
Best Art Exhibitions of 2021

By Holland Cotter and Roberta Smith | December 9, 2021

Ambitious museum shows in Tulsa, Richmond, and Louisville left an imprint. 
Jasper Johns, Maya Lin and Latino artists shone. And the high quality of gallery 
shows of women was dizzying and gratifying.

Outstanding art shows of 2021 offered works by Emma Amos, Jasper Johns (at two museums) and Alice Neel.
Credit: Details from left: Emma Amos and Ryan Lee Gallery; Jasper Johns/VAGA at Artists Rights Society 

(ARS), NY, Charlie Rubin for The New York Times; Estate of Alice Neel

Most Memorable Art and Image-Makers of 2021

The year 2021 was about recovery — slow, partial, tentative, ongoing — from 
lockdown. Over the summer, museums and galleries rebooted, but with 
masking and distancing in place. After a year of social isolation, a market 
trend in easy-to-like figure painting had natural appeal, with portrait shows 
everywhere. (New York had Medicis and Alice Neel; Hans Holbein and the 



Obamas currently hold court in Los Angeles) But for me, many of the most 
memorable events were either outside bicoastal centers or in unusual locations 
and forms within them.

The Best Art Shows of 2021 Were in Galleries

This fall a mood of elation was palpable in certain quarters of Manhattan, 
namely those neighborhoods dense with commercial art galleries. People 
giddily commented on the unusually high quality of the gallery scene as if art 
dealers had recommitted themselves to their calling and were bent on making 
up for the deprivations of lockdown. Several men had impressive shows — 
Philip Guston, Beauford Delaney (through Dec. 23), David Salle and Alvaro 
Barrington come to mind. But what moved me most was the high frequency of 
outstanding solo presentations of art by women — more than I could possibly 
mention here, even if I had been able to see them all. The shows touched on 
all phases of artistic development — early, middle, late — and the cumulative 
message concerned longevity: women have always been here, dedicating their 
lives to art.

5. Museums Step Up

It added to the euphoric mood that the winning gallery shows occurred against 
a backdrop of outstanding monographic museum shows devoted to women, 
especially on the Eastern Seaboard. In March, New York saw the opening of 
the Metropolitan Museum’s retrospective “Alice Neel: People Come First,” 
an unexpected blockbuster. Three days later, the Whitney Museum opened a 
midcareer survey of Julie Mehretu’s popular paintings organized with the Los 
Angeles County Museum of Art. This fall brought surveys of the British photo 
and video artist Gillian Wearing at the Guggenheim Museum (through April 
4) and the Modern’s large retrospective of the great equalizer of art mediums, 
Sophie Taeuber-Arp (through March 12). Emma Amos’s career is being feted 
by the Philadelphia Museum of Art (through Jan. 17) and Joan Semmel’s by the 
Pennsylvania Academy of Art in Philadelphia (through April 3). In Atlanta, a 
retrospective at the High Museum exuberantly titled “Really Free: The Radical 
Art of Nellie Mae Rowe” honors the extraordinary work of the self-taught artist 
(through Jan. 9).



Emma Amos’s “To Sit (With Pochoir),” 1981, etching and aquatint with stenciled coloring (on view through 
Jan. 17).  Credit: Emma Amos and Ryan Lee Gallery; Philadelphia Museum of Art



The Best of 2021: Our Top 10 United States Art Shows

By Hyperallergic | December 8, 2021

Our favorite US shows of 2021, brought to you by the writers and editors of 
Hyperallergic.

Emma Amos, “Equals” (1992), acrylic on linen canvas with African fabric borders, 
6 feet 4 inches × 6 feet 10 inches (private collection)



Thanks to the beloved Hyperallergic contributors located around the country, 
we are able to bring you a list of 10 knockout exhibitions across several states 
this year. As someone who did limited traveling in 2021, working with these 
writers and reading their words on art has expanded my horizons. I hope they 
can do the same for you. —Elisa Wouk Almino, Senior Editor

1. Four Solo Artist Exhibitions Across Philadelphia 

Installation view, Emma Amos: Color Odyssey (photo by Joseph Hu, image courtesy 
the Philadelphia Museum of Art, 2021)

