued
the Department of the Interior in 2006. Official federal recognition was finally granted in 2010 (Gottschalk). This
recognition comes with access to federal funding including Housing and Urban Development grants, low inter-
est bank financing for mortgage and business loans, and public funds for roads and other infrastructure main-
tenance, as well as the possibility of casino gambling, which has been pursued, but has failed to date due to
bureaucratic complexities, competing interests, and internal conflicts.

Throughout their history, the Shinnecock suffered disease brought by European settlers and weathered skir
mishes between the English and the Dutch on Long Island. Marginalized and oppressed for generations, it is

an indigenous culture, like others in New England, which lost everything, including its language on the path to
assimilation. There have been no fluent speakers in over a century. Native culture had been largely replaced

by the dominant culture of colonial settlers and the new America by the 19th century. However, a movement
began in the early 1980's in the ongoing attempt to retain some of what has been lost, namely to revive the
language. Tribal leaders devised strategies for re-asserting their traditional culture. Parents once again began
naming their children in the Algonquin language, adults made it common practice to use Algonquin greetings,
and the school began to incorporate the Mohegan-Pequot language - the particular Algonquin dialect of the Shin-
necock - in school lessons using art and music to imprint the language onto memory (Simone).

The Shinnecock Nation consists of approximately seven hundred and fifty acres on the south shore of Long
Island, near the Town of Southampton, NY, although the original reservation was designated an additional three
thousand, six hundred acres. These acres were recognized in a 1703 lease agreement between the tribe and
the Town of Southampton, stating the tribe would own the land in perpetuity, leasing to the town. However,
under dubious circumstances, those thirty-six hundred acres seem to have been allegedly swindled from them
in 1859 by white residents using forged documents and circumventing official processes, most notably approval
by the U.S. Congress. The Shinnecock had no legal recourse for generations. In the summer of 2005, the Shin-
necock Indian Nation filed a lawsuit in federal court against, among other parties, New York State and the Town
of Southampton. The Nation sought financial compensation and the removal of all current residents from the
land so that it may be returned to the tribe. The claims amount to over $1 billion worth of land in the Hamptons,
including Shinnecock Hills Golf Club, site of several U.S. Open golf tournaments. The lawsuit failed in 20086,
with the federal district judge ruling in favor of “pragmatic concerns” in a ruling that repeatedly cited the rarely
used legal concept known as “laches” intended to discourage parties from waiting unreasonably long periods
of time before making legal property claims (Doolittle). The reservation is surrounded by opulent wealth and
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celebrity homes; an area where the median home price is two million dollars, while the median income on the
reservation is just over fourteen thousand. Recent census information indicates there are just over six hundred
and fifty tribal residents on the reservation, with just over twelve hundred members total.

As this catalog goes to print, a former Shinnecock tribal leader is fighting charges of illegal fishing in the Suffolk
County Courts, rights that are protected by historical treaties. According to a January 6, 2018 Newsday article,
"Court papers cite the Shinnecock tribe's rights to free trade under the 1664 Fort Albany Treaty, and the 1659
Wyandanch Deed with Southampton Town. That agreement provides for the tribe to keep “our privilege of fish-
ing, fowling or gathering of berries, or any other thing for our use,” the plaintiff's court papers say"” (Harrington).
There is a long history of trampling on rights granted to native tribes by scores of U.S. treaties and agreements
with municipalities. In other recent news, one might think of the Water Protectors at Standing Rock, North
Dakota. Peaceful protesters were sprayed with water in freezing temperatures, maced and shot with rubber
bullets, attacked by dogs, and kept in cages as the interests of oil barons and pipeline investors were advanced,
while sacred sites were bull-dozed and native land rights granted by historical treaty, as well as immediate con-
cerns for the health of the community were were once again tossed aside. One might also think of the current
presidential administration’s slashing of land from Bear's Ears and Grand Escalante National Monument, undoing
designations granted by Presidents Obama and Clinton, cutting the former by 85% - over 1 million acres lost.
The latter was cut in half (Turkewitz). Progress towards social justice for indigenous people seems as illusive as
ever; we should be better than this by now.

