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Welcome to Art Adventure

What is Art Adventure?
Art Adventure is a program that engages students 
with artworks from the Minneapolis Institute of 
Art’s collection. Through the support of thousands 
of trained volunteers, Art Adventure brings visual 
arts into K–6 classrooms across Minnesota and 
beyond. The program encourages creativity, critical 
thinking, and global awareness through in-depth 
explorations of art across various cultures and time 
periods. Art Adventure is an opportunity for students 
to experience art up close and personal through 
reproductions, technology, and touch-and-feel props.  

What does the Art Adventure 
Program do for students?		
An evaluation of Art Adventure showed that, in 
addition to fostering an interest in art, the program 
fosters five major critical thinking skills. The skills and 
experiences students gain through Art Adventure will 
benefit them the rest of their lives. 

5 Critical Thinking Skills 
1.	 Describe what you see.
2.	 Notice details.
3.	 Understand how the parts form a whole idea  

or artwork.
4.	 Support interpretations with sufficient reasons. 
5.	 Support opinions or preferences with sound 

reasons. 
		

Who are Picture People?		
You like being around and talking to children. You’re 
happy to hear their ideas and are curious to know 
more about them. You think you might like art—or 
you know you love art! You might be a parent, a 
grandparent, or a community member with an 
enthusiasm for kids and the arts.

You’re good at and enjoy
•	 Recognizing the value in others’ unique 

perspectives.
•	 Learning about people and places new to you.
•	 Collaborating with other adults.
•	 Listening to students.
•	 Sharing information.

Things you don’t have to be good at  
(but might worry are important)
You do not need to:
•	 Have classroom experience.
•	 Know about art, art history, or museums.
•	 Teach students about art historical periods and 

terminology.
•	 Know how to make art.

In this role, you will
•	 Introduce classroom students to a variety of 

preselected artworks from various cultures, 
places, and eras.

•	 Facilitate discussions using open-ended 
questions and reaffirm what you hear students 
say.

•	 Ask follow-up questions to enliven the 
conversation.

•	 Communicate with your school’s coordinator.
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Once You’re in the Classroom

Relax!		

The information provided in this booklet is intended 
as background material to help you feel confident 
when you share artworks with children. Don’t feel 
you have to cover everything. Rather, choose two 
or three key ideas you think will be compelling. Kids 
love stories—what stories might you tell? What 
parallels can you draw to their lives?

Be sure everyone can see you and the 
reproduction.

Talk with the teacher to understand routines the class 
follows when gathering for a visitor. Aim for a setup 
that will get the students as close to the reproduction 
as possible. Keep the students’ eyes on you, too, by 
making regular eye contact with everyone in the group.
		
Set up the students for successful 
exploration.		

•	 Have the children wear nametags so you can call 
them by name.

•	 Set your own preferences aside to allow students 
to form their own opinions.

•	 Encourage the students to take turns speaking.
•	 Paraphrase what the students have said to let 

them know that you have been listening and help 
clarify each student’s statement for the class.

		
Begin each discussion with a moment of silent 
looking.		

Begin by introducing the lesson, yourself, and 
the reproductions. Review with the class what a 
museum is and what you’ll be doing with them. You 
might build suspense by keeping each image hidden. 
Start by having the students observe the artwork in 
total silence. Model your expectations by spending 
time quietly looking, too.
	
	

Give students time to talk about what they 
have observed.		
Introduce a key idea, then begin with a question. 
Each artwork has specific examples. Be sure to use 
your finger to point to the part of the picture the 
child is talking about. Paraphrase his or her words to 
clarify the observation for others. You’ll be surprised 
how quickly students learn to justify their comments 
with evidence they can see in the picture! Asking 

“What else can you find?” or connecting historical 
content can help generate further comments. 
		
Connect your key ideas to the students’ 
observations.

When the students’ observations begin to slow 
down, use what you’ve learned about their interests 
to steer the discussion toward your key ideas. Try to 
ask questions that will draw connections between 
what they have said and what you would like them 
to consider. If they pose questions you can’t answer, 
admit it! Brainstorm ways you might find out together.
		
Keep the age of your class in mind.	  
Don’t expect young children to be able to focus for 
longer than 20 minutes. Plan your presentations 
accordingly. Consider your grade level’s ability to 
understand time—will students understand a date or 
phrase such as “colonial times” (fifth graders might) 
or should you stick with “a long time ago” or “about 
100 years ago”? Keep in mind that younger children 
are more likely to accept the abstract than older 
students, who may want concrete content.

		
Talk to other Picture People.	
Experienced Picture People have great ideas about 
how to capture the imagination of a class. Don’t 
hesitate to borrow and adapt their suggestions, but 
remember to bring your own creativity along, too.
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Talking about Art

What do you see in this artwork?  
What else can you find?		
This is the best line of questioning to begin 
conversations with K–2 students. For students who 
seem ready to dive deeper ask, “What do you see 
that makes you say that?”
		
What’s going on in this picture? 
What do you see that makes you say that?	
You’ll notice this question is different than “What do 
you see?” “What’s going on?” invites a consideration 
of relationships and interactions and taps into 
children’s natural interest to find stories. “What 
do you see that makes you say that?” focuses 
comments on the evidence in the artwork and helps 
kids explain their assumptions.
		
How would you feel if you were “in”
this work of art?		
What would you hear? How might this feel if  
you could touch it? What path would you take 
through the picture? What do you see that makes 
you say that? What might it smell like?
		
What does this artwork remind you of?	
What would you use this object for? What about this 
scene is familiar or unfamiliar to you? What do you 
see that makes you say that?
		

What person or object in this picture do you 
think was most important to the artist?		
What are people in the picture looking at?  
Where are there bright colors? What is biggest?
		
How would the artwork be different if you 
could make a change?	
What would happen if you changed a color?  
Moved an object or person? Left something out?
		
How is this work of art similar to or different 
from another one you’ve seen in this set?		

“Compare and contrast” encourages close  
looking and reinforces the theme. Get together 
with your fellow volunteers to coordinate some 
provocative pairs.
		
How does this work of art relate to the  
theme of the set?		
Let the students pull it all together! What connections 
do they see between the theme and what they’ve 
noticed and learned about the work of art?
		
What do you like most about this artwork? 
Why? What do you like least?		
If you could keep one artwork from this set, what 
artwork would you pick? Why?

Each artwork comes with key ideas and supporting questions. We encourage you to use 
them. If you want to develop your own, consider these non-specific questions, which  
encourage students to look closely and find their own meaning. This process helps develop 
the five Critical Thinking Skills (page 1). Please keep in mind that not every question will 
work for every artwork. Remember, if you ask a question, first share a key idea.
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Developing Cultural Fluency

Mia’s collection belongs to everyone
Mia’s collection of more than 100,000 art objects 
is held in the public trust, which means it is 
preserved, documented, and displayed for the 
benefit of the public. As stewards of these artworks, 
we are committed to making sure they remain 
accessible to the public for generations to come. 
We continuously assess the collection and are 
committed to expanding it responsibly so that it 
reflects our values of inclusivity and equity. We also 
realize that museum collecting practices of the past 
do not always measure up to today’s legal and ethical 
standards. Museums often have histories connected 
to slavery and the displacement of Indigenous 
peoples, for example. For these reasons, Mia is 
committed to addressing diversity and inclusion 
more directly than in the past.

Tips and tools for practicing  
cultural fluency
Embrace “I don’t know”
If you’re asked about an aspect of a culture and you 
don’t know the answer, it’s best to say, “I don’t know.” 
Do not try to make an educated guess based on 
what you may know of that culture—or other cultures.

Own your mistakes
Uh oh, you’ve made a mistake! What to do? First, 
don’t panic. Acknowledge your error. Don’t make 
excuses for yourself—set a personal goal to work on 
not repeating the same mistake in the future.

Avoid cultural appropriation
Cultural appropriation is the act of adopting or mod-
ifying elements of a nondominant culture in a way 
that reinforces stereotypes or contributes to oppres-
sion. It also includes using parts of that culture (dress, 
music, dance, art, etc.) without permission.

