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· Introduction

Jacob Lawrence was born in Atlantic City, New Jersey, on September 17th, 1917. Along with his two younger siblings, he spent three years in foster care in Philadelphia from 1927 until 1930 when his mother set up home in Harlem. Here Lawrence attended Frederick Douglass Junior high School and attended an after-school programme where he started to learn art under the tutelage of Charles Alston.[footnoteRef:1] Uneducated about black history at school, Lawrence sought out stories of African American heroes. Charles C. Seifert gave Lawrence access to his extensive library on African and African American literature.[footnoteRef:2] Lawrence also frequented the Schomburg collection at the New York Public Library.[footnoteRef:3] In 1935, too late to be considered an artist of the Harlem Renaissance, Lawrence began painting scenes from his own experience of living in Harlem. In 1939 Lawrence created the Frederick Douglass series, of which the subject of this essay is part. Lawrence gave the series to the Harmon Foundation, as collateral against a $100 loan, who now have the series on permanent display at the Hampton University Museum in Virginia.[footnoteRef:4] The Frederick Douglass series, along with the Harriet Tubman series, was exhibited in the National Library of Congress in 1940 and was later exhibited on a sixteen-venue tour of the United States in 1991. Lawrence’s accomplishments are too many to number, so suffice it to say that, as well as serving in the Navy and teaching at various colleges, he was a constant presence on the American art scene from his early twenties until his death in 2000 at age eighty-two.[footnoteRef:5]     [1:  'Chronology: Life and Reception', in Over the Line the Art and Life of Jacob Lawrence, ed. by Nesbett Peter and DuBois Michelle (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2001), p. 25. Charles Alston was a painter, sculptor, and illustrator who played an active role in the Harlem Renaissance.]  [2:  'Chronology: Life and Reception', in Over the Line the Art and Life of Jacob Lawrence, p.26. Professor Charles C. Seifert was a sponsor of the Harlem Community Arts Centre and wrote the book, the Negro's or Ethiopian's Contribution to Art.]  [3:  Carole Boston Weatherford, Schomburg: The Man Who Built a Library (Massachusetts: Candlewick Press, 2020) p.p. 1,2. Arturo Schomburg, as a black Puerto-Rican child, was taught at school that his people had no history. Determined to disprove this belief, he amassed a vast collection of works including books, music, and art detailing the lives of members of the African diaspora throughout history. His collection, which now contains ten million items, became the Schomburg Collection held at the New York Public Library.  ]  [4:  Nancy Kapitanoff, 'Artist and His Work Embody Spirit of Success: Jacob Lawrence’s Series of Paintings Celebrates the Lives of Two Famous Abolitionists', L. A. Times, (July 4th, 1993), Art Section. https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1993-07-04-ca-10068-story.html [Accessed 11/12/2020]]  [5:  'Chronology: Life and Reception', in Over the Line the Art and Life of Jacob Lawrence, p.p. 28, 31, 32, 34, 42, 61, 64.  ] 

· Formal properties

This painting is a vertically aligned, black and white image, 177/8 12inches in size, painted with casein tempera paints onto hardboard.[footnoteRef:6] It is painted in the collage cubist style which Lawrence developed in the mid-1930s. The apparent simplicity of the image hides levels of complexity that went into its creation and, as a black and white image, it stands apart from his usual brightly coloured works.[footnoteRef:7] This image depicts a room full of men listening to a speech being delivered by 19th-century abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison. The room appears to be a church due to the seating arrangements and the large image behind Garrison that looks like a stained-glass window.  [6:  Elizabeth Steele, 'The Materials and Techniques of Jacob Lawrence', in Over the Line the Art and Life of Jacob Lawrence, ed. by Peter Nesbett and Michelle DuBois (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2001), p.p. 247, 248. Tempera paints used to be pigment mixed with egg yolk however, in the early 20th century the term was broadened to include, among others, water-based paints. ]  [7:  Patricia Hills, 'Jacob Lawrence's Expressive Cubism', in Jacob Lawrence American Painter, ed. by Ellen Harkins Wheat (Seattle: 1986, 1986), p. 15.] 