This fall, there was a bounty of artist retrospectives at museums across 
Philadelphia. Joan Semmel at the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Art (PAFA), 
Suzanne Valadon at the Barnes Foundation, and Emma Amos and Jasper Johns 
at the Philadelphia Museum of Art. While each was notable and worth seeing 
on its own right, together they are a tour de force, demonstrating the power of 
a city’s art institutions to offer a wide arrange of material that speaks to many 
audiences. Touring the shows in one day felt like getting an in-depth education 
in portraiture, identity, gender politics in modern and contemporary art, and 
many other things. While some of the shows were smaller than many would’ve 
liked, they certainly whetted our appetites for more. More of this excellence, 
please. Read below for more on the Amos show, which contributor Ilene Dube 
chose as her favorite show of the year. —Hrag Vartanian



Emma Amos is having a moment, albeit posthumously. The only woman and 
youngest person to be invited to join Spiral, a New York-based collective of 
African American artists active in the 1960s and ’70s, Amos joins the pantheon 
of octogenarian and nonagenarian women finally getting retrospectives in 
major museums. Amos, who died last year, was a professor at the Mason Gross 
School of Art, Rutgers University, when it was a hotbed of the feminist art 
movement, a movement she actively participated in. Among the highlights 
of Emma Amos: Color Odyssey, which originated at the Georgia Museum of 
Art and was curated by Laurel Garber and Shawnya L. Harris, is “Tightrope” 
(1994), which employs Amos’s signature technique of African textile borders. 
The artist paints herself in a Wonder Woman costume that peeks out from 
her painter’s smock, her balancing on the tightrope suggestive of the struggles 
Amos faced as an artist without the privileges afforded to White masculinity. 
—Ilene Dube



Emma Amos’ artwork is celebrated in a traveling 
retrospective at the Philadelphia Museum of Art

By Stephen Salisbury | November 29, 2021

The artist explored race and gender through paintings, weaving, and textiles.

Detail of “All I know of Wonder,” 2008, by Emma Amos. Oil on canvas with African fabric borders. This detail 
of Amos’ 2008 painting shows how skin tone in her work is anything but fixed and straightforward.

Courtesy of RYAN LEE Gallery, New York

It’s likely that you’ll think of Jasper Johns when you hear mention of an artist 
born in the South who has created striking paintings of targets and flags and is 
now the subject of a major exhibition at the Philadelphia Museum of Art.

And you would not be mistaken.

But there are, in fact, two such artists. Johns, of course, now 91, and among the 
most celebrated artists of his generation, is one one of them. He’s the subject of 



“Targets,” 1989, by Emma Amos. Acrylic on canvas with hand-wove fabric and African fabric borders.
Amos Family, courtesy RYAN LEE Gallery.

a huge, two-part exhibition now up at the Whitney Museum of American Art 
in New York City and the Philadelphia Museum of Art.

The second artist on view at the PMA is Emma Amos, a Black painter and 
printmaker from Atlanta, who grew up in a household frequented by W.E.B. 
DuBois and Zora Neale Hurston, and was a member of feminist and activist 
art groups like Heresies in the 1970s and the Guerrilla Girls in the 1980s, and 
Black collectives like Spiral in the 1960s.

She is not so famous as her white, male compatriot, to put it mildly.

In fact, Amos never even had the opportunity to see her work in this current 
exhibition, her first major solo traveling museum show . She died in May of 
2020 at the age of 83 – about a year before “Emma Amos: Color Odyssey” 
opened at its first venue, the Georgia Museum of Art.



“Tightrope,” 1994, by Emma Amos. Acrylic on linen with Kente borders, 6 feet 10 inches — 58 
inches. Minneapolis Institute of Art.  Courtesy Philadelphia Museum of Art.

Now “Color Odyssey,” an exhibit of roughly 60 works, has opened at the 
Philadelphia Museum of Art for a run through Jan. 17.

That Amos – creator of a powerful body of work as a painter, printmaker, 
weaver, and textile designer – had not achieved broad acclaim by the time of 
her death is attributed to two factors: her gender and her race.

The view that she has been excluded from the painterly club is a consensus that 
has only formed in the wake of #MeToo and Black Lives Matter. Nevertheless, 
it’s safe to say that Amos was more than aware of the issue.