These photographs by Jeremy Dennis are both powerful and perfectly suited to our current moment in history,
resonating the concerns of his Shinnecock heritage and also harmonizing with numerous critiques of patriarchal
society, white privilege, and blindness to both. The work in this series presents a challenging scenario for many
audiences; one that turns the tables on the legacy of colonialism, and the subsequent assumptions and fears
that are a root cause of many forms of social injustice today, including systemic institutional marginalization, dis-
enfranchisement, inequality, and racism. | am moved by this work. Indigenous societies have faced genocide,
destruction through assimilation, denial of rights to property and sacred sites, exile to remote or undesirable
lands, abject poverty, racism, disrespect, and misrepresentation in American society. The Shinnecock Nation
has endured all these, yet continue to press on and fight for justice and equal opportunity against impossible
odds. Is this work a fantasy of justice and/or vengeance? Is it a re-imagined alternate ending? Does it ask

the question, “What if?” Does it spark unease? It should. Perhaps if we imagine ourselves in the role of the
target, the defeated, the slain, we can reflect and also see ourselves as the progeny and legacy of colonialism.
Then perhaps we can better practice empathy, and more actively work to share its humanity and humility. And
finally, perhaps we can come to a deeper understanding of who and where we are, and awaken to a reckoning
for the injustices and the complexities of our past and present.

Matthew Neil Gehring, Director
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Artist Statement:

Nothing Happened Here explores the violence/non-
violence of postcolonial Native American psychology.
Reflecting upon my own experience and observations
in my community, the Shinnecock Reservation in South-
ampton, New York, specifically the burden of the loss

of culture through assimilation, omission of our history
in school curriculum, and loss of land and economic
disadvantage; this series illustrates the shared dam-
aged enthusiasm of living on indigenous lands without
rectification.

The arrows in each image act as a symbol of everlasting
indigenous presence in each scene. The images may
be as compelling if the subjects were of indigenous
descent, but the decision to use non-native subjects
reveals a shared burden. The question remains of how
to overcome this troubled past. As we learn of early
contact-period history between colonists and indige-
nous groups, that history sticks with us, and it is diffi-
cult not to link current predicament of power, gained or
lost, with that important past.

-Jeremy Dennis
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Jeremy Dennis was born in Southampton, New York and raised on the Shinnecock Indian Reservation. He is an
artist and photographer, who graduated in 2013 with a BA from Stony Brook University in New York with a minor
in Digital Arts, and received an MFA from Pennsylvania State University in 2016.

The essential issues he works toward resolving are indigenous identity, assimilation, and tradition. Throughout
his analysis of American history and post-colonialism thinking that influence his work, he questions and disrupts
social norms, popular culture references, and historic narratives in relation to indigenous people. By looking
towards the past, Dennis is able to trace the source of issues that plague Native American communities today,
and work towards creating an awareness of histories and interactions between contemporary America and a
seemingly distant culture. Much of these questions arise inherently by living in the environment that many indig-
enous people face; growing up on a reservation, omissions of relevant history in education, and subtle cultural
influences.

A major theme of Dennis’ work is indigenous mythology. The stories that influence his imagery serve as a
method of peering into the minds of his ancestors and getting a glimpse of their views and values. These
images provide an alternative to the testimony of western histories and religions. While preserving cultural
identity in these stories, he is also able to defend the land we all occupy, giving it spiritual recognition, and pre-
senting our environment with an importance that is not so different from ourselves. On the most fundamental
level, myths explain the uncertainties of nature and the chaos that controls our lives. While science has resolved
many of our curiosities about natural phenomenon, the question of identity still remains. In an environment that
seems so eager to move past conflicts of race and such “far-away” histories, myths grant a sense of community
and place in the universe.

Using digital photography, Jeremy Dennis creates images that reference the most common depictions of indig-
enous people, the cinema. Utilizing its ability to charm and influence the viewer, he attempts to create conversa-
tions about uncomfortable themes of post-colonialism in a Hollywood film style.
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