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Artist Tavani Williams proudly says
that he can paint anywhere in his home,
however, it’s been a long road to his first
major showing at Creative Tallahassee
this March, presented by the Council on
Culture & Arts at the City Hall Art Gal-
lery. 

“I’ve even painted in the bed with a
flashlight,” laughs Williams admitting to
his art insomnia. “I’ll wake up and try to
finish something while it’s on my mind.” 

Williams used to draw a picture a
year at most but never set out to pursue
a career in painting.

He was fearful of the brush and its
bristles, not allowing the same amount
of control he could wield with a pencil.
In 2011, he and his wife sat watching the
famous televised painter and teacher
Bob Ross, when he joked about picking
up a brush. His wife told him he should,
which sparked a memory of a late friend
who questioned why Williams rarely, if
ever, finished any of his work. 

“I went home and looked at all my
pictures,” says Williams. “I noticed if it
got too difficult for me, if I had to draw a
hand or feet or something of a challenge,
I would put it to the side. That’s how I
felt about painting until I remembered
what Bob Ross said about doing what-
ever you put your mind to. I’ve wanted to
quit a couple times, but I kept doing it
until one day I was just painting relaxed
and it just started coming to me.” 

Prior to his painting revelation, Wil-
liams’ artistic skills blossomed with
nurturing from his schoolteacher Joyce
Keuling who first identified his talents
in drawing. She supported his art edu-
cation, steering him towards a multi-
tude of styles — abstract art, animation
—and providing him with opportunities
to show his work. Williams says he owes
a lot to Keuling, even though he ended
up pursuing football over art at the time. 

“She invested in me and kept trying
to encourage me,” recalls Williams. “I
think about her often, and the influence
that she had on me without really know-
ing it.” 

Cartoons and comic books were
standard fare for Williams. He was
drawn to the human frame and muscu-
lature, especially in his favorite super-
heroes. He would collect body-building
books, focusing on how to sketch mus-
cles, and followed Dave Stevens’ “Rock-
eteer” comic books and John Byrne’s il-
lustrations for the “X-Men” series. 

When his cousins would visit, they
would draw side by side with Williams

copying from comics and his cousin cre-
ating James Bond-esque helicopters
and cars. One day he showed his mom
some of his work, and she gave him
feedback that changed the course of
how he approached art. 

“She told me I did a good job, but that
if I wanted to be a real artist, l should be
able to create out of my own mind,” says
Williams. “Everything from that point
on came out of my head. I might look at
something for reference, but I couldn’t
copy anything anymore.” 

Fast forward to 2012 when he walked
into the LeMoyne Center for Visual Arts
for the first time, and was mesmerized
by the work of master oil painter Paul
Houzell. Speaking with Houzell and an-
other local artist, Al Williams, at the gal-
lery, he was encouraged to enter his first
show. Williams remains grateful for the
push they gave him, and to artist Donald
Sheppard who provided the space for
him to hang his first pieces. 

Still green to painting, Williams lis-
tened as other artists at the show spoke
to him about the concepts of value and

color mixing in order to enhance his
work. He sold three pieces that night at
a relatively low cost, and quickly famil-
iarized himself afterward with how to
price his work.

As a mostly self-taught painter, he
looks to master artists and emulates
their styles as a way of learning and
growing. Artists like Ernie Barnes and
his “elongated figures,” Bob Ross’ simple
and clean style, and Tim Garner’s
clouds and sky all appear as influences. 

“Norman Rockwell’s characters also
influenced me a great deal,” says Wil-
liams. “I like if a person has a prominent
nose, big ears, or a gap between the
teeth, and older people began interest-
ing me. I went from drawing muscles to
wrinkles.” 

When visitors are gazing upon Wil-
liams’ work, he hopes they will gain a
sense of peace and serenity. Scenes
typically focus on one figure or an isolat-
ed landscape to convey quiet moments
of introspection.

He plays with space to create moods
in his paintings that capture intimacy.

Born from his imagination, these land-
scapes unravel on the canvas much like
the Bossa nova jazz that he’ll listen to
while in the creative process. 

Music takes Williams on a voyage
and he visualizes what he hears in a
kind of synesthesia as he sketches. He’ll
take his time to execute these thoughts,
and if he feels it’s missing something,
Williams will put a work aside for
months or even years before he can
solve its mysteries. As far as color, he
began using blue, green, and yellow, and
has allowed a natural progression to
fold in more earth tones. 

“I’m crazy about a blue sky, white
clouds, and green grass,” says Williams.
“That’s still radiant to me.” 