Cultural fluency, the ability to communicate and interact with people from backgrounds 
that are different from our own, is more important than ever in our diverse, multicultural 
world. But how can we achieve cultural fluency? Art Adventure Picture People have 
a unique opportunity to facilitate discussions about different cultures and human 
experiences with a diverse group of students. But if these cultures are unfamiliar to 
us, we may not understand the meanings their art objects hold. As educators, we must 
understand how our teaching can impact students in their development as scholars, artists, 
and citizens. For that reason, we’ve compiled some tips and tools to help you practice 
cultural fluency in the classroom.

The information shared here is only the first part of a larger conversation. We will refine 
this information annually at the end of the academic year. Please refer to it as needed and 
let us know how to improve this work in progress.
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Cultural appropriation can be so nuanced and 
complex that many people have a difficult time 
understanding it—and perhaps not realize they are 
doing it themselves. Below is a brief rundown of 
cultural appropriation versus cultural appreciation.

Appropriation
Dehumanizes oppressed groups

Takes without permission

Perpetuates stereotypes

Ignores the meaning and stories behind  
the cultural elements

Appreciation
Celebrates cultures in respectful ways

Asks permission, provides credit, and offers 
compensation

Elevates the voices and experiences of members of a 
cultural group

Focuses on learning the stories and meanings 
behind cultural elements

Here are two tips for avoiding cultural appropriation 
in Art Adventure classroom art projects:

•	 Don’t use cultural attire as costumes. This  
can reinforce offensive stereotypes of those in  
our community.

•	 When leading art activities in the classroom, don’t 
ask students to replicate the type of artwork they 
are studying. For example, do not ask students 
to make an Anishinaabe (Ojibwe) beadwork, a 
Yoruba crown, or an Iatmul hand drum. Instead, 
develop activities inspired by these artworks and 
students’ personal experiences.

Points to remember when discussing  
cultures not your own

•	 Cultures are diverse and dynamic, not monolithic. 
Monolithic thinking is the tendency to view 
cultures and peoples from a single perspective 
and set of values. Reducing monolithic thinking 
requires us to examine our own biases and 
assumptions and create an environment that 
celebrates diverse perspectives in all forms.

•	 When presenting work from Africa, remember it is 
a continent not a country. Be specific about naming 
the culture and country of origin for the artwork.

•	 Be specific when talking about Native 
American nations and Native American artists’ 
cultural or tribal affiliations. Use the informa-
tion in your booklets.

•	 Native Americans are still here. Acknowledge 
contemporary cultures when talking about Native 
American tribes or nations.

•	 If you are uncertain about an unfamiliar word, 
check your booklet for the phonetic pronunciation.

•	 Acknowledge multiple worldviews and voices in 
your classroom discussions. For example, when 
presenting an artwork from the United States in 
the 1800s, talk about the diverse perspectives 
in that historical context (e.g., immigrants, 
African Americans, Native Americans, women, 
industrialists, etc.).

•	 Encourage students to do research and ask 
questions. Showing genuine curiosity and a desire 
to grow, learn, and connect is the best way to 
avoid perpetuating cultural stereotypes.

In the end, don’t make assumptions about a culture 
based on what you know or don’t know. Take time 
to learn about the culture before delving into a 
classroom discussion. Do what you can when you 
can as you learn to do better.

Learning is a process!
Now, take what you’ve learned and practice. There 
will be mistakes, and that is OK. Making mistakes is 
a natural and necessary part of the learning process, 
from childhood to adulthood. If you can notice and 
correct your mistakes and practice repeatedly, you 
will gain confidence and proficiency. Add these tools 
to your toolbox as you continue your lifelong learning 
about cultural fluency.
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Using Touch-and-Feel Props

Why props?		
Students normally first encounter the Art 
Adventure artworks in their classrooms as 
reproductions. The works of art appear to be 
two-dimensional and similar in size. Props 
accompany many of the reproductions to help 
overcome this limitation. Touching a material 
similar to the artwork, seeing the technique used 
to create it, or looking at a photograph in which 
the object is being used adds another dimension 
to the experience. The use of props reinforces the 
understanding of all learners through hands-on 
experiences.

How should you use props?
Without careful planning, props will do little but 
distract your group. Use these helpful tips to lead a 
successful exploration:

•	 Present the prop alongside information about an 
artwork or to help answer a question about the 
artwork.

•	 There are a number of ways to use the prop:
1.	 Pass the prop around to each student. Give 

the students a question to consider while they 
are waiting for the prop and one to consider 
after they have held the prop. 

2.	 Ask a single student to come forward and 
describe how it feels to the whole group.

3.	 Hold the prop yourself and walk it around 
the group for the students to touch or look at 
closely.

4.	 Hold the prop yourself to illustrate relevant 
parts of the discussion.

5.	 Give everyone a chance to examine it more 
closely at the end of your presentation.

•	 Clear communication of your expectations is 
essential to keep the students focused on the 
activity. Let the students know that they will need 
to take turns, what they should do if it’s not their 
turn, and how they should treat the props. 

•	 After the students have explored the prop, refer to 
the experience as you continue the discussion.

•	 Don’t forget to plan how you’ll get the props 
back from the students! Schools are charged 
significant fees for missing or damaged props and 
reproductions.
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American 
Stories
What is American art? This question has endless answers. Diversity is certainly a 
defining element of this story. Throughout the land we now call the United States, 
Native people lived for millennia before the arrival of Europeans. Over the last three 
centuries, immigrants have come from many nations. Traditions of enslaved men 
and women, such as people brought from Africa, greatly shaped the United States. 
All of these people have contributed their own unique artistic heritages to our 
understanding of American art.

The art objects chosen for this Art Adventure set tell nearly 200 years of tales 
about the United States. They also incorporate many voices: from a portrait of 
the first president and to a photograph of children playing in St. Paul. By studying 
this sampling of art made in America, we can learn something about the history, 
traditions, and experiences of our diverse nation.
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Work of Art	 Prop	 Replacement 	
			   Cost
Thomas Sully,	 Reproduction of Gilbert Stuart’s portraits	 $10
Portrait of George Washington	 of George Washington
		  Sample of painted canvas	 $30

Lola Pettway,	 Photographs of:
“Housetop” variation quilt	 Lola Pettway	 $10
		  Allie Pettway	 $10
		  Gee’s Bend Quilting Retreat	 $10
		  Addie Pearl Nicholson, “Housetop” quilt, 	 $10
		     nine-block “Half-Log Cabin” variation
		  Nellie Mae Abrams, “Housetop” quilt	 $10
		  Quilters of Gee’s Bend 	 $10

		  Tactile Fabric Swatch	 $20

Lakota, Winter count	 No prop	 ___

Floyd Elias Brewer, 	 No prop	 ___ 
Evening Concert
					       
Grace Hartigan, Billboard	 Sample of painted canvas	 $30

Wing Young Huie, 	 Photograph of the artist	 $10
Kids Playing, Frogtown	

Artwork Reproductions (6)		  $50

Please make sure that you have enclosed all of the items on this list when you return the prop kit. 
You will be responsible for the cost of replacing any missing or damaged items. Thank you!

Prop Kit Contents
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Thomas Sully, United States, 1783–1872
Portrait of George Washington, 1820, oil on canvas
The William Hood Dunwoody Fund, 32.12
94 x 60 in. (238.76 x 152.4 cm) (canvas) 
101 x 67 in. (256.54 x 170.18 cm) (outer frame)
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Background
Following the American Revolution (1775–83), 
America’s radical ideas of federalism and individual 
statehood marked a startling separation from 1700s 
European political practices. Because no models of 
democracy existed in Europe at this time, the new 
nation was eager to associate itself with the virtues 
and values of ancient Greece and Rome.

This revival of ancient classical cultures, called 
neoclassicism, was expressed in 1800s painting, 
sculpture, and architecture. It was particularly 
evident in the new government buildings that were 
rising in cities across the country. These public 
buildings not only satisfied the practical need for 
government offices, but they also served as symbols 
recalling the classical past. By imitating classical 
cultures, the new nation hoped to associate itself 
with those great civilizations.

By imitating classical cultures, the new 
nation hoped to associate itself with the great 
civilizations of ancient Greece and Rome.

