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Hilda Wilkinson Brown (1894—1981) worked throughout her life to create a balance
between her professional roles as artist and teacher and her more traditional woman’s
role. She told her niece that she was convinced that “not only she, but women through-
out history were not more evident as serious artists in part because they had not been
allowed by themselves or social mores to be more self-centered” (Burwell, 1991-1992,
p. 49). Considering her domestic pursuits such as cooking and gardening, it is some-
what difficult to see how she produced such a large a body of artistic work that was
recognized, acknowledged, and exhibited.

Brown began her teaching career in 1923 after returning to Washington, DC,
from study at Cooper Union Art School in New York. By 1933, she was encouraging
the reshaping of what was being taught in the elementary schools to emphasize indi-
vidual creativity rather than imitation. Brown was committed to bringing a wider spec-
trum of arts to the elementary schools of Washington, DC. She lectured at Howard
University on the fine and industrial arts in the schools, pioneered the teaching of arts
and crafts in the elementary school program, and worked to improve art education for
teachers in the elementary grades.

Brown’s art reflected her interest in and love for the people in her life. “In the
’20s and ’30s she was one of the few painters capable of linking this city’s black
community to the world of modern art” (Burwell, 1991-1992, p. 49). Her portraits
show her empathy and sensitivity. For example, in a picture titled for its subject Ada,
the woman is sitting tall with strength and dignity while occupied with the mundane
task of peeling apples. Family was a core value for Brown, which was reflected in her
portraits of not only her own family but the family members of neighbors and friends.

University Neighborhood on the cover is typical of the artist. This city scene is
an artistic view of her daily route home. It is an abstract in the sense that it does not
exist in the real world. Brown used light and perspective as compositional elements.
Much like other American painters such as Richard Estes, Brown composed her city
landscapes to achieve balance in both form and tone, not to provide photographic rep-
resentations of the real world. Even though some of these buildings did exist in her
university neighborhood, they were not located nor did they look exactly as they are in
the work. And yet, the artist has captured the feel of this setting so familiar to her as she
walked along the sidewalks of LeDroit Park to reach her home.
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