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 KRISTEN MILLER

Art has been a power-
ful in� uence throughout 
Dominique Pierre-Tous-
saint’s life, particularly 
when he was a child grow-
ing up in a poor commu-
nity in Queens, New York.

The community en-
gagement supervisor is 
hoping to give youth in 
the Hopkins School Dis-
trict the opportunity to 
foster their love for art 
and explore potential ca-
reers in art through a new 
program called Blank 
Canvas Arts.

This new project as 
somewhat of  a continu-
ation of  a former group 
started four years ago 
with Hopkins elementary 
and junior high students, 
called Minnesota Youth 
Community in an effort 
to “help kids that are in 
diverse areas experience 
more art,” Dominique 
said.

It became a 
collaboration with the 
Minnetonka Center for the 
Arts, which provided art 
materials and instructors. 

 KRISTEN MILLER

Members of JCI Hopkins 
invites people to eat, shop and 
have fun at the annual Main-
street Day Arts and Crafts Fair 
9 a.m. to 4 p.m. Saturday, May 
18, in downtown Hopkins.

JCI Hopkins,  a leadership 
development and community 

service organization for young 
professionals, has been spon-
soring this outdoor event for 
about 25 years, according to 
Erin Bryan, current JCI presi-
dent and event co-chair. 

This year, the event will in-
clude more than 150 arts and 
crafts vendors ! lling Main-
street between Seventh and 
12th avenues. 

“It’s a real celebration of 
Hopkins and we love that 
Mainstreet is so walkable,” 
Bryan said.

Among the items available 
for purchase will be jewelry and 
accessories, woodwork, house-
wares, apparel, photography, 
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The students’ artwork 
was later displayed at the 
Hopkins Center for the 
Arts. 

Now, as those youth 
are in their ! rst years of 
high school, Dominique 
wanted to create a new 
program geared toward 
career exploration and 
provide an outlet to show-
case their talents through 
the Blank Canvas Arts 
Gallery, which recently 
opened to the public at 
The Commons, a co-
working space at 915 
Mainstreet, Hopkins. 

Dominique’s inspira-
tion for encouraging 
youth to explore art goes 
back to his own child-
hood, growing up in Far 
Rockaway, a neighbor-
hood in the borough of 
Queens.

Raised by a single mom 
of  Haitian and Domini-
can descent, Dominique 
had to grow up fast, he 
said, becoming a transla-
tor for his mom and tak-
ing care of  his younger 
sister. 

“In my position right 
now, I see a lot of  that in 
this community,” he said. 

As a 9-year-old grow-
ing up in the 80s, Domi-
nique began expressing 
his creativity through 
various mediums, such 
as rapping, break-danc-
ing and graf! ti.

The graf! ti caught the 
attention of  Mr. Smalls, 
who ran the after-school 
program at Dominique’s 
daycare.

“He pulled me aside 
because he’s been hear-
ing about my artwork, 
but yet he’s been hearing 
where it’s been located – 
on walls, trains,” Domi-
nique said.

Concerned that young 
Dominique was defac-
ing property and could 
get into trouble with the 
law, Smalls offered the 
boy a large white wall in 
his classroom as a blank 
canvas.

“[He] was the ! rst per-
son that actually took 
note of  my artwork,” 
making him understand 
that it truly was art, 
Dominique said.

“At that time, I just en-
joyed drawing,” he said, 
noting he would sit in 

class and sketch all day.
“During that time, in 

the area that I was in, 
education wasn’t great,” 
he said, noting the qual-
ity of  education wasn’t 
anything that is found in 
the Hopkins community 
today, describing worn-
out textbooks and high 
turnover of  teachers.

“If  I had this educa-
tion here going at that 
time, it’d be a little differ-
ent,” he said. “But I don’t 
regret anything that has 
happened to me because 
it actually made me grow 
and understand to appre-
ciate.”

He attributes art to 
keeping him off  the 
streets, and soon his 
friends followed suit, 
! nding their own tal-
ents through various art 
forms, whether it was 
drawing or DJ-mixing. 

Because art provided a 
creative outlet, he wants 
to provide Hopkins stu-
dents the same opportu-
nity.

Similarly, to that blank 
canvas in Mr. Smalls’ 
classroom, Dominique 
was introduced to a blank 
canvas in the hall of  The 
Commons, through a 
conversation he had with 
the owner, Peg Stefan.

He shared his vision 
of  bringing back those 
students, most of  whom 
are now in high school, 
and hosting a drawing 
class at The Commons, 
so they could also expe-
rience working within a 
business setting.

 Stefan asked Domi-
nique where he would 
display the completed 
artwork and suggested 

he utilize the walls in that 
public space. 

“We want to do any-
thing that we can do to 

support the community, 
especially kids,” Stefan 
said.

Referring back to that 

blank canvas in his child-
hood daycare center, 
“She’s kind of  my Mr. 
Smalls, but she’s my Ms. 
Stefan,” Dominique said.

While a drawing class is 
still in the works, Domi-
nique decided to kick off  
this new endeavor with a 
gallery of  mixed medi-
ums, featuring past art-
work from the previous 
art club and new artwork 
such as an ink drawing he 
made of  his mother.  

Similar to the goal of 
Dominique’s position 
with Hopkins Communi-
ty Engagement, his hope 
is to also help bridge the 
generational gap by dis-
playing art created by 
both youth and seniors 
in the community. He is 
also hoping to provide 
multi-generational art 
experiences, such as col-
laborating with Open 
Circle, an adult day cen-
ter in Hopkins. Residents 
of  the center contributed 
to a piece of  art, a col-
lage titled “Belonging,” 
for the gallery.

 The gallery of! cially 
opened April 27, with a 
private showing that in-
cluded special guests like 
the founder of First Av-
enue, Danny Stevens and 
his entertainment attor-
ney, Lee A. Hutton. 

The Blank Canvas 
Arts Board includes six 
of Dominique’s former 
students, now in grades 
9-11: Zachary Stanton, 
Marcjanna Taylor, Izabe-
la Taylor, Khalen Pierre-
Toussaint, Alex Quintero 
and Alyia Brown.  

The board will provide 
leadership for the pro-
gram and an opportunity 
to curate the rotating gal-
lery.  

As part of  Blank Can-
vas Arts, members will 
also have the chance to 
explore a variety of  art-
focused careers.

For example, four of 
the board members re-
cently toured Pixelwerx, a 
large-format printing and 
graphics design company 
in Plymouth. 

If  anyone, particularly 
youth in grades 6-12, is 
interested in learning 
more about Blank Can-
vas Arts, they can con-
tact Dominique at 952-
988-5188 or Dominique.
Pierre-Toussaint@hop-
kinsschools.org.

Follow the Sun Sailor on Facebook 

at facebook.com/mnsunsailor.
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