In the years following the Revolution, America was in 
need of American heroes. George Washington, the 
most revered of revolutionary leaders and the first 
U.S. president, was an ideal role model. After his 
death in 1799, he became the symbol of the new 
republic. Washington’s image proliferated across 
America, meeting the great demand for presidential 
portraits to decorate the many new government 
buildings. The painter Gilbert Stuart painted 
numerous portraits of Washington, three of which 
became models for countless reproductions, copies, 
and imitations. While uniqueness and originality are 
highly valued in artwork today, during the 1800s, 
the subject’s identity and importance gave meaning 
and value to the work. The many artists who painted 
images of George Washington after his death were 

happy to copy works by artists like Stuart, who had 
painted the president from life. 

Portrait of George Washington
This painting by Thomas Sully is a copy of one of 
Gilbert Stuart’s best-known portraits of George 
Washington, the one often referred to as the 
Munro-Lenox Portrait. Finished in 1800, the Munro-
Lenox Portrait, named for its two original owners, 
was the first of four identical full-length paintings 
by Stuart. The Munro-Lenox Portrait hung in the 
New York Public Library for many years. To meet 
the overwhelming demand for pictures of the first 
American president, Sully made numerous copies of 
Stuart’s portraits for various government buildings 
and historical societies.

A formal full-length portrait, it is a heroic 
image of George Washington, presented with 
symbols and theatrical effects.

Sully’s picture is painted in the European tradition of 
aristocratic portraiture. A formal full-length portrait, it 
is a heroic image of George Washington, presented 
with symbols and theatrical effects. A noble figure, 
Washington appears stately and proud in his stiff 
three-quarter pose, which displays his fine clothing 
and accessories. He is depicted from a low point of 
view, enhancing his air of importance. He wears a 
dark vest and jacket set off by a white ruffled jabot 
(lace or cloth attached to the front of a neckband) 
and cuffs, black knee-length pants, and black shoes 
with silver buckles–footwear commonly associated 
with Washington. The president stands in a dramatic 
pose, as if he were about to give a speech. His face 
reveals little of his true personality.
Washington’s status is enhanced by the grand 
setting and the symbolic objects that surround him. 
His right hand rests on a copy of the Constitution, 
emphasizing his role as a statesman. He holds a 
sword in his left hand, a reference to his military 

This heroic image of George Washington shows the first president as a statesman and a military 
leader. It reflects a period when America was seeking national heroes and identity.
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achievements. Behind him, a windblown curtain 
lets in the light of dawn and reveals a rainbow. The 
rainbow is a common symbol of hope or beginning, 
and the dawn may symbolize a new era under 
Washington’s leadership. The inkwell and quill on 
the table refer to lawmaking, and the many books 
suggest Washington’s authority based on the written 
law. The gilded (decorated with gold) furniture, 
rich red upholstery, and decorative red table 
covering reinforce the president’s importance. The 
paperweight shaped like a dog may refer to his love 
of the outdoors.

The classical columns in the background and some 
of the motifs on the furniture suggest grandeur and 
the ideals of the ancient Roman republic, with which 
the new U.S. government hoped to associate itself. 
On top of the table leg are two eagles, raptors that 
were victory symbols in ancient Rome. Eagles were 
associated with the god Jupiter, represented the 
standards of the Roman legions, and stood for power 
and victory. The wrapped bundle of rods that form 
the leg itself once signified the authority of Roman 
leaders and the ideals of justice. The medallion 
design on the arm and crest of the chair symbolically 
refers to a Roman crown of victory.

Sully uses dramatic contrast in the painting to 
enhance Washington’s heroism. The president’s 
striking figure in black and white stands out against 
the surroundings of red and yellow tones. Various 
tones of red, seen on the tablecloth, curtain, 
chair, ribbon around the sword, sky, and even 
on Washington’s cheeks, dominate and enliven 
the painting. The composition reinforces a sense 
of solidity and stability by incorporating vertical 
and horizontal lines and geometric shapes in the 
architecture and furnishings. For example, the oval 
back of the chair is repeated in the circles of the 
floor design. The stable vertical columns are echoed 
by the erect figure of Washington standing before 
them. Against these structural elements, the irregular 
shapes of the billowing drapery and tablecloth give 
drama and richness to the composition.

Sully closely copied Stuart’s original, but his 
own style is evident.

Sully closely copied Stuart’s original, but his own 
style is evident. The color is brighter, surfaces are 
more opaque (solid) and glossy, forms are cast in 
sharper shadows, and the head is more clearly 
formed and heroic than in the original portrait.

Technique
When he painted a subject from life, Sully began by 
sketching a series of drawings on paper and canvas 
before arriving at his completed portrait. In his book, 
Hints to Young Painters (1851), he explained his 
technique, stating that he expected his subjects to 
have six sittings of two hours each. Though he used 
Stuart’s painting as the basis for this portrait rather 
than painting from life, Sully most likely made some 
preliminary drawings as part of his working process. 

Sully is known for his fluid brushwork, which 
achieves a rich, lustrous effect. The use of oil paint 
offered the artist great versatility in painting brilliant 
colors and convincing textures, since the medium of 
oil lends itself both to minute detail and to the subtle 
blending of tones. By applying layers of transparent 
paint over opaque ones, Sully created the illusion of 
actual skin and fabric and achieved a subtle play of 
light off the rich reds, yellows, and blacks.

About the Artist
Thomas Sully was born in England to parents 
who were actors. The family immigrated to the 
United States when Thomas was 9, and settled in 
Charleston, South Carolina. Sully began his career as 
a painter of miniatures but turned to easel painting 
in 1805, when he lived in New York City. Some of 
his earliest patrons were people in the theater. After 
serving as an apprentice to John Wesley Jarvis, he 
met Gilbert Stuart in Boston and studied briefly with 
him. The professional encouragement he received 
from the elder portrait painter confirmed Sully’s 
ambition to become a leading American portraitist. 
He eventually settled in Philadelphia.
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In his 70-year professional career, he painted 
over 2,000 portraits.

In 1809, Sully traveled to England, where he, like 
many other American artists, went to see Benjamin 
West, who sent him to Thomas Lawrence, the 
leading English portraitist of the time. Sully returned 
to America, where he became one of the nation’s 
outstanding portrait painters during the 1830s and 
1840s. In his 70-year professional career, he painted 
over 2,000 portraits. Sully was also a teacher, 
guiding the careers of many students, including 
members of his own family. All six of his surviving 
children became professional or amateur painters.

Key Ideas
1.	 This is a portrait of George Washington as a 

leader of the new democracy of the United 
States of America. 

2.	 This painting refers to the classical past of 
Ancient Greece and Rome.

3.	 As an accepted practice, Sully’s portrait is a copy 
of a painting by Gilbert Stuart.

Suggested Questions
1.	 This portrait is of George Washington as a leader 

of the people of the United States of America. 
How has the artist shown he is important? What 
objects tell you that he was a military leader? A 
smart/educated man? What objects show that 
he was successful and powerful? What other 
objects do you see in this painting? Pair share: 
Turn to a neighbor and share what objects you 
would include in your portrait to tell your story.

2.	 Stand like George Washington. How does it 
make you feel to stand in this position? 

3.	 This painting uses objects and color to tell the 
story of George Washington. Looking all around 
this painting, what colors do you see? How 
does the color ________ make you feel? What 
do you think that color might mean/represent 
in this painting? Do you think Thomas Sully, the 
artist, chose the right colors to represent George 
Washington as a hero? (thumbs up/down) 

Notes
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Lola Pettway, United States, born 1941
“Housetop” variation quilt, 1970s, corduroy
The Ethel Morrison Van Derlip Fund and gift of the Souls Grown Deep Foundation from the  William S. 
Arnett Collection, 2019.16.16. ©2021 Lola Pettway / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York
88 × 72 3/4 in. (223.52 × 184.79 cm)
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Background
Boykin, Alabama, better known as Gee’s Bend, is 
home to direct descendants of enslaved people who 
worked the cotton plantation established in 1816 
by Joseph Gee. Their ancestors remained on the 
plantation working as sharecroppers after the Civil 
War. Today, a group of women in the community 
carry on creative traditions through a quilting 
cooperative.