His two paintings, “The Art Box,” and
“Here We Go,” were selected from over
230 submissions — the most ever — for
Creative Tallahassee’s multi-media
show. The former was inspired by Egyp-
tian art, whereas the latter was derived
from a peaceful still in a European docu-
mentary. Williams hopes viewers will
find the work to be fresh and feel some
kind of emotional connection.

Reflecting back to where he began
just a few years ago, he feels a sense of
accomplishment to be part such an
event, and most of all, to keep finishing
what he’s started. 

“Painting has helped me to become
more patient and appreciate nature,” re-
marks Williams, who has learned to
tone down his inner critic and endure.
“You can learn a lot from yourself when
you try something that you’re afraid of.
Just do it with integrity and don’t short-
change yourself.” 

Amanda Sieradzki is the feature
writer for the Council on Culture & Arts.
COCA is the capital area’s umbrella
agency for arts and culture (www.talla-
hasseearts.org).

Self-taught artist seeks emotional connections
Amanda Sieradzki
Council on Culture & Arts

Tavani Williams has two works in the Creative Tallahassee show this March. TAVANI
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Leon County’s most outstanding
high school seniors were selected this
week as the 158 finalists in 2018 for the
13th Anniversary of the Best & Brightest
Awards, which recognize and honor
public and private school students who
excel both academically and in service
to school and community. The finalists
from each school will next undergo an
interview process culminating in the
Best & Brightest Awards Ceremony, to
be held May 16 at Ruby Diamond Con-
cert Hall, at which countywide winners
will be announced.

“This year’s student leaders who are
so deservedly honored in this program
reflect the highest caliber of dedication
to academics and demonstrate excel-
lence in all that they do,” said Laura Rog-
ers, Program Director of World Class
Schools and coordinator of The Best &
Brightest Awards. “I am proud to recog-
nize these young people who place a pri-
ority on service to others as an ethic to
be embraced for life.”

The Best & Brightest Awards pro-
gram, now in its 13th year, has recog-
nized more than 1,800 exceptional pub-
lic and private high school seniors and
awarded more than $575,000 in schol-
arships since its inception. The Best &
Brightest Awards program is sponsored
by Envision Credit Union, in partner-
ship with Leon County Schools, World
Class Schools of Leon County, The Tal-
lahassee Democrat, Sachs Media Group,
Rogers Gunter Vaughn Insurance, NAI
Talcor, Sperry & Associates, Florida
Cancer Specialists and The Florida
League of Cities.

On March 3, panels of select commu-
nity leaders interviewed the 2018 final-
ists on topics such as foreign language,
technology, and drama, to determine
the winners of the countywide awards.
This year, 158 finalists will be evaluated
on their academic achievement, leader-
ship, and community service. A winner,
runner-up, and honorable mention re-
cipient will be named from each catego-
ry.

“The Best & Brightest Awards have
allowed us to recognize the Leon County
students who are excelling in our
schools and inspiring our community
through their exceptional academic and
civic work,” said Ron Sachs, founder of
the Best & Brightest Awards. “The out-
standing achievements of this year’s
students set them apart as examples to
inspire us all – and to generate great

hope for the future of our community,
state and nation.”

To reach this point, finalists have
demonstrated a solid record of academ-
ic achievement and expertise in one of
15 competitive categories in addition to
school and community service. First-
place winners in each category will re-
ceive scholarships of $1,500; runners-
up will be awarded $750; and honorable
mention recipients will receive $500.
All other finalists will receive a $100
scholarship in recognition of their su-
perlative accomplishments.

In addition to celebrating high school
students, the Best & Brightest Awards
program reaches out to younger Leon
County students. The program con-
ducts an Eighth Grade Essay Contest,
and three students from across the
county will win awards ranging from
$100 to $500. The contest provides mid-
dle school students with much-needed
positive reinforcement and helps en-
courage them to reflect on the impor-
tance of community involvement and
academic achievement as they enter
their high school careers. 

Another feature of the program, first
introduced six years ago, is the Spirit of

the Best & Brightest Award, presented to
the Best & Brightest winner who best
exhibits a deep commitment to civic du-
ty and service. That student will receive
a $2,500 scholarship commemorating
the late Brooks Rogers, in addition to his
or her Best & Brightest scholarship
award winnings.

