                                               Elizabeth Catlett (b. 1915) (Figure 1)
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Creating What You Know the Most About
I don’t have anything against men but, since I am a woman, I know more about women and I know how they feel. Many artists are always doing men. I think that somebody ought to do women. Artists do work with women, with the beauty of their bodies and the refinement of middle-class women, but I think there is a need to express something about the working class Black woman and that's what I do. (Catlett, quoted in Lewis, 1984, p. 102).

Early Years and Influences

Elizabeth Catlett (b. 1915) is an African American sculptor and master printmaker whose work is both social and political in nature. Influenced by the philosophies of the Harlem Renaissance (1920s–1930s) and the subsequent Chicago Renaissance (1930s) Catlett creates a simple abstraction of form within the realm of representation.  In part this allows her to address her own history while being consistent with the abstract aesthetics of the early and mid–twentieth century.  


Both sets of Catlett's grandparents were slaves. Her great-great grandmother had been kidnapped on the shores of Madagascar so Catlett grew up hearing her grandmother's first hand accounts of what happened. These became "the foundation of her primary sense of identity as a black woman, the root cause of her identification with all black women and her drive to narrate these women's stories in her art" (Herzog, 2000, p. 13).  

Black Girl (1997) (Figure 2)
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During her postgraduate years at the University of Iowa 1938–1940 she was encouraged by tutor and artist Grant Wood (1892–1942) to paint what she really knew. Catlett says, "I knew most about Black people—that was when I began to focus seriously on Black subject matter" (Catlett quoted in Lewis, 1984, p. 14). "I feel it quite natural to paint or sculpt or draw what I know the most about and I know the most about Black women, about mothers and children, about working people and that's the kind of art I do" (Catlett, L & S Enterprises Inc., 1999).

 
While taking a ceramics course at the Art Institute in Chicago in 1941 Catlett met African American artist Charles White (1918–1979), whom she later married. Within a few years they moved from New Orleans to New York and then on to Virginia where White worked on a mural project and Catlett taught at the Hampton Institute. It was here that she met and was influenced by the work of Viktor Lowenfeld (1903–1960), an Austrian psychologist and researcher who studied creativity in the arts. His work and research at the Institute for the Blind in Vienna led him to focus on the therapeutic uses of creative activity and art, the haptic sense (the sense of touch) and the nuances of form and shape. Often called the Father of modern Art Education, Lowenfeld also developed the theory known as the stages of creative and mental growth in art (Art, Design and Technology, n.d.). 

He worked with Blind people and people with partial vision to (learn) what the creative impulse was. He had the theory that there were two extremes, like ends of a pole. One person creates by completely by drawing or modeling what he sees, and the other person draws and models from the way he feels. (Catlett quoted in Herzog, 2005, p. 34)


Inspired by Lowenfeld and the concept of combining the visual, tactile, and physical qualities of objects or forms, Catlett adopted this approach for her own work. She often took on the posture of a figure she wanted to create, to experience the physical stresses and tensions in her own body. Relying solely on her observations of other women and her own sensations to create her work she never used models to pose for her. (Herzog, 2005).
 Representation, Abstraction and a Black Aesthetic


Returning with White to New York in 1942 Catlett worked for a short time with Ossip Zadkine (1890 –1967), a Russian born French sculptor. Catlett's first exposure to African Art was at the Barnes Institute in the 1930s but it was not until meeting Zadkine that she began to understand abstraction and its roots by studying African forms. Zadkine taught her that abstraction need not draw her away from her desire to create representational imagery, that it could teach her to "eliminate nonessential detail to concentrate on form: angles and curves, concavity and convexity, solids and spaces, in a process of purification of representation" (Herzog, 2005, p. 31). 

Pensive (1963) (Figure 3)

http://www.anyonecanflyfoundation.org/art_with_kids/From_Harlem_to_the_Classroom/CatlettforKids.pdf
Spirit mate female figure (Figure 4 )
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  This cedar sculpture (Figure 2) measuring 19.5" x 13" x 18" exemplifies those concepts, while the influence of African form can be seen when comparing the facial features of this small sculpture (Figure 3) to the face of Catlett's piece.

