
On the Cover

Jacob Lawrence (1917-2000) took his subject matter mainly from the Black experience and consid-
ered himself an expressionist or social realist. For example, during his career, Lawrence produced
multiple series of paintings chronicling the lives of people significant in Black history, such as
Harriet Tubman, as well as the lives of common men and women as they struggled to migrate north
or to react to industrialization in the South. In 1970, he received the Spingarn Medal from the
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, which cited him for "the compelling
power of his work, which has opened to the world... a window on the Negro condition in the United
States" (Marks, 1984, p. 476).

Born in Atlantic City, New Jersey, the eldest child of a broken family, he began his artistic
education at the Utopia Children's Home, an after-school center in Harlem. His talent was recognized
early and—encouraged by other artists—he soon surpassed his teachers. In 1937, he won a schol-
arship to the American Artists' School and had his first solo show in 1938 at the Harlem YMCA. In
1940 and 1941, he produced perhaps his best known series, The Migration of the Negro, a collection
of 60 gouaches dealing with the experiences of Blacks who left the rural South during World War I to
seek jobs in the North. In 1941, he married Gwendolyn Knight, a painter from the West Indies, and
two years later he joined the Coast Guard as a steward's mate. His Coast Guard service led to a series
of eight paintings on the unity of Blacks and Whites in the face of war. In his early 30s, already a
respected and well-established artist, he became depressed, and in 1949, he voluntarily entered a
mental hospital in New York City for treatment. Discharged in 1950, he created a series of paintings
on life in a mental hospital. With his emotional problems largely resolved, his art flourished for the
next five decades.

Some of Lawrence's work is reminiscent of Ben Shahn's flat patterns. For example, the
shelves and books in the background of Lawrence's The Library on this month's cover create a
linear background like the framing of the house in Shahn's Carpenters (Builders) on the July 2000
cover, and, like Shahn, Lawrence was drawn to the designs created by builders at work. In The
Library, the background colors are subdued except for the nine red books randomly placed in the
shelves. No one in the library is sitting; all are absorbed in their books, except for the youngster who
looks like he may be asking his adult companion a question. The deep black skin color of the young
man pushing the cart of books creates a strong contrast to the shelves of books and institutional
green of the library. Lawrence enjoyed learning from books and liked painting them too. A number of
his paintings are set in library interiors, a theme that reflected his concerns about educational
resources for Blacks and one that he returned to throughout his career. According to Wheat (1986),
"for Lawrence there is a thread between the Library paintings and the Builders theme. A library and
its contents symbolize men's continuous efforts to develop, to build" (p. 152).
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