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A career in art did not seem a likely possibility to John Wilson, born in Boston, MA, in 1922.
Although he began drawing and painting as early as he can remember, he has said, "My public
school education and the world around me made it clear, by omission, that African American
artists did not exist, that African Americans were only qualified for, and could expect to be tracked
into, unskilled, menial jobs" (Wilson, 1999). Wilson's future in art opened up when some student
art teachers at a neighborhood Boy's Club Settlement House took his work to the School of the
Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, which led to a full scholarship, renewed each year until he gradu-
ated. He also has a degree from Tufts University and has taught art during much of his career.

Drawn early in his career to Mexican muralists such as Jose Clemente Orozco, Wilson felt
their work offered a form that he could use to create communal images of Black people taken from
his experience. In 1947, he traveled on a Museum School Fellowship to Paris where he got to know
Fernand Leger and enrolled in his art school. He also experienced firsthand the work of French and
other European artists at midcentury, as well as the richness and force of art by people from Africa,
the Far East, and other nations. He wrote of that time: "Like the modern Mexican artists I admired,
they created art that seemed to express and interpret communal experiences of ordinary people"
(Wilson, 1999).

In 1950, Wilson won a John Hay Whitney Fellowship and with his new wife, Julia, went to
study art in Mexico. Working with the Mexican artists and influenced by Leger's ability to trans-
form subject matter into basic shapes, forms, and lines, plus other insights from his time in Europe,
Wilson produced drawings, paintings, and prints that expressed the world he knew best. After sev-
eral other positions in the United States, he returned in 1964 to his birthplace to teach at Boston
University. In addition to other honors, he has received an honorary Doctorate of Fine Arts from the
Art Institute of Boston. His work is exhibited throughout this country and abroad. His sculpture has
won competitions to memorialize Martin Luther King, Jr., for the city of Buffalo, NY, and for the
U.S. Capitol in Washington, DC.

In 1992, a woman who was getting married asked Wilson to paint a portrait of her (J.
Wilson, personal communication, March 2, 2001). Girl at Window, the pastel on the cover of this
issue, is a study for the larger picture. As the tiny pastel hung in his studio, he began changing it—
as he does with many of his pictures. The picture became a metaphor, not a specific person or event.
Just as the window provides the interior room with a connection to the outside world, the picture
suggests that people need an interior connection with the outside world. As Wilson continued work-
ing with the picture, the woman became a symbol for young women who need to grow and develop
in the world outside themselves. The picture is very quiet, the woman is contemplative, and even
though she could be looking out the window at the world, she does not appear to be doing so. The
design of black and yellow shapes reflects Wilson's time with Leger, The picture also derives from
Wilson's Mexican experience and that country's tradition of painting ordinary people in natural
settings.
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