When enslaved women from the rural, isolated 
community of Boykin, Alabama, began quilting 
in the early 1800s, there was a physical need for 
warmth rather than a creative urge to reinvent an 
art form. Nonetheless, by piecing together scraps 
of fabric and clothing, they created abstract designs 
that had never before been represented on quilts. 
Women passed down these patterns and styles over 
generations. Their traditions survived slavery, the 
antebellum South, the Civil War, and Jim Crow.

•	 The antebellum (prewar) South was an era that 
lasted from the end of the War of 1812 to the start 
of the American Civil War in 1861. The fifteen 
states in the American South that permitted 
slavery in the decades before the Civil War, were 
predominantly rural. Enslaved people of African 
descent provided the majority of all farm labor.

•	 Jim Crow was the name of the unofficial racial 
caste system that operated primarily, but not 
exclusively, in southern and border states, 
between 1877 and the mid-1960s. Jim Crow was 
more than a series of rigid anti-Black laws. It was 
a way of life. Under Jim Crow, African Americans 
were relegated to the status of second-class 
citizens. Jim Crow represented the legitimization 
of anti-Black racism.

In the 1930s, the price of cotton fell, and the Gee’s 
Bend community was economically stressed. The 
Federal Government intervened and purchased 
ten thousand acres of the former plantation. They 
provided loans to the Bend residents so they could 
acquire and farm the land that was formerly worked 
by their ancestors. This made it possible to restore 
and preserve quilt making and other cultural traditions.

Most Gee’s Bend residents remained in Alabama, 
while over six million African Americans from the 
rural South participated in the Great Migration to 
settle in the North, Midwest, and West from 1916 
to 1970. After Martin Luther King, Jr., visited Gee’s 
Bend in the 1960s, community members became 
active in the civil rights movement (1954–68). 
Residents frequently took the ferry across the 
Alabama River to the county seat at Camden to 
register to vote. Authorities reacted to this active 
participation in democracy by eliminating the ferry 
service, isolating the community from accessing 
basic services. During this time, women came 
together and founded the Freedom Quilting Bee in 
1966; it survived until 2012.

The Freedom Quilting Bee
The Freedom Quilting Bee cooperative provided 
African American women from Gee’s Bend and 
nearby Rehoboth, Alabama, with a way to support 
themselves and their families, as well as economic 
empowerment. Sears department stores asked 
the quilters to create corduroy pillow covers, with 
materials supplied by the store. When Sears began 
to sell their quilts nationwide, the Gee’s Bend 
designs gained considerable recognition, which 
raised awareness of this American art form.

Lola Pettway learned to quilt from her mother, Allie Pettway, and was greatly influenced by 
her mother’s quilting circle, the Freedom Quilting Bee. Gee’s Bend quilters transform recycled 
clothes and fabric scraps into dynamic and beautiful quilts—a tradition that continues to this 
day. These quilts hold an important place in the history of American art and today are in the 
permanent collections of more than thirty leading art museums.
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Today, the women of Gee’s Bend continue to 
share their tradition. Approximately forty women 
from the community are part of the Gee’s Bend 
Quilting Collective, which is managed by Mary 
Ann Pettway. In a small building in town, women 
continue to produce and sell quilts—for up to $1,000 
apiece. Quarterly retreats provide opportunities for 
participants to learn how to quilt and practice quilting 
skills with guidance from Gee’s Bend quilters Mary 
Ann Pettway and China Pettway.

“Housetop” Variation Quilt
Housetop quilts are so named because the repeated 
motif of concentric squares looks something like 
a bird’s-eye view of shingled rooftops. The quilter 
chooses a fabric for the center housetop and 
constructs the rest of the quilt outward in a radiating 
pattern. Every design is unique.

This “Housetop” variation was made with avocado 
green, tomato red, gold, beige, and brown 
corduroy. The red medallion in the center anchors 
the surrounding pieces that are arranged in eight 
staggered blocks of different sizes.

Early Gee’s Bend quilters relied on scraps of 
clothing and other salvaged fabrics for their quilts. 
The patterns in their quilts are irregular and often 
appear random. They used the quilts as bedding 
and to help insulate their homes by spreading them 
on walls and floors. Women would meet in a group 
to quilt the blankets that they had designed and 
pieced together in advance. During these creative 
moments together, the quilters sang, prayed, ate, 
and shared stories while passing their skills and 
histories to the next generation.

About the Artist
Lola Pettway was greatly influenced by her mother, 
Allie Pettway, and her mother’s quilting circle, the 
Freedom Quilting Bee. In 1972, the Freedom Quilting 
Bee secured a contract with Sears to produce pillow 
shams. The department store supplied the quilters 
with corduroy fabric. Allie brought home unused 
material, accounting for Lola’s use of corduroy in her 
quilts from this period.

Lola Pettway, on her childhood:
I had a great childhood. I started cooking when 
I was nine. I worked hard, came up rough—nine 
sisters and four brothers. I went to the field at 
about ten years old. No favorite thing, just had 
to do it all. I knew I had to do it so I didn’t mind 
doing it. I stayed in the field more than I did at 
school. We stayed in the field from March until the 
last of June. Then we go back to pick in August. 
And gather the crop until December—millet, corn, 
potatoes. I had a hard time but I made it.

Lola Pettway, on quilting:
Mom had me quilting. We had to use four frames 
and hang up in the loft. I pieced some quilts but 
I’d rather quilt. Rather quilt than put it up, ’cause 
there’s so much beating on the cotton to spread it 
out and then whip it onto the frame. Piecing and 
quilting takes a lot of sitting down. I don’t like to be 
sitting down too long a time.
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Key Ideas 
1.	 Lola Pettway learned to quilt from her mother, 

Allie. Using leftover fabric scraps from a 
collaboration with Sears, Lola assembled this 
corduroy quilt. Lola and Allie were resourceful 
innovators who used whatever was available to 
quilt beautiful works of art.

2.	 Quilt making is often passed down through the 
generations. Lola learned from her mother, Allie, 
and Allie learned from her family members. 
Sometimes we call artists “self-taught,” but in  
the case of these women, we could call them 

“family taught.”
3.	 Lola’s quilt is inspired by a classic quilt-design 

style called “housetop.” Traditional housetop 
quilts use alternating strips of color to form 
concentric squares that radiate out from the 
quilt’s center. Lola used her resourcefulness to 
continue an important tradition, creating this 
lively, beautiful quilt with nine small housetops of 
green, red, gold, brown, and beige.

Suggested Questions
1.	 Look closely. What do you notice first? As you 

look longer, what else do you notice?
2.	 Imagine you are floating above your neighborhood. 

Below you are streets, apartment buildings, stores, 
and houses. Take that image and imagine your 
own housetop quilt. What colors would you use? 
Why? How many squares would you need? What 
structures would they represent?

3.	 Lola Pettway took tradition and built upon it with 
her own creativity. She made something that 
could be uniquely hers. Look closely at the quilt. 
What question would you want to ask Pettway 
about her artistic choices? Why?

4.	 Gee’s Bend artists teach younger women the 
styles and standards of the quilts. Each quilt is 
the signature of the individual and a visual banner 
for their community. Think of a time when you 
learned something from someone in your family, 
group of friends, or community. Describe how that 
experience made you feel. Why do you suppose 
it is important for older generations to share their 
skills with younger generations?

Notes
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Lakota, United States, North America
Winter count, 1900s, pigment on canvas
Gift of the Weiser Family Foundation, 2002.163
26 1/4 x 67 1/8 in. (66.68 x 170.5 cm)
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Background
When the first European explorers arrived on the 
shores of North America over 500 years ago, several 
million culturally diverse people, speaking hundreds 
of languages, already lived here. Many of these 
people lived in similar ways, depending on the 
geographical region where they were located.  

Plains Indians once freely occupied a large, central 
area of North America. Their territories reached 
from the Mississippi River in the east to the Rocky 
Mountains in the west and throughout Canada to the 
north and down into Texas in the south. The Lakota 
are one of many groups of Plains Indians who lived 
(and continue to live) in this vast region, mainly in 
what is known today as North Dakota, South Dakota, 
and Nebraska. 