In addition, the influence of Yoruba
 art from West African is unmistakable in Catlett's work, particularly in her early lithographs. Her philosophy of "abstraction based upon representation" is closely akin to the first principle of beauty in Yoruba art that states, "A Yoruba figurative carving should be not too real, not too abstract but somewhere in between" (Thompson in Anderson, 1990). The second principle, according to Thompson, demands that "a carved figure should posess ifarahon, or clarity of form and line" (Thompson, quoted in Calliope's Sisters, 1990, p. 127) and "… a smooth surface, giving the piece a shining luminosity or didon." Qualities of bilateral symmetry, finely made surface details, sensitivity to correct proportion and a 'moderate' roundness of form" are all part of a Yoruba aesthetic (Thompson in Anderson, 1990).  

 
Certainly Catlett's sculpted figures seem to follow these priciples and by her own admission it is clear that the influences of both West African Sculpture and Modernism were brought to bear in her work (Herzog, 2005).

Catlett and Politics 

Catlett took on a postion as teacher of sculpture and dressmaking at the Marxist run community school, The George Washington Carver School, in Harlem in 1944. This became a crucial turning point for her social conscience, her political development and the imagery in her art. Although her own grandmother had been enslaved and endured great hardship Catlett herself had led a very middle class lifestyle. By her own admission she had grown up feeling a certain superiority over Black working class people. It was not until she encountered the cultural yearnings of people from poor backgrounds with little or no education that she realized that the arts could truly touch lives and address the plight of the oppressed. Feelings of superiority disappeared and she gained a new respect for what others had to deal with, saw people for who they really were and made a commitment to learn and do what she could to help through her art (Herzog, 2005).


With funding from the Julius Rosenwald Fund Fellowship in 1945 Catlett began creating images based on her new observations and experiences. Using a variety of media she produced several paintings.

Consistent with her own political convictions, and the social realism that predominated in American painting at the time, she depicted the dignity and the exhaustion of workers. The concerns of mothers for their children, and the realities of poverty for people suffering the inequities of capitalism (Herzog, 2005, p. 40).   

Catlett's social and political awareness grew and she began to write articles that appeared in a variety of publications. Outspoken and forthright in her observations and comments, she wrote an article for the New York American Contemporary Art journal asking, "Why is there not greater achievement, compared to that in other creative fields, among Negro painters and sculptors?" (Catlett as quoted in Patton, 1998, p. 45). She wrote of the issues of segregation, its impact on aspiring artists and their subsequent exclusion from mainstream art and lamented their lack of opportuties to study art for financial and racial reasons. Moreover, she stated that there would be a deficit in the documentation of American life and culture if things did not change. Giving recognition to the leadership of both the Black and White patrons and leading artists of the Harlem Renaissance. Catlett mentioned those who were able to receive funding from organizations such as the Works Progress Administration (1935–1943), which financed artists and art education under a federal grant. She claimed that Black artists were a part of every style and medium–their work an important contribution to American culture and that this approach would create a  real acceptance of art created by African Americans and level the playing field for all (Herzog, 2005).

This author notes that these are the very issues this study addresses 60 years later.

Catlett in Mexico


In 1946 Catlett accompanied her husband, White, to Mexico. This proved to be a life changing event. Already aware of the situation in Mexico she became immediately involved in the political struggles of its people.  She attended the Escuela de Pintura de la Secretaría de Educatión Pública, a government funded school of art, while also visiting the Taller de Gráfica Popular (People's Graphic Arts Workshop), founded in 1936,  a haven and working space for the growing radical movement of socially and politically aware graphic artists (Herzog, 2005).


After a few months Catlett flew back to United States to arrange a divorce from White and shortly thereafter returned to Mexico City to continue her work and establish a new life for herself (Herzog, 2005).


With parallels between the the plight of the working classes in the United States and those in Mexico, Catlett found herself in a familiar setting. Her new found ideology was put into practice by Mexican socialist artists as a means of political change. In both countries, the 1920s and 1930s had heralded support for the arts by those in positions of authority, with Du Bois, Locke, the WPA, the subsequent Chicago Renaissance in the United States, and post revolutionary mexicanidad, (the embracing of a collective identity) and support from José Vasconcelos, the Minister of Public Education in Mexico (Herzog, 2005).