“It’s always been my contention,” she once told an interviewer, “that for me, a 
Black woman artist, to walk into the studio is a political act.” 

Laurel Garber, assistant curator of prints at the PMA and author of an essay on 
Amos in the exhibition catalog, said Amos’ “identity as a Black woman artist 
seemed to be a factor” in her lack of recognition.



Emma Amos with “Head First” (2006). Photo by Becket Logan. © Emma Amos; 
Courtesy of RYAN LEE Gallery, New York.

Amos was also a weaver, in addition to her other skills, a craft often seen as one 
of “the stepchildren of the contemporary art world,” Garber said. 

“Weaving has a long history of association with Black makers,” Garber 
continued. “So it wasn’t just her contemporary practice, but the whole history 
of that medium” that contributed to her artistic identity. 

Shawnya L. Harris, curator of African American and African Diasporic art 
at the Georgia Museum of Art and organizer of the exhibition, said that for 
Amos, race was not a straight-forward matter, despite the racial simplicities 
that dominate the art world.

“She had a very sophisticated sensibility about race,” said Harris. “She shows 
that race is a very fluid construction. It’s not this stable, firm fixed entity that 
we try to make it out to be. It’s pretty fluid. I mean, she was in an interracial 
marriage. And, you know, that whole notion of passing comes up in some of 
her works.” 



“X-Flag,” 1992, by Emma Amos. Acrylic on linen canvas, laser transfer photographs, and confederate flag 
borders. Collection of Meredith Harper, New York. Courtesy Philadelphia Museum of Art.

Amos, said Harris, was also “aware of the fact that, as a Black artist, she was 
automatically going to be expected to produce more political material, you 
know, even when she didn’t want to so.”

This was a source of annoyance for Amos who told her friend, the critic Lucy 
Lippard, that “every time I think about color it’s a political statement. It would 
be a luxury to be white and never have to think about it.”

In other words, race exists in the art world for Black people – but not for 
whites. Yet, returning again and again to representation of Blackness, Amos 
presents skin tones that are modulated across a range of hues. Race is not so 
easily captured, pinned down, or maybe even recognizable, she seems to say.

“In the mid-eighties I noticed that curators from public institutions mostly 
chose to exhibit paintings of mine showing figures that could be identified as 
‘black,’” Amos once wrote. “This pattern made me more determined to use 
a multicolored mix of skin tones. Every African-American artist, including 
those whose work is more abstract or who do not paint recognizably ‘black’ 
figures, has confronted curatorial and editorial definitions of ‘black art’ that 
both include and exclude works, thus continuing the segregation of images and 
artists.” 



But if race cannot be easily pinned down, the corrosive nature of racism 
is everywhere in the culture, a point Amos meets head on with a series of 
great paintings largely completed in the 1990s. Targets (1992) makes use of a 
characteristic bullseye target and expands it by including two falling figures. 
X-Flag (1991) deploys the confederate flag as a motif. Work Suit (1994) makes 
startling use of a photo of Lucian Freud’s naked torso topped by Amos’ head. 
Tightrope (1994) presents the artist with the tools of her trade – brushes and 
breasts.

These works, plus a number of others painted during Amos’ miraculous 1990, 
stand at the heart of the exhibition.

“Someone said once that every 30 years or so, certain ideas resurface and there 
are these paradigm shifts that occur in culture,” said Harris. “I like to think that 
it was 30 years before that a lot of the work that is in the exhibition was first 
exhibited and first created.”

Perhaps Amos “was kind of thinking ahead,” Harris said.

“All these ideas of looking at race, looking at gender, looking at the fluidity of 
all these categories. We take it for granted now … but she was thinking about 
all those ideas way back a long time ago. And so I think its time has rolled 
around again. And people are revisiting these ideas, even if they use different 
vocabulary to talk about it.”



The Many Styles of Emma Amos, and Her Drive to Get 
Free

By Jillian Steinhauer | October 21, 2021

The artist, who died last year, used collage and fabric to break out of painting’s 
confines. Now her works are on view at the Philadelphia Museum of Art.