At one time, the Lakota were closer to their Dakota 
relatives in present-day Minnesota, living a more 
settled lifestyle, which included fishing and 
cultivating wild rice. However, after 1640, conflicts 
with neighboring tribes, westward expansion of 
European settlers, and the interest in hunting of 
bison herds led the Lakota to relocate further west 
and to adopt a nomadic lifestyle. As the Lakota 
lifestyle changed, their artwork also evolved, 
becoming more portable. To show honor and respect 
for the everyday objects they relied upon, utilitarian 
items were richly decorated with pigments, quills, 
beads, and other ornamentation, making each object 
both useful and beautiful.

As the Lakota lifestyle changed, their artwork 
also evolved, becoming more portable.

The use and decoration of bison, elk, and deer 
hides has a long history with Plains Indians. The 
hides, a primary source for protection against the 
elements, were used as material for clothing, tipis, 
and moccasins. Decorating the hides was a way 
of honoring the animal for giving up its life. Men 
also displayed pictorial records of their personal 
achievements—their coups (acts of bravery), 
accounts of battle, and numbers of horses they 
owned—on their robes and tipis. The first Lakota 
winter counts were also painted on animal hides. 

Winter counts served two important 
functions in Lakota society: to record the 
passage of time and to relate the tribe’s 
history to its members. 

Winter Counts
Winter counts, called Waniyetu Wówapi (wah-
NEE-yeh-tu WOE-wah-pee) by the Lakota, are 
paintings on animal hide or muslin that record 
one event to represent each year in the tribe’s 
history. Waniyetu is the Lakota word for winter, 
measured from the first snowfall of one year to 
the first snowfall of the next. Wówapi means 
anything marked on a flat surface that can be 
read or counted. One pictograph represented one 
year. Because winters were incredibly harsh on 
the plains, it was a triumph and blessing to make 
it through each winter. Winter counts served two 
important functions in Lakota society: to record 
the passage of time and to relate the tribe’s history 
to its members. Using a winter count, individuals 
calculated their age by counting back to the year 
they were born, and the pictographic images were 
used as memory triggers for the winter count 
Keepers to tell the stories of the past to the tribe.
 

Like many other Plains Indians, the Lakota created winter counts to record significant events 
that happened during each year. These pictographic calendars (calendars that use images 
to represent an event) serve as important reminders to the Lakota of their history and their 
ancestors.
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Extended kin groups, or thiyóšpaye (tee-YOSH-pá-
yeh), are found within the social structure of the 
Lakota. Each thiyóšpaye had a winter count keeper 
appointed to record an event to be remembered.

The winter count allows us to think and talk about   
Lakota history through their own accounts, rather 
than through a history book. They provide a unique 
understanding of the Lakota perspective because 
they allow us to see and understand how and why 
the Lakota prioritized notable events. The keeper 
depicted images that would have affected the tribe, 
such as battles, trade events, and deaths. They also 
show significant “outside” events, such as disease 
epidemics, ceremonial events, and the conflicts over 
U.S. expansion into Lakota territory. 

This winter count, like many Lakota winter counts, 
depicts the importance of cycles to the Lakota 
people. It starts with an image of a calumet  
(ornamented ceremonial pipe) decorated with 
feathers, which symbolizes a ceremony that 
blesses the elderly (the past), expectant mothers 
(the creators of the future), and children (the 
future). They exhibit finely drawn images depicting 
important themes in 1800s Plains Indian art, such 
as horse imagery and battle exploits. Winter counts 
also demonstrate continuities between earlier 
pictographic representation and the late-1800s 
boom of ledger art.

Winter Count Keepers 
Traditionally, older, prominent men in a Lakota 
thiyóšpaye held the role of the winter count keeper. 
It was vital that these men be excellent artists and 
storytellers, as keepers were responsible for not only 
drawing the depictions, but also for relaying to the 
people the community’s history as depicted on the 
winter count. The keeper, along with the community 
elders, would decide on the most memorable event 
of that year and an image representing that event 
would be added to the winter count. 

During the dark days of winter, the winter 
count keeper would show the winter count 
to children and tell the stories of each 
pictograph, giving the children a sense of 
their people’s history. 

During the dark days of winter, the winter count 
keeper would show the winter count to children and 
tell the stories of each pictograph, giving the children 
a sense of their people’s history. Usually, the role 
of winter count keeper was passed down from one 
family member to the next, as typical winter counts 
span over 100 years. Within Lakota society, the role 
of Winter Count Keeper was passed from father to 
son. Some daughters also kept winter counts, though 
this occurred rarely. Women’s artwork traditionally 
focused on abstract geometric designs, while the 
men were responsible for representational images. 
When a new keeper would take over, a new copy of 
the winter count would be created.

Winter counts are often named for their keepers. By 
comparing this winter count to others in existence, it 
is believed that the creator was a man named Long 
Soldier. Long Soldier was a well-respected Lakota 
man who signed the Ft. Laramie Treaty of 1868 
and, along with many others, participated in the last 
bison hunt held at Standing Rock in 1882. The Long 
Soldier count comes from a Hunkpapa thiyóšpaye. 
The Hunkpapa were the western-most division of the 
Lakota, renowned for producing warriors like Sitting 
Bull and Gall. Later this band was forced to move to 
Standing Rock Reservation in North Dakota. 
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Materials
Initially, winter count pictographs were painted on 
animal hides using natural pigments. When the 
hide became too worn and/or as new materials 
became available, the images were transferred to 
new surfaces, such as muslin or paper, using paint 
and colored pencils. Winter counts were also copied 
when a new keeper was appointed or if the keeper 
simply ran out of room. An outside market for winter 
counts eventually developed, after scholars and 
other interested parties began studying the Lakota 
people and requesting copies. 

Because the Lakota’s history was mostly passed on 
orally between generations, the earliest winter counts 
were strictly pictographic. With the advancement 
of white settlers, literacy and the use of written 
language grew throughout the Lakota community. As 
the use of pictographs waned and written language 
grew, some winter count keepers used both as a 
way to communicate a year’s event. Eventually, the 
custom of pictographs declined altogether as a way 
to record Lakota history. 

Enduring Traditions
With the introduction of written language in 1880, 
the Lakota moved away from pictorial winter counts 
in favor of written words to document the events of 
a year. Also around this time, the Lakota were forced 
to give up their land and move onto reservations. 
This process forced the Lakota to give up or change 
many of their ways of life. By recalling the stories 
shown on the winter counts, the Lakota keep their 
connection to the history of their people and their 
past through the eyes of their ancestors. Though the 
Lakota way of life was changed dramatically through 
colonization, they have survived and remain a vibrant 
and contemporary culture.

Key Ideas
1.	 The winter count was made to record and 

remember the history of this Lakota community. 
2.	 The Lakota Winter Count keeps track of time; it 

is a calendar made with pictures (pictographs), 
instead of numbers or words. 

3.	 Since this winter count was started over 100 
years ago, Lakota ways of life have changed; 
moreover, they remain a vibrant contemporary 
culture.

Suggested Questions
1.	 The many small drawings on the Lakota Winter 

Count tell the history of Lakota communities. 
Some of the pictures tell stories that are 
known to everyone; some are known only to 
individual community members. Look closely 
at the images. What things do you recognize? 
Which images do you think represent good 
years? Which images represent bad years? 
What do you think was important to this Lakota 
community based on what you see? What things 
do you wonder about? 

2.	 The winter count uses pictures to tell important 
stories about Lakota history. Each small picture, 
or pictograph, represents an event for each year. 
Why do you think it is important to record and 
remember history? What important event has 
happened in your community this year? What 
symbol would you use to represent that event? 

3.	 Today, symbols are used to communicate safety, 
directions, rules, etc. Pair share: Turn to your 
neighbor and share a symbol you saw in the last 
few days. What did it communicate? 

4.	 How is history recorded and remembered 
today? What pictures tell your story? 
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Details of Winter Count Explained

1833–34: This single red star 
represents the “year of falling 
stars,” also known as the Leonid 
meteor shower. It appears in all 
of the Lakota winter counts, as 
well as those of other tribes. Its 
appearance is a clue for scholars 
seeking to date winter counts. 
People all over North America 
witnessed the Leonid meteor 
shower. 

1801–02: According to Long 
Soldier, this horse represents 
the first horse obtained by the 
Lakota. Marks on a horse like this 
indicate curly hair. These horses 
may have been captured during 
the winter season when their fur 
is longer. When the horses sweat, 
their longer coats appear curly.