Catlett rose to the challenge, joined the Taller de Gráfica Popular and became a member of a group of approximately 30 artists committed to the creation of social change through art. Artists involved in this print and graphics workshop produced posters and prints as public art and when workers requested a poster advertising a strike or a dispute, the artists would create suitable imagery (Lewis, 1984).

Solidarity with the Mexican people and commemoration of their struggles and achievements were the primary reason for the workshop's existence, but international solidarity was also significant. Transforming identification into a political stance-standing in solidarity with oppressed peoples-was important to Catlett as was the emphasis on collective work and the commitments to provide an example of collective process to other artists outside Mexico (Herzog, 2005, p. 85).

Harriet (1975) 
Collection of Elizabeth Catlett(Figure 5)
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While living in New York she met and worked with Aaron Douglas, and Jacob Lawrence, two of the artists highlighted in this thesis project. She was impressed and inspired by Lawrence's 40 panel Migration Series (1940–1941), which depicted the mass exodus of Black people from the southern states to Chicago, New York, and St. Louis in the 1920s. With continued funding from the Rosenwald Fund Fellowship Catlett completed her own series of 15 linoleum cuts entitled The Negro Woman. The series featured women who had played significant roles in America, such as literary figure, Phillis Wheatley (1753–1784), feminist  Sojourner Truth (1797–1883), and heroine Harriet Tubman (c.1819–1913).
 She also paid homage to the lives of ordinary Black working women (Herzog, 2005). 

Survivor (1983) (Figure 6)
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This text accompanied the work:

 I am the Negro woman. I have always worked hard in America. . . . In the Fields. . . . In other folks' homes. . . . I have given the world my songs. In Sojourner Truth I fought for the rights of women as well as Negroes. In Harriet Tubman I helped hundreds to freedom. In Phillis Wheatley I proved intellectual equality in the midst of slavery. My role has been important in the struggle to organize the unorganized. I have studied in ever increasing numbers. My reward has been bars between me and the rest of the land. I have special reservations. . …Special houses… And a special fear for my loved ones. My right is a future…of equality with other Americans (Herzog, 2005, para. 5)



This series has now been dispersed and and is currently owned by a variety of 

museums across the United States (Catlett in a personal communication, November 1, 

2005).

Tired (1946) (Figure 7)
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While making prints at the Taller, Catlett also continued her exploration of form through sculpture and studied with Costa Rican born sculptor Francisco Zúñiga (1912 –1998). With his guidance and expertise she blended his prefered and traditional pre-Columbian style of simplification and strength of form with her own notions of Mexican influence and modernism, creating small but powerful sculptures as shown in Figure 7 (Lewis, 1994).

Mother and Child Themes

Mother and Child (1956) (Figure 8)
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There are qualities deeper than bauty Catlett conveys with her women… On the surface her work has the easy approachability one would expect from a pedegree that stretches back through Henry Moore and Rodin to the Italian Renaissance, Gothic and Romanesque styles.But into all of that irreproachable Westerness she has quietly injected esthetic principles from Africa and the East, subtle differences of line and form and emphasis that have helped to give her work its impetus. (Lewis, 1984, pp. 153 –154)

In 1947, Catlett met and married Mexican muralist Francisco Mora (1922 –2002). They worked with local Mexican artists at the Taller de Gráfica Popular creating many linocuts and prints in the continuing theme of revolution and political realism, and acted as critics and supporters of one another's work (Herzog, 2005).

Catlett enjoyed the creativity of motherhood putting her own personal development as an artist on hold during her sons' earlier years. Once they were at school she resumed her career as a printmaker and scupltor, taking lessons from José L. Ruiz (b. 1903) in wood carving at the Esmeralda in 1955. A typical progression in the making of Catlett's work was to first create a small model in clay as a reference point for her larger sculptures (Lewis, 1984).

Mother and Child (1959) (Figure 9) 
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Mother and Child, 1959 (Figure 9), was created in mahoghany. A petite statue measuring 18 inches in height, exemplifies Catlett's development as an artist and combines the influences of her heritage, and her social and political beliefs. It highlights her technical ability and love of the material through her use of line, shape, and form. This sculpture embraces a modernist style with its solidity of form, thereby creating a 

solidity of strength and character that has been and continues to be of great importance in her depiction of  Black women.