Emma Amos’s painting “Equals” (1992) incorporates collaged images of sharecroppers and Malcolm X, who 
repeats along a border made of African fabric. (Credit: Emma Amos)



Amos’s “Pompeii (Red),” 1959, an abstract etching that anticipates her forthcoming 
experiments with color. (Credit: Emma Amos and  the University of Georgia)

PHILADELPHIA — Spend a few hours on social media, and you’ll come across 
heated discussions about who gets to speak for whom. That makes it a good 
time for an exhibition of art by Emma Amos, a painter, printmaker and weaver 
who grappled with age-old questions of identity and authority that feel freshly 
urgent. “Emma Amos: Color Odyssey,” a survey of her work organized by the 
Georgia Museum of Art and now on view at the Philadelphia Museum of Art, 
comes at an opportune moment.

Yet the show is also a lesson about the role that Amos, as a Black female artist, 
railed against in her life and has been cast in even after her death last year. Curated 
by the Georgia Museum’s Shawnya L. Harris, and in Philadelphia, Laurel Garber, 
“Color Odyssey” contains about 60 works. It is an exhilarating survey, but it 
is not, as Amos deserves, a major retrospective (see: the Jasper Johns mega-
exhibition down the hall). Additional space to allow for the inclusion of at least 
one large-scale project and a timeline in the galleries would have been a good 
start. 



“Untitled” (1965) was shown in the only exhibition mounted by Spiral, an influential but short-
lived Black artists’ collective. (Credit: Emma Amos; Ryan Lee Gallery and Art Finance Partners)

The lack feels apparent walking through “Color Odyssey” because the exhibition 
confirms her brilliance. Amos’s work is rigorous and complex, clever and 
passionate, jam-packed with intellectual and emotional stimulation. She 
attempted to recast history — art’s, the country’s, her own — from her position 
as a Black woman. Amos did not just want a seat at the table; she wanted to 
remake the table itself.

She began as many U.S. artists did in the 1950s: inspired by then-dominant 
Abstract Expressionism. Her first solo show, which took place in her hometown, 
Atlanta, featured abstract etchings. One example is on view here, titled “Pompeii 
(Red)” (1959), and its saturation anticipates her forthcoming experiments with 
color. The piece accompanies two other abstractions, including an untitled 
painting featuring a loosely rendered hand amid insistent passages of black, white 
and gray. Amos showed this painting in 1965 in the only exhibition mounted by 
Spiral, an influential but short-lived Black artists’ collective; after moving from 
Atlanta to New York City in 1960, she became the group’s youngest member and 
sole woman. In that same Spiral exhibition, she also displayed “Without Feather 
Boa” (1965), a print of herself wearing blue sunglasses and seemingly nothing 
else. 



These two radically different artworks hang side by side at the Philadelphia 
Museum, where they seem to represent a crossroads for their maker: abstraction 
or figuration, black and white or color? She chose chromatic representation and 
never looked back, but she didn’t give up her commitment to expressive paint 
either.

In fact, one gets the sense that Amos never fully broke with anything, whether 
a style or medium. Her whole career was an additive process of expanding her 
skills and techniques and then finding ways to combine or complement them. 
In the 1960s, she worked for a commercial textile designer and, later on, taught 
weaving — occupations she kept hidden at first because the art establishment 
looked down upon them as craftwork.

“Without Feather Boa” (1965), a print of Amos wearing blue sunglasses and seemingly nothing 
else. (Credit: Emma Amos and the Whitney Museum of American Art)



Amid the trippy counterculture of the ’60s, Amos made a series of acid paintings 
with thick blocks and bands of color that seem to act as barriers. The female 
figures in those beguiling works morph into confident Black women in prints 
from the 1970s and ’80s. The prints are technically complex: Amos would 
sometimes combine different methods in a single piece or do something unusual 
like cut her printing plate to create a thick white outline around a body. Even if 
you didn’t know the ins and outs of her process, though, the multiple, intricate 
patterns in a work like “To Sit (With Pochoir)” (1981) are dazzling. 

“To Sit (With Pochoir)” (1981). Instead of a male gaze of white bodies, Amos offers us an intimate, 
female look at realistic Black women. (Credit: Emma Amos and the Philadelphia Museum Art)

At the same time, there’s a conceptual gambit happening here. Many of the figures 
wear bathing suits, harking back to the bathers motif taken up by modernists 
like Cezanne and Matisse. Amos replaced the traditionally stylized, nude, 
white women’s bodies with contemporary, partly clothed, realistic Black ones, 
swapping the voyeuristic male gaze with an intimate female one. By doing so, 
she inserted Black women into art history and claimed the leisure and implied 
freedom of the water as her own.