1867–68: Long Soldier noted 
that in this year “10 feather hats 
were made and put on 10 chiefs.” 
In traditional Lakota society, 
young men had to earn each 
feather by performing a brave or 
generous deed, then learn how 
to make their headdress from 
men in their community. In this 
case, the U.S. government made 
10 headdresses and gave them 
to 10 men who had not gone 
through the proper steps, and 
therefore were not recognized 
as leaders by their community. 
The U.S. government used these 
men to pass their objectives, 
often against the wishes of the 
community.

1850–51: This drawing marks 
the year of a man’s death. Two 
important clues to note are the 
line drawn from his head and the 
turtle floating above him. These 
indicate a “name glyph,” and it 
represents the man’s name—in 
this case, Catches Turtle. 

1810–11: A figure like this, 
covered in spots, depicts a small 
pox outbreak. Small pox was 
an often-fatal disease spread to 
Native populations by European 
invaders. Lacking immunization 
to small pox, many Native 
people died from it, devastating 
entire tribes.

1836–37: A battle took place 
across a river. Lakota warriors 
fought from one side of the river, 
opposite the Sahnish (Arikara) 
warriors. The hoof marks 
represent the many horses, and 
therefore warriors, on both sides.

1855–56: This picture depicts 
the “Year white whiskers captured 
Indians and would not let them 
go.” “White whiskers” refers to 
Colonel William S. Harney, who 
fought against the Sicangu Lakota. 
At the Battle of Ash Hollow, Col. 
Harney and his men killed 86 
people and took 70 women and 
children captive.   
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Notes
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Floyd E. Brewer, United States, 1899–1984 
Evening Concert, 20th century, oil on canvas 
The William Hood Dunwoody Fund, 46.29, Copyright of the artist, artist’s estate, or assignees 
25 1/4 x 20 in. (64.14 x 50.8 cm)
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Artist
An accomplished painter and tapestry weaver, 
Floyd Elias Brewer became nationally recognized 
for his spiritual artworks. He called himself 
a “cosmic artist,” because he was inspired by 
the emotional side of art and painted whatever 
he felt like painting. He wasn’t concerned with 
medium, technique, or style; he just wanted to 
use his imagination to convey a specific thought 
or experience. Over his lifetime, he was featured in 
several exhibitions in the Twin Cities, and later in 
Gig Harbor, Washington, where he moved in 1962.

He was interested in how people born 
outside of the United States continued to 
celebrate their native cultures by bringing 
their customs and traditions into their new 
American communities.

While living in Minnesota, he began a series of 
artworks called Uncle Sam’s Children. He was 
interested in how people born outside of the United 
States continued to celebrate their native cultures by 
bringing their customs and traditions into their new 
American communities. In the 1930s and 1940s, 
the Twin Cities was home to people from around 40 
countries in Europe, Africa, and Asia, some of whom 
are represented in Evening Concert as well as in 
other paintings from his Uncle Sam’s Children series. 
Throughout this time period, the United States was 
considered a “melting pot” of various cultures, but 
Brewer looked toward immigrants for inspiration.

Brewer looked toward immigrants for 
inspiration.

Brewer also became inspired by children and the 
way they learn the value of art. In 1969, he and his 
wife, Margreth, wrote a book, Art is for You, aimed 
to encourage readers to harness their creativity and 
embrace the arts, whether as a hobby or a school 
program. In the book he writes, “Desire, imagination, 
vision, observation, enthusiasm, the ability to use 
and develop original ideas. . . . These are abilities 
most surely developed in the field of fine arts.” 
Later in his life, he and Margreth collaborated on a 
number of religious tapestries. They were widely 
exhibited in conjunction with Brewer’s paintings 
to demonstrate his well-rounded portfolio.

Technique
What makes this painting unique is the absence of 
perspective. Typically, artists use various techniques 
to create depth in a painting, such as lightening the 
paint shade of mountains to indicate their distance, 
or reducing the size and height of building columns 
as they recede into the background. In this artwork, 
that is not the case. Brewer deliberately creates a 
scene in which the people and objects appear to 
be on the same plane. That is, the people closest to 
the band in the foreground are the same size as the 
people in the background, nearest to the sky. He 
might have used this technique to signify that no one 
person is more important than the other. Everyone 
is equal in position to the band and in relationship to 
one another.

Brewer deliberately creates a scene in which 
the people and objects appear to be on the 
same plane.

The artist, Floyd Elias Brewer, created a scene where a large group of Minnesotans came together 
to listen to a band play in their local park, showing the diversity of the Twin Cities.
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A Closer Look at Evening Concert
An advantage to Brewer’s perspective in Evening 
Concert is the detail we can see in all of the figures. 
If we start at the bottom of the painting, the band 
stands out as a focal point. We know they are in 
the band because they are dressed in uniforms, 
identifying them as band members. The conductor 
stands at the head of the group, leading them in 
song. The band plays behind a rope fence, signifying 
their separation from the rest of the people in the 
artwork. The audience is on the other side of the 
rope, but not everyone is listening to the band play.

In the audience, we can see diverse groups of people 
who tell their own stories. One is a group sitting 
on a rock in the middle of the painting toward the 
background. On the rock, we see an older male 
figure between two smaller figures. We can tell he is 
older because he is larger and appears to be holding 
the hand of the figure to the right. A figure to the left, 
wearing a green and yellow shirt, stands behind the 
rock, showing its size. In front, we see a white dog 
who appears to be sleeping. A group of boys seems 
to be listening calmly, in contrast to the movement of 
the children on the left side, who are wrestling near 
the band.
	
The artist hints at where this concert is taking place. 
If we look at the band again, we see a large drum 
being played in the foreground. Though we cannot 
read all the text, two things stand out: “Minn,” and 

“America.” The artist is telling us that this concert 
is in Minnesota, which helps us understand what 
time of year this could be, what types of activities 
Minnesotans enjoyed during the first half of the 
1900s, when this painting was completed, in 
addition to the types of people who made up 
Minnesota at the time.

Background
Today, many diverse communities define the Twin 
Cities. When Floyd E. Brewer lived in Minnesota from 
the 1930s until the 1950s, St. Paul and Minneapolis 
looked very different. People from Sweden, Norway, 
Denmark, Germany, Ireland, Italy, and other 
countries made up the state’s dominant immigrant 
populations. Many African Americans called the 
Twin Cities their home, migrating from the American 
South. A small Chinese population lived in urban 
areas. In the decades to follow, Asian, African, and 
Latino communities would contribute to the state’s 
diversity. 

Furthermore, Minnesota has and continues to be 
the land of the Dakota and Ojibwe people, and 
to a lesser extent the Ho-Chunk, Cheyenne, Oto, 
Iowa, and the Sac & Fox people. Throughout the 
1900s, Native Americans in Minnesota faced 
barriers to equality, similar to or even more severe 
than other immigrants. Moreover, Native people, 
who predominantly lived on rural reservations, 
were actively targeted for resettlement. In 1956, 
lawmakers passed the Indian Relocation Act, which 
sought to defund reservation services in an attempt 
to relocate Indigenous people to Minnesota’s cities. 
The deeper reason for relocation, though, was forced 
assimilation. Through this process, Native Americans 
were forced to adopt new customs, religions, and 
languages that would replace their existing cultural 
practices. Although destructive, the policy had an 
unexpected result: it effectively drew together Native 
leaders, who engaged their communities in political 
action. In 1968, Indigenous activists formed the 
American Indian Movement (AIM) in Minneapolis, 
with the goals of abolishing racism and police 
brutality against Native people, and fighting against 
poverty and poor housing conditions. This fight 
continues on today. The renaming of Lake Calhoun, 
to its Dakota name of Bde Maka Ska Be-DAY Mah-
KAH-Ska), and the “Wall of Forgotten Natives,” a 
movement to highlight homelessness and addiction 
among urban Indigenous populations, are two recent 
examples of Native activism.
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Key Ideas
1.	 Floyd Brewer was inspired by the diversity of 

Minnesota, which led to the creation of the series 
Uncle Sam’s Children, as well as the painting 
Evening Concert.