Mother and Child (1972) (Figure 10)
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Catlett's images of maternity represent her own experience and that of the women arounHer works are acts of resistance against the images of maternity abounding in art–romanticized, trivialized, and mythologized–which had nothing to do with these women's lives. (Herzog, 2005, p. 119)


Catlett continued her work through the 1950s and 1960s while also teaching sculpture at the National Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM), which was founded in 1551 and is the oldest university in North America (Wikipedia, the National Autonomous University of Mexico, 2006, para. 1).

Her teaching reflected her beliefs that a wide world view of sculpture and its diverse form are imperative if one is to become a skilled and creative artist. She stated, "technique is so important! It is the difference between art and ineptitude. Because our audiences deserve the best, we must equip ourselves to give them the very best.You can’t make a statement if you can't speak the language" (Catlett, quoted in Herzog, 2005, p. 120).

In addition to creating images of African American women Catlett also gave great attention to the working class Mexican women who surrounded her, creating many limestone sculptures, naming them Rebozo, the Mexican name for a woman's shawl and a metaphor for the nurturing female role. Mixing her modernist art techniques and reflecting Black and Mexican ethnicities the images from this period carry a certain ambiguity of form and influence.  She concedes that this was indeed true of her work and comments "my art does, after all speak for both of my peoples" (Herzog, 2005, p. 127). Herzog contends that, "in speaking of her identification with Mexican women, she emphasizes the similarities in cultural values shared by Mexicans and African Americans. Catlett particularly notes the similarity of African American women and Mexican womens' experiences of motherhood" (2005, p. 107).

Catlett Speaks

Catlett, although living in Mexico and taking citizenship in 1962, did not relinquish her strong ties to the United States and the plight of fellow African Americans living there. In 1961, in the midst of the Civil Rights Movement and the birth of the Black Power Movement, she was invited to be the keynote speaker at the National Conference of Negro Artists in Washington, D. C. She spoke openly and frankly about the situation as she saw it:

There is a strong and fresh wind blowing over all the continents of the world, carrying freedom. It carries the determination that there shall be no more hunger, no more nakedness, no more sickness, no more ignorance and no more hate, but instead there shall be the right of people to walk head held high, without fear, to insure the right to nations to develop independently, and to insure for human beings the right to develop as individuals to their full capacity (Catlett, 1961, quoted in Lewis, 1994, p. 97).

She spoke critically of the political climate for African American artists and made a strong case for their recognition.

And what is this great goal of being an accepted artist in the art movement of the United States. Of the hundred of millions of human beings in our world, who reaps the cultural benefits of United States art in 1961? We all know who reaps the economic benefits. But what is the great United States contribution in the graphic and plastic arts to world culture? This question must be investigated and answered before the negro artist can make his decision. Otherwise he is doomed to a minor position in a minor contribution that is of little importance to our changing world. Art is, and always has been, an expression of the historic conditions of a people and should be part of a humanity's cultural wealth

(Catlett, 1961, quoted in Lewis, 1994, p. 98).

Continuing to make the point that the Negro artist must stand up and be counted she questioned how much impact the Negro story had really made on the world, whether anyone really knew the prices that had been paid, the efforts made to overcome and rise above the issues of enslavement and racism. She pondered whether African Americans themselves knew enough of their own heritage to move ahead and be accepted in the visual arts as they had with music (Lewis, 1994).

Homage to my Young Black Sisters (1968) (Figure 11)
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Catlett spoke of the issues surrounding the exposure and exhibition of Black artists and their work:

There is resentment, justifiable resentment, against those patronizing invitations for Negro artists to exhibit collectively. We do not want to be in segregated exhibitions. We are through with segregation. There is a difference, however, between sitting in the back seat because you have to and because you want to. The first is segregation, and the second is free choice on an equal basis. Our all-Negro art exhibitions may now be placed in the second category. We have exhibited in the Modern Art Museum; we have been included in statewide and nationwide       exhibitions (Catlett, 1961, quoted in Lewis, 1994, p.101).