Examining the composition, we can see slightly off centre to the left a pyramidal arrangement starting with the figure in the stained-glass behind Garrison, running through Garrison and down through the seated audience who almost fill the very bottom section of the work. Only two characters are facing forward, Garrison and an unknown man to the right of the image. There is a man to the left who is sitting very close to the back wall facing inwards towards the right and seems to be looking up. Another man on the right, in line with Garrison’s podium, looks to the left and is also looking up. It is not clear what these men are looking at, the man on the left could be staring at the strange object in the top right corner and the man on the right could be looking at the stained-glass window. 
Although slightly off-centre, Garrison is the focus of this image, however, the focus is somewhat stolen by the looming figure behind him. He has no notes in front of him signifying that he is speaking directly from his heart, an indication of the strength of his feelings. There is a jug of water and a glass on the table reminding the audience of this man’s humanity and fallibility, a sentiment further illustrated by the image behind him who may very well be God and who is placed above Garrison in the image and therefore in our minds. Three of the men in the audience are holding papers, maybe petitions or pamphlets handed out at the beginning of the meeting. Garrison looks menacing in this image, arched over with straggly white hair, and blacked-out glasses. He is animated with his left hand splayed out on the table in front of him and his right hand held up in gesture. 
There is an interesting composition on the left of the image with a solitary unlit candle in a utilitarian style chandelier directly above a solitary standing book. The image is divided clearly into two, the background of the top two-fifths is black, and the background of the bottom three-fifths is grey. The orthogonal lines in the image are steep, drawing us to the action with a sense of urgency, the vanishing point is obscured by Garrison. The audience’s relationship with this image sees us placed in line with the eyeline of the figure in the stained-glass window. This creates a feeling of looking down and up at Garrison simultaneously. The illusion of space is created by the staggered seating arrangement at the back of the room. The image, as a whole, is jarring and staggered.

· Subject Matter

One of the strange aspects of this image is that Frederick Douglass does not appear to be in it. Admittedly, the faces of most of the audience are obscured but, as he is in the title of the piece, his presence is conspicuously lacking. I think this is an intentional comment on the relationship that developed between Douglass, Garrison, and the Garrisonian abolitionists. This image potentially depicts Douglass listening to Garrison speak at a convention in New Bedford in 1838, hearing someone denounce slavery as passionately as Garrison was a powerful experience for a young man who had been through such an ordeal. Douglass remembered hearing Garrison speak for the first time he described the experience as a privilege and admired Garrison’s adherence to biblical teachings.[footnoteRef:8] Douglass and Garrison first became acquainted in 1841 when upon hearing Douglass speak at a convention in Nantucket, Garrison employed him as a speaker.[footnoteRef:9] Douglass started touring and lecturing with the Garrisonian abolitionists, an arrangement that lasted seven years. During this time however, it was obvious that Douglass’ talents went far beyond being an escaped slave. His popularity outshone that of the white abolitionists and following a European tour he had become internationally famous, causing many of Douglass’ colleagues to grow envious. In 1847 Douglass started his own newspaper The North Star, in which he stated that he did not believe the U. S. Constitution to be a pro-slavery document. This statement caused the final irreparable rift between Douglass and the Garrisonians, as it was their staunch belief that the Constitution was pro-slavery and they would not reconcile with anyone who believed differently.[footnoteRef:10] Lawrence has illustrated this difficult relationship by excluding Douglass from the image, effectively side-lining him as the Garrisonians attempted to do.  [8:  Frederick Douglass, The Life and Times of Frederick Douglass from 1817-1882 (London: Christian Age Office, 1882) p. 181.]  [9:  Benjamin Quarles, 'The Breach between Douglass and Garrison', The Journal of Negro History, 23 (1938), p.p. 144, 145.]  [10:  Tyrone Tillery, 'The Inevitability of the Douglass-Garrison Conflict', Phylon, 37 (1976), p.p. 137, 138, 139, 140, 143, 145.] 

Douglass himself, however, stated that he never imagined he would become a great orator and that he was happy to simply listen to others denounce the institution that had cruelly dominated his life.[footnoteRef:11] It is just as possible that Lawrence has excluded Douglass from this image to illustrate his youthful lack of confidence in his own presence and intelligence. This accounts for the inclusion of the single unlit candle suspended above a closed book. This is the representation of Douglass as a solitary figure, newly escaped from slavery and alone waiting for something to ignite him. The closed book beneath the candle is an indication of all the knowledge and wisdom Douglass was set to accumulate throughout his life. [11:  Douglass, The Life and Times of Frederick Douglass from 1817-1882, p.p. 181, 182.] 

I do not think, however, that Lawrence’s depiction of Garrison as a menacing figure is a comment on his relationship with Douglass. Despite the conflict between the two men, Garrison was a tireless campaigner for the abolition of slavery and Lawrence probably respected him for this. The depiction of Garrison as menacing is symbolic of his effect on the establishment, not only as an abolitionist but as an outspoken critic of the Constitution Garrison proved himself a threat to the established hierarchy and was essentially a menace to society.