This year’s finalists for the 13th Anni-
versary of The Best & Brightest Awards
are:

Art: Jasmine Blake (FSUS), Kather-
ine Dowdy (Maclay), Karsyn Fletcher
(SAIL), Olivia Kercheval-Roig (Leon),
Julia Martinez-Miller (Chiles), Trenton
McCray (Rickards), Daniela Soto Angu-
lo (Godby), Jack Vo (Lincoln), Zoe Whit-
taker (JPII)

Athletics: Pawan Badisa (Rickards),
Jackson Barber (Leon), Jordan Latimer
(JPII), Sarah McCrackin (FSUS), Abigail
Post (CCS), Alicia Price (NFC), Tyler Pye
(Godby), Lonzetta Simpkins (Lincoln),
Alexander Sobeski (Home School), Ma-
ry Waddell (Maclay), Ana Wallace
(Chiles)

Business: Jordan Brown (FSUS),
Lindsay Magar (SAIL), Kyle Moran
(JPII), Mallory Morgan (Leon), Ean Sca-
nameo (Rickards), Estella Waczewski

(Chiles), Deborah Willett (Godby),Eliza-
beth Zhang (Lincoln)

Career: Austin Busbee (NFC), Gabri-
elle Cannella (Chiles), Ezekiel Coleman
(SAIL), Linlee Franklin (Maclay), Mar-
tine Fredrickson (Leon), Chelsie Him-
mer (FSUS), Seth Kemeny (JPII),Raven
Kiele (Lincoln), Anvitha Mandapati
(Rickards), Jevon Price (Godby)

Drama & Performing Arts: Mercy
Bickell (Maclay), Tyra Brown (Godby),
Melanie Bynum (SAIL), Camila Calde-
ron (Chiles), Amelia Cooper (Leon), Ja-
mie Johnson (Home School), Shreya
Kondapalli (Rickards), Abigail Leaman
(Lincoln), Kelsey Neugent (NFC), Josh-
ua Weinstein (FSUS), Mary-Sheldon
Williams (JPII)

English & Language Arts: Anna
Campbell (SAIL), Chloe Caylor (Chiles),
Joshua Chang (Lincoln), Joshua Ciarla-
riello (CCS), Takeia Davis (FAMU DRS),
Chandler Downie (Maclay), Sarah Hal-
bert (Rickards), William Jones (Godby),
Andrea Mendoza (JPII), Cynthia Pater-
son (Leon), Skylar Rainey (FSUS), Kalyn
Tyson (NFC)

Foreign Language: Emma Bonney
(Chiles), Jordan Burney (Godby), Alex-
ander Caspary (Lincoln), Benjamin
Eacker (JPII), Brenda Gikunda (Rick-
ards), Gabrielle Goke (SAIL), Jade Hof-
bauer (Leon), Anna Lewis (Maclay),
Shealyn Sullivan (Home School), Aash-
ari Willliams (FSUS)

Journalism: Abbygale Cloud
(Chiles), Josephine Finn (JPII), Lexi
Fitzpatrick (Lincoln), Star Khan (SAIL),
Cristin McKee (Home School), Lauryn
Parker (Maclay), Lauren Shirley (FSUS)
,Hannah Wong (Leon), Chyna Wright
(Godby), Phillip Wright (Rickards)

Leadership: Helen Abernethy
(FSUS), Cameron Fink (Leon), Asya
Griffin (FAMU DRS),Azure Harvey
(SAIL), Slade Machado (CCS), Jalen
McClees (Godby), Elsa Meyer (Chiles)
,Moira Newsome (JPII), Tareq Salley
(Rickards), Daniel Sweeney (Maclay),
Victoria Trawick (NFC), Nicholas Wolfe
(Lincoln)

Mathematics: Daniel Bryant (JPII),
Caroline Englert (Leon), Carson Jones
(Rickards), Michael Jones (FAMU DRS),
Luke McCarthy (FSUS), Paris Miller
(Maclay), Graham O'Donnell (Lincoln),
Jaimie Souders (SAIL), Brian Vilmenay
(Godby), Joanna Wang (Chiles)

Music: Odessa Deng (Chiles), Mi-
chaela Fredrickson (Leon), Josie Kriss
(Rickards), William Lacayo (FSUS),
Samuel McAnally (CCS), Amalie Oster-
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Attendees applaud the nominees of the Best and Brightest Awards as they enter
Ruby Diamond Concert Hall on FSU’s Campus in 2016. JOE RONDONE/DEMOCRAT FILES 

If you go
What: Creative Tallahassee 2018 

When: Public Exhibit Reception, 6-7:30
p.m. on Friday, March 9. Gallery is open
8 a.m.-5 p.m., Monday-Friday, through
May 7. 

Where: City Hall Art Gallery, 300 South
Adams Street 

Cost: Free 

Contact: For more information, call
850-224-2500 or visit http://coca.talla-
hasseearts.org/art-in-public-places/
city-hall-gallery. For more on the artist,
visit www.tahartstore.webs.com. 