Despite this she called for a better approach, one that could reach the art communities and 

people of the world—In her words she is advocating for the development of
a public art that is easily transported, easily exhibited, easily reproduced. I suggest as a means linoleum and wood blocks, silkscreen, lithographs, etchings and engravings.The graphic arts can be dominated by anyone who draws, and is a common medium for painters and sculptors alike (Catlett, 1961, quoted in Lewis, 1994, p.101).

Warning of exploitation by entrepreneurs and polititians, she once again stated her belief that the art of the Negro people in the United States was of vital and important signifiance to the development of a united American aesthetic (Lewis, 1994, p. 101).

Authors note: In presenting Catlett's profound words from 1961 this author once again draws the reader's attention to the undeniable facts that show the issues presented here resonate with the same truths in 2006.

Commitment to the Cause

Catlett followed her own advice and created woodblocks, lithographs, prints, and sculptures of the images she felt told the true story of African American people. She made several strong political statements through her work, addressing issues of class, race and power. A work for which Catlett is renowned is the sculpture Homage to My Young Black Sisters (Figure 11).  This life sized wood sculpture was created in 1968 as a gesture of liberation at a time when women were advocating their rights and Black militants were demanding equality. It dramatically addressed both causes establishing Catlett as a powerful force as a political artist. 

Jeff Donaldson, founding member of the the African Commune of Bad Relevant Artists (AfriCobra), hailed her as such a force when he wrote about her 1971 solo exhibit in Harlem's Studio Museum.  

Some Black artists have committed their art to the Struggle for Survival/ Victory of the Black and Third World peoples over their oppressors. Elizabeth Catlett has made that commitment. Black and Third World People need Elizabeth Catlett because her work speaks to these concerns, ever has and, hopefully ever will. We need reflectors, interpretors (sic) and prophets who charge us with our divine mandate to regain our motherlands and our manhood and to punish those who persist in robbing us of them. Elizabeth Catlett offers visual praises to our potential. Wise and Brave Man of the Future will smile and praise her (Donaldson as quoted in Patton, 1998, p. 205).

Triangular Woman (1997) (Figure 12) 
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Catlett through the Years

Catlett retired from her teaching position at the National Autonomous University of Mexico in 1975 and moved with her husband to Cuernavaca, Morelos, a small state an hour away from Mexico City. She continues to create her work in her studio at home.

Over the years Catlett has received numerous awards and several honorary doctorates for her extraordinary contribution to the art world. Her work is on display in major galleries as part of their public collections in cities across the United States and Mexico. 

Some of these include:

Baltimore Museum of Art, Baltimore, MD

High Museum of Art, Atlanta, GA

Mississippi Museum of Art, Jackson, MS

Museum of African American History, Detroit, MI

National Museum of American Art, Washington, DC

New Orleans Museum of Art, New Orleans, LA

The Cleveland Museum of Art, Cleveland, OH

The Columbus Museum of Art, Columbus, OH

The DuSable Museum of African American History, Chicago, IL

The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York

The Museum of Modern Art, New York

The Studio Museum in Harlem, NY

Wadsworth Atheneum, Hartford, CT

Museo de Arte Moderno, Mexico City

Narodniko Musea (National Museum), Prague, Czechoslovakia

(June Kelly Gallery: Elizabeth Catlett, Selected Public Collections, n.d.)
Girls (1982) (Figure 13)
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In 2003 Catlett received the prestigious Lifetime Achievement in Contemporary Sculpture Award from the International Sculpture Center
, a fitting tribute to this gifted and prolific artist. 
Catlett continues to create her art in 2006 at the age of 91, while maintaining her home and studio in Cuernavaca, Mexico and an apartment in Battery Park City, New York in the United States. 

This author had the great privilege of meeting Ms. Catlett in her home in New York in November of 2005. She showed great interest in the work of the Anyone Can Fly Foundation and its mission to highlight the life and work of African American artists and graciously gave her permission to include images of her work, both in this essay and for the Art with Kids Program, located in the appendix of this thesis project. Catlett's resolve and commitment as an artist, educator, and advocate for human rights does not waiver. She continues to travel and exhibit across the country and will serve as an inspiration to generations of people of all ages, races and backgrounds for years to come.
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� A later version of Harriet (Figure 5) was created by Catlett in 1975.
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