· Context of Creation

In 1939 Lawrence was just 22 years old. He had already created the Toussaint L’Ouverture series the year before which had been exhibited at the Baltimore Museum of Art and Columbia University. In an interview with Xavier Nicholas, Lawrence explained that his paintings were small because he wanted to paint murals but was too young to win commissions so instead, he painted multiple smaller images in a series. This explains the relatively long title for this piece, ‘Frederick Douglass listened to William Lloyd Garrison denounce slavery’, within the context of the rest of the series the caption titles work together to create a comprehensive narrative.[footnoteRef:12] Even by such a young age, Lawrence was used to his paintings being exhibited and his work held interest for a wide audience.[footnoteRef:13] As a child, Lawrence was heavily influenced by the Harlem street orators telling stories of African American heroes. These were black speakers, relating stories of black historical figures to a black audience. The Harlem community, enamoured with these stories, encouraged Lawrence to create artworks detailing the lives of such characters.[footnoteRef:14] Lawrence, by having the Frederick Douglass series exhibited in the National Library of Congress, brought these stories to a white audience.[footnoteRef:15] [12:  Xavier Nicholas, 'Interview with Jacob Lawrence', Callaloo, 36 (2013), p.p. 261,262.]  [13:  Ellen Harkins Wheat, Jacob Lawrence American Painter (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1986), p. 23.]  [14:  Harkins Wheat, Jacob Lawrence American Painter, p. 42.]  [15:  Nicholas, 'Interview with Jacob Lawrence', p. 261.] 

Lizetta LaFalle-Collins describes how the work of Lawrence, and other African American artists, was received by white audiences in the early 20th century. Lawrence was characterized as a modern and primitive artist; it is important to understand that these terms held different meanings. For example, modern, from a white perspective, meant anything new or futuristic whereas the same term from a black perspective represented a break with the oppression of the past characterized by a new sense of optimism and opportunity. Primitive could mean naïve, self-taught, from Africa, or folksy. African American artists were automatically characterized as primitive by white audiences and the black art scene was regarded as subcultural. This point is illustrated by an anecdotal source that states that African American artist, Archibald Motley was encouraged to paint scenes of voodoo to appeal to white audiences.[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  Lizetta LeFalle-Collins, 'The Critical Context of Jacob Lawrence's Early Works, 1938-1952.', in Over the Line the Art and Life of Jacob Lawrence, ed. by Peter Nesbett and Michelle DuBois (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2002), p.p. 121,122.] 

Lawrence was an admirer of African art and was influenced by it, after visiting an exhibition of west-African art he attempted to carve two figures and claimed, ’The show made a great impression on me’. With the elongated often distorted images Lawrence creates, that are somewhat lacking in our image, it is easy to see where the assumption that Lawrence was imitating African art originates. However, Lawrence denies that his work is Africanised.[footnoteRef:17] Milton James claims that the elongated figures present in Lawrence’s work signify a deep emotional unrest.[footnoteRef:18] This claim is supported by a statement Lawrence made in an interview where he remembered first moving to New York. Lawrence describes how the tall buildings were overwhelming to him, it would make sense that as a young boy of thirteen this experience would associate, in his developing mind, overwhelming feelings with elongated forms. He has recreated this sense in his art, effectively displaying emotional overload as something which looms larger in his work than is visible in reality.[footnoteRef:19] Patricia Hills’ description of Lawrence’s style of cubism supports this theory. She describes how American modernists used the ‘collage cubism’ technique. ‘Their goal was not design for its own sake, but, rather, design as a means to express an emotion about the nature of the world.’[footnoteRef:20]   [17:  Harkins Wheat, Jacob Lawrence American Painter, p. 36.]  [18:  Milton M. James, 'Jacob Lawrence', Negro History Bulletin, 21 (1957), p. 18.]  [19:  YouTube, 2009, Jacob Lawrence: The Glory of Expression, the life and work of the African American Artist on DVD, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-ac6OZkyYxg [Accessed 11/12/2020]. ]  [20:  Hills, 'Jacob Lawrence's Expressive Cubism', p. 17.] 

It is my opinion that white audiences in the 1930-40s struggled to view African American =-art in a fair context. Slavery and the American Civil War would still have been in living memory as many contemporary people would have had parents or grandparents who lived through such times. Feelings of guilt or resentment from white audiences may have forced them to see African American art as being connected directly with Africa rather than born from the trauma of centuries of slavery and oppression. This view allowed white audiences to conveniently side-step the issue of slavery and the continuing civil rights crisis, while still allowing them to enjoy African American art and culture.
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