2.	 This painting was done in a flat, 2-dimensional 
way in order to put all of the figures onto the 
same plane, symbolizing their equality by not 
making anyone larger or smaller in perspective.

3.	 In the 1930s and 1940s, the Twin Cities 
was home to people from approximately 40 
countries in Europe, Africa, and Asia. Today, 
Minnesota still continues to grow and become 
more diverse with increasing immigrant and 
refugee populations moving into Minneapolis 
and St. Paul.

Suggested Questions
1.	 Imagine you are part of the audience in this 

artwork. Who are you with? What is the band 
playing? Where is the concert being played? 
Why?

2.	 Look closely at the painting and choose a group 
to join. What made you go here? What would 
you be doing? Why?

3.	 What are some activities you like to do in your 
community, classroom, and/or neighborhood?

Notes

Floyd Brewer painting a cat. 
Photographer: Minneapolis Star and Tribune Company
Courtesy: Minnesota Historical Society
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Grace Hartigan, United States, 1922–2008
Billboard, 1957, oil on canvas
The Julia B. Bigelow Fund, 57.35, © Estate of Grace Hartigan
78 1/2 x 87 in. (199.4 x 221.0 cm)
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Background
After World War II, America emerged as a great 
world leader. The arts flourished, and New York City 
replaced Paris as the art center of the Western world. 
Inspired by European artists who had immigrated 
to New York during the war, one group of New York 
artists captured the speed, energy, and power of 
American life with a new way of painting. Drawing 
on the power of European styles, these artists 
developed the revolutionary art style called Abstract 
Expressionism.

Abstract Expressionists placed a high value on 
personal expression, rejected realistic subject matter, 
and infused human emotion into abstract form. Their 
spontaneous gestural style, known as action painting, 
often revealed the physical act of painting. The 
artists relied heavily on improvisation and chance 
effects and placed great emphasis on the process of 
painting. Accidental shapes, dribbles, splashes, and 
strokes of paint revealed the creative process.

During the late 1940s and into the 1950s, 
Abstract Expressionism became an international 
phenomenon. Soon younger artists flocked to New 
York to become part of the group, known as the New 
York School. They adopted the energetic gestural 
style of the older Abstract Expressionists, but turned 
from purely abstract art to recognizable subjects—
landscapes, still-lifes, and figures. Grace Hartigan 
belongs to this “second generation” of Abstract 
Expressionists.

From the late 1950s to the early 1960s, the Pop Art 
movement also flourished in New York City. It was 
inspired by the consumer culture and commercialism 
that had become an important part of American life 
following World War II. Several factors had led to a 
boom in product advertising and consumerism in the 
United States. After years of scarcity during the war, 

the American public was eager to buy new products, 
particularly cars. With increased production and 
ownership of automobiles, America soon became 
a car culture. Commerce spread out from the inner 
city to the highway, and billboard advertisements 
reached the newly mobilized audience.

Pop artists represented and often satirized images 
from American popular culture, drawing from 
sources such as television, comic strips, billboards, 
advertising, and the commerce of contemporary 
life. Some artists also used the techniques as well 
as the imagery of commercial art. Though Hartigan 
does not consider herself a Pop artist, her early 
paintings can be seen as a bridge between Abstract 
Expressionism and Pop Art.

Billboard
In Billboard Grace Hartigan uses images from 
everyday life, drawing upon her experiences in 
New York City during the 1950s. The fragments 
of figures and forms recall billboard images 
seen fleetingly from the highway. Combining 
abstract and representational forms, Hartigan 
considered her art “real” but not “realistic.”

Hartigan was fascinated by the accessible and 
boldly simplified style of American advertising. In 
this painting, she draws upon advertisements 
she saw in Life magazine. The artist shows us a 
variety of fragmentary images, such as a smiling 
face above a tube of Ipana toothpaste, the neck 
of a wine bottle over a glass, molded lime Jell-O 
surrounded by fruit, and the keys of a piano. 
These seemingly chaotic images are unified by 
Hartigan’s bold, expressive brushwork and balanced 
by her placement of colors on the canvas.

Drawing on her experiences in New York during the 1950s, Grace Hartigan incorporated familiar 
elements of urban America into her work. In this celebration of personal expression, fragments 
of figures and abstract forms recall billboard images seen fleetingly from a highway.
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The bold, gestural brushstrokes in Billboard clearly 
demonstrate Hartigan’s relationship to the Abstract 
Expressionist style. Through her large gestures 
and thickly applied paint, the spectator is invited to 
feel the “presence” of the artist and to experience 
the very process of painting. Hartigan has said that 
Billboard took her about one month to complete, but 
that she wanted it to look as if it had taken about an 
hour, because above all she wanted its spontaneity 
to shine through.

Color is the primary visual element in Billboard. 
In fact, Hartigan thought of the work as a formal 
exercise in color manipulation. Using vivid colors 
and bold, dynamic brushstrokes, she infused the 
forms with energy and life, arranging them by size 
and intensity of color to balance the composition. 
No part of this painting seems to hold the viewer’s 
attention longer than another. Our eyes wander from 
one bright color and interesting shape to the next. 
Hartigan achieved this effect mainly through the 
careful use of complementary colors: red and green, 

blue and orange, yellow and purple. This balance of 
color demonstrates Hartigan’s belief that “you should 
be able to enter a painting like a promenade—that 
you should be able to walk in anywhere and walk out 
anywhere.”

Following as it did the total abstraction of many 
Abstract Expressionists, Hartigan’s painting signaled 
a reintroduction of recognizable subjects into 
art. This work coincides with the beginning of the 
Pop movement in the late 1950s. The artist said, 
however, that she intended no social commentary 
with her painting. Instead, Billboard celebrates the 
exuberance of her bustling New York environment. 
She considered this a joyous painting filled with light 
and energy. She hoped the viewer would observe all 
her paintings with the innocence of a child, without 
being too analytical. Using bright, vivid colors and 
the slapdash brushstrokes of action painting, she 
presents a jazzy, dynamic image of American life.

Images in Billboard
1.	 Ipana toothpaste smile and 

tube of toothpaste

2.	 Wine bottle and glass (only the 

neck of the bottle is visible)

3.	 Dole pineapple

4.	 Peaches and whipped cream 

from a food ad

5.	 Area of violet color: Windsor 

violet was the color of the 

background on which Hartigan 

arranged her collage. It seemed 

to fit into the plan, so she kept it.

6.	 Piano keys 

7.	 Apple with a bite taken out

8.	 Lime Jell-O and fruit

9.	 Oranges 

10.	 Figure from a Campbell soup ad

1
2 3

7

8

9
4

610

5
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Technique
During a 1983 lecture at the Minneapolis Institute 
of Art, Hartigan described the process by which 
Billboard was created. Inspired by American 
advertising, she began this work by selecting images 
from Life magazine that appealed to her because 
of their colors. She preferred to use objects she felt 
had “no energy or life of their own” so that she could 
infuse them with her own energy and joy of living. 
Next she cut the images out and pinned them up 
on a wall in the form of a collage on a background 
of purple paper. Using this collage as a model, she 
began to paint on the canvas, rearranging elements 
and adjusting the color as the work progressed. As 
Hartigan painted these images, she continued to 
invent, improvise, and expand upon her initial idea, 
not knowing what the final product would be. 

About the Artist
Grace Hartigan was born in Newark, New Jersey, 
in 1922. She attended night school at the Newark 
College of Engineering, where she studied mechanical 
drafting. During World War II, she worked in an 
airplane factory, painting watercolor still-lifes in her 
spare time. While her husband was in the army, she 
also raised a son and took painting classes at night. 

In 1945 Hartigan moved to New York to be in the 
center of the art world. Greatly influenced by the 
Abstract Expressionists, she quickly absorbed their 
spontaneous, abstract style. But she also became 
interested in the works of old European masters, 
such as Raphael, Rubens, and Caravaggio. She 
became active in the New York School, and lived 
in New York’s colorful Lower East Side, which 
provided subject matter for many of her paintings.

Hartigan’s first break occurred in 1950 when her 
work was exhibited in a New Talent exhibition juried 
by the critic Clement Greenberg and the art historian 
Meyer Shapiro. In 1951 she had her first solo show. 
In 1959 the Museum of Modern Art in New York sent 
an exhibition called “The New American Painting” to 
eight European countries; Grace Hartigan was the 
only woman included.

