
Honoring Black History Month: Timeless Works by
African American Artists
February is Black History Month, a time when galleries, museums, and community spaces
across the country turn their attention to the profound contributions of Black creators. For
anyone who has ever stood in front of a painting and felt a sudden shift in understanding, the
works of African American artists offer that experience in abundance. Their pieces do more
than decorate walls; they carry history, resistance, joy, and a vision of a more just world. As
someone who has spent years studying and teaching art, I find that these works speak with a
clarity that transcends time.

When we talk about art and its power to shape culture, we often focus on European masters.
But the American story is incomplete without the voices of Black painters, sculptors, and
mixed-media artists who have shaped the nation's visual language. From the Harlem
Renaissance to the present day, African American artists have consistently pushed boundaries.
They have used their work to challenge stereotypes, celebrate identity, and document
experiences that mainstream narratives often ignored. This month, I want to share a few of the
iconic artworks that deserve a place in every conversation about American art.

The Weight of History in Jacob Lawrence's Narrative Series
Jacob Lawrence's "The Migration Series" is a landmark in American art. Created in 1940-41,
this sequence of 60 small tempera panels tells the story of the Great Migration, when millions
of African Americans moved from the rural South to industrial cities in the North and Midwest.
Lawrence was only 23 when he began the series, but his compositional maturity and emotional
range are astonishing. Each panel combines bold colors and angular figures with a short
caption. The result is a visual novel that feels both intimate and epic.

What strikes me every time I see these panels is how Lawrence balances hardship with dignity.
He does not shy away from showing the violence and poverty that drove people north. But he
also shows families packing, train stations crowded with hope, and workers building new lives
in factories and foundries. The series reminds us that migration is not just a statistic; it is a
human story of courage. For anyone teaching American history or art, "The Migration Series" is
an essential resource. It connects the personal to the political without losing the nuance of
either.

Romare Bearden's Collages of Black Life
Romare Bearden took a different approach. Working in the mid-20th century, Bearden created
richly layered collages that combined cut paper, fabric, and paint to depict scenes of Black life



in cities like Harlem and Charlotte. His work pulses with jazz rhythms: syncopated shapes,
overlapping faces, and bright patches of color that feel like musical improvisation. Bearden
was also a trained musician, and you can hear that influence in the visual cadence of his
pieces.

One of his most famous works, "The Block" (1971), shows a street scene with a barbershop, a
church, and neighbors talking on stoops. It is a celebration of everyday community. But
Bearden never let the celebration become sentimental. He included shadows, and moments of
quiet tension. His collages are honest about the struggles of urban life, yet they radiate a deep
affection for the people in them. For anyone looking to understand how African American
artists captured the texture of postwar America, Bearden is a master of that balance.

Faith Ringgold's Story Quilts and the Power of Narrative
Faith Ringgold is best known for her painted story quilts, which blend painting, quilted fabric,
and written narrative. Her work "Tar Beach" (1988) is one of the most beloved pieces in
contemporary American art. It shows a young girl lying on a rooftop at night, staring up at the
stars. The quilt includes text that tells the girl's dream of flying above the city, claiming the sky
as her own.

Ringgold's innovation was to take a craft tradition often dismissed as women's work and
elevate it to fine art. Her quilts are not just decorative; they are political statements about race,
gender, and the power of storytelling. By weaving words into the fabric, she insists that the
stories of Black girls matter. This piece has become a touchstone for educators and parents
who want to introduce children to art that reflects their own experiences. Ringgold's work
shows that African American artists can be both accessible and deeply radical.

Jean-Michel Basquiat's Unflinching Gaze
No list of iconic works would be complete without Jean-Michel Basquiat. His painting "Untitled
(Skull)" (1981) is a raw, graffiti-inspired portrait that confronts the viewer with mortality and
racial identity. Basquiat came out of the downtown New York scene of the late 1970s, and his
work is full of cryptic symbols, cross-outs, and fragments of text. He drew on his Haitian and
Puerto Rican heritage, as well as his own experience as a young Black man navigating a
predominantly white art world.

Basquiat's work can be polarizing. Some critics find it chaotic, while others see a deliberate
dismantling of traditional hierarchies. I fall into the latter camp. His paintings force you to slow
down and read the layers. They are not decorative; they are arguments. He used his platform to
highlight figures like Charlie Parker and Billie Holiday, and to criticize colonialism and police
brutality. His early death at 27 cut short a career that was just beginning to reach its full depth.
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But the work he left behind remains a powerful reminder that African American artists have
always used their voices to speak truth to power, even when the system tried to silence them.

Contemporary Voices: Kara Walker and Kehinde Wiley
Moving into the 21st century, artists like Kara Walker and Kehinde Wiley have continued this
tradition of reexamining history and representation. Walker's silhouettes, such as "A Subtlety"
(2014), use the genteel medium of cut-paper silhouettes to tell brutal stories of slavery and its
aftermath. The contrast between the delicate form and the harsh content is jarring, and that is
exactly the point. Walker forces us to sit with the discomfort of history.

Kehinde Wiley, best known for his portrait of Barack Obama, takes a different strategy. He
reimagines classical European portraits with Black subjects dressed in contemporary
streetwear. His painting "Napoleon Leading the Army over the Alps" (2005) places a young
Black man on a rearing horse, wearing a bandana and Timberland boots. It is a direct challenge
to the whiteness of traditional power and beauty. Wiley's work is popular and accessible, but it
is also academically rigorous. He makes the viewer ask: who gets to be a hero in art?

Why These Works Matter Now
Art does not exist in a vacuum. The works I have described were created in specific historical
moments, but they continue to speak to our present. As debates about critical race theory and
public memory intensify, these artists offer a more nuanced way of engaging with history. They
do not lecture; they show. They do not simplify; they complicate. That is the power of great art.

For anyone hosting a paint-and-sip event or leading a community art class, these works are
rich starting points for conversation. You can ask participants what they see, what they feel,
and what stories they would tell if they had a canvas. The techniques of these artists, collage,
bold color, text integration, layering, are also accessible for beginners. A group could try
making a small story quilt inspired by Ringgold, or a collage in the style of Bearden. The goal is
not to copy, but to connect with the spirit of the work.

Black History Month is a time for celebration, but also for honest reckoning. The African
American artists I have discussed here did not shy away from the hard parts of our history.
They embraced them, transformed them, and gave them beauty. That is a lesson worth
carrying into every month of the year.