Key Ideas
1.	 Grace Hartigan’s sweeping, gestural style 

captures the speed, energy, and power of life in 
New York City in the 1950s.

2.	 Inspired by a growing consumer culture, Hartigan 
drew from images seen in magazine and billboard 
advertising. 

3.	 Hartigan first made a collage from images cut 
from magazines, and then used the collage as a 
model for her painting. 

Suggested Questions
1.	 Hartigan wanted us to see things/objects in her 

painting, but she didn’t want to make it too easy 
so she used a messy, fast painting style. Look all 
around this painting. What images of things do 
you see? Keep looking: what more can you find?

2.	 In real life, this painting is very large (781/2 X 
87 inches, as large as a whiteboard). Take out 
your imaginary paintbrush and pretend to paint 
a part of this painting. What part did you pretend 
to paint? What does it feel like to paint this 
artwork? How did you move your arm? How big 
was your paintbrush? 

3.	 Hartigan lived in busy New York City. Close 
your eyes if you want to, and imagine you are in 
New York City. What things might you see and 
hear on the streets? What colors might you see? 
What colors has Haritigan used in her painting? 
Choose a color you see in the painting. How 
does that color make you feel? 

4.	 Imagine you are in this painting of life in New 
York City. What sounds do you hear? On the 
count of three, make your sound. What part of 
the painting inspired your sound? What colors, 
shapes, and/or figures are in that section of the 
painting? How did they inspire your sound?
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Wing Young Huie, United States, b. 1955
Kids Playing, Frogtown, 1994, gelatin silver print
Gift of funds from David L. Parker and Mary M. D. Parker, 98.22.5
13 x 8 11/16 in. (image), 14 1/16 x 11 in. (sheet)
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Frogtown the Neighborhood
One of St. Paul’s oldest and most diverse 
neighborhoods, Frogtown is roughly a mile from 
the state Capitol. It has long served as a haven for 
immigrants, thanks partly to its relatively inexpensive 
housing. From the 1800s to today, newcomers have 
included those of German, Irish, and Scandinavian 
descent. More recently, Frogtown has become home 
to Hmong, Latino, and Somali populations. It has one 
of the largest Hmong communities in Minnesota—
and the nation.

Frogtown the Series
Frogtown was Wing Young Huie’s first major 
photography series. In the early 1990s, he was 
working as a commercial photographer when he was 
inspired to photograph a local neighborhood. The 
artist found inspiration close to home; he had lived 
in St. Paul since 1982 and was a frequent diner at 
restaurants along University Avenue, at the southern 
border of Frogtown. 

His family moved from China to Duluth in 
1954. A year later, he was born, becoming the 
only nonimmigrant in his family.

Huie also chose Frogtown because of his interest in 
topics around immigration and diversity, and his own 
personal connection to them. His family moved from 
China to Duluth in 1954. A year later, he was born, 
becoming the only nonimmigrant in his family. His 
mother continued to speak only Chinese even  
after living 30 years in the United States. When  
Huie encountered new immigrant families in 
Frogtown, it reminded him of his family’s arrival to 
Duluth years before. 

Moreover, Huie wanted to explore how media reports 
had influenced the perception of a neighborhood, 
particularly one labeled for crime, as Frogtown 
was. Over two years, Huie took photographs and 
held interviews to document the community and its 
everyday life. His goal was to expose the difference 
between Frogtown’s given reputation and the reality 
he saw. 

Funded by local grants, Huie wandered the streets 
of Frogtown for two years. He did not have a system 
or framework for taking his photographs. He simply 
approached people as they mowed their lawn or 
sat on their porch. The relationships he built turned 
into friendships, leading to more introductions. By 
the spring of 1995, Huie had taken 173 images 
and taped more than 100 interviews. The project 
culminated in an exhibition, held in a vacant grass lot 
in Frogtown. “Frogtown: Portrait of a Neighborhood” 
was on display 24 hours a day for a month, and Huie 
visited daily.

Kids Playing
In this photograph, seven boys and girls of varying 
ages are seen playing on a wet stretch of asphalt. 
Three people, one a small child, observe them  
from a second-story window. We do not know who 
these people are, but from their smiles it is obvious 
that they were having fun playing with one another 
and interacting with Huie, who was working behind 
the camera.

For 30 years, Wing Young Huie has documented the changing cultural landscapes of his home 
state, Minnesota. His photographs depict everyday life in Minnesota communities, creating an 
intimate interaction between those pictured and their viewers. 
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The children are animated, joyful, and uninhibited as 
they play with old brooms and wooden sticks. On the 
far left is a small boy with his back to the camera. He 
wears light-colored shorts and a sports jersey with 
a “2” visible on his back, and he holds a small broom 
with straw bristles. Next to him is a slightly taller 
boy in dark pants and a sleeveless shirt. His eyes 
are locked on a boy holding a splintered stick, who 
himself has locked eyes with the camera. We are not 
able to tell if he is smiling because we cannot see 
his mouth, but his eyes hint at a smile. Behind him is 
an older boy, laughing and looking at Huie. His right 
hand is blurred by movement. A small child gazes 
at him, reaching out a hand in a possible attempt to 
engage in the fun.

This playful scene is observed from above. Peeking 
out behind a curtain, a small child is entranced by 
the older kids below. An adult in the middle holds 
the child and smiles while leaning on an elbow. A 
second adult catches a glimpse around the window 
frame. Are the adults looking at the children or at 
the artist? Huie intentionally leaves the narratives of 
his photographs open to interpretation, challenging 
the viewer to explore the many possible stories and 
histories behind each photo.

About the Artist
Wing Young Huie was born on May 3, 1955, in Duluth, 
Minnesota. He is the youngest of six siblings and the 
only one born in the United States. Huie often recalls 
his childhood as the only Asian student in class. He 
took his first photography course at the University 
of Minnesota, Duluth, and later earned a B.A. in 
journalism from the University of Minnesota in 1978.

Describing himself as a self-taught artist, 
he learned photography through books, 
magazines, galleries, and museums, 
particularly the Minneapolis Institute of Art. 

Describing himself as a self-taught artist, he learned 
photography through books, magazines, galleries, and 
museums, particularly the Minneapolis Institute of Art. 
A professional photographer since 1989, Huie is best 
known for his portraits of people in culturally diverse 
areas across the Twin Cities. He prefers to photograph 
people he doesn’t know.

His work has been exhibited nationally and 
internationally. His current gallery and studio, The 
Third Place Gallery, is located in south Minneapolis. 
Huie enjoys visiting with local Twin Cities students 
to help them understand how they too can build 
community through art. He continues to be a 
community builder through his photography and 
through the open use of his gallery for neighborhood 
gatherings, almost all of which end with a game of 
ping-pong.



35

NotesKey Ideas
1.	 Wing Young Huie takes photographs of people 

doing everyday things in Minneapolis and St. Paul, 
where he lives and works. 

2.	 As the son of parents who immigrated from China 
before he was born, Huie wants to tell the stories 
of new Americans. 

3.	 In his photograph of children playing in Frogtown, 
Huie wants to expose the difference between the 
neighborhood’s negative reputation and what he 
saw and experienced. He learned that people are 
people, with homes, families, and children who 
like to play.

Suggested Questions
1.	 Huie wants us to know about the people who live 

in this St. Paul neighborhood. Look closely: How 
many people do you see? How many children 
do you see? How many adults? What are the 
children doing? What are the adults doing? Do 
you think they know each other? Why? 

2.	 Children everywhere like to play. What do you 
notice about where the children are playing? 
Imagination is a big part of play. What do you 
imagine these children might be playing? What 
do you see that makes you say that? How would 
you describe how the children are feeling? What 
do you see that makes you say that? 

3.	 Imagine you are the photographer: where are you 
standing? Huie likes to get to know the people 
he photographs. Do you think he was talking 
to the people in this photograph? Why? What 
might they be saying to each other? Together, 
make up a story about what happened before 
this photo was taken. Extend the story to what 
will happen next. 

4.	 Pair share: If you could take a photograph of you 
and your friends playing in your neighborhood, 
where would it be? What would you be doing? 
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