The question of liberation — how to get free — became a driving force in her 
practice in the late ’80s. You can feel it in the third gallery, where her art erupts 
with new dynamism and energy. Suddenly, her figures are in motion, whether 
suspended amid feats of athleticism or falling and floating through the air. The 
solid ground of reality has given way to expressionistic, metaphorical spaces 
that might be cosmic, as in the delightfully chaotic triptych “Flying Circus” 
(1987), or more expressly political, as in “Equals” (1992), which features Amos 
floating against the backdrop of a waving American flag. The flag’s stars have 
come unmoored, and the blue rectangle that held them has been replaced by 
a reproduction of a Depression-era photograph of Black southern laborers. 
“Equals” suggests that the only way for African Americans to achieve equity 
and justice is to dislodge the existing paradigm of this country, as Malcolm X — 
whose image repeats along the top and bottom of the piece — tried to do. 

“Flying Circus,” 1987, an acrylic painting that uses African fabric as borders, which gives it literal texture 
as well as historical depth. (Credit: Emma Amos and RYAN LEE Gallery)

It’s not just subject matter that makes such works so potent. Overcoming her 
reticence (thanks to a stint co-hosting a PBS TV show about craft in America), 
Amos began bringing fabric into her art, first her own weavings and then 



various kinds of African cloth. She experimented with forming figures from it 
but ended up using it mostly to accent and frame her paintings, a device that 
gives them literal texture as well as historical depth. Even as she painted her 
works effectually, with swooping lines and vigorous brushstrokes, she included 
fabric and hung them like scrolls or tapestries. Incorporating bold, bright colors 
and patterns, she infused her pieces with pleasure while tackling serious topics. 
Amos scrambled all the categories in which she might have fit: craft and art, 
women’s and men’s work, African and Western, grave and fun.

The exhibition includes two of her most iconic pieces, “Work Suit” and 
“Tightrope” (both 1994). Both are wry self-portraits in which Amos borrows 
imagery from canonical white Western male painters (Lucian Freud and Paul 
Gauguin, respectively) to comment on the difficulty of her position as a Black 
woman artist. I had seen them in reproduction but was unprepared for the level 
of detail and diversity in each one. Amos’s best works can hold your attention 
for a long time, as your eyes and brain attempt to unpack their technical and 
conceptual complexity.

“Tightrope” is a wry self-portrait whose corners borrow imagery from Paul Gauguin’s paintings. (Credit: 
Emma Amos and the Minneapolis Institute of Art)



Writers in the catalog for “Color Odyssey” identify her approach as essentially a 
form of collage; in the 1995 book “Art on My Mind,” the scholar bell hooks calls it 
a “very postmodern quality” that celebrates mixing and miscegenation. However 
you define it, for Amos, there was resistance and freedom in heterogeneity — an 
ability to be her multiple selves at once and an opportunity to rethink the tropes 
and traps of history.

In “Models” (1995), for example, she lines up one of Gauguin’s depictions of his 
teenage Tahitian wife, Tehamana; an ethnographic photograph of an African 
woman with printed text around her; and an image of an ancient Greek male 
nude statue. Bordering them are letters that don’t spell out anything but allude 
to knowledge. The trio is a challenge to consider how beauty standards are set, 
but I read it also as a kind of proposition: If the first two have been considered 
valid objects of study for white men, then the third must be the same for Black 
women. Twenty-five years ago, Amos posed a question we’re still asking now: 
Who gets the right to be a subject?



 Multimedia artist Emma Amos defied being boxed into just one material or 
movement. As her contemporaries straddled Abstract Expressionism and Pop, 
Amos painted polychrome freefalling women, designed textiles, wove rugs, 
made prints, and transferred vintage photographs to canvases bordered with 
African fabrics. Her Manhattan studio at 21 Bond Street was packed with the 
materials she used all at once—deftly stitching issues of gender and race into 
artworks that fused painting, printmaking, photography, and textile.

It’s no simple task to fit the life’s work of an artist like Amos into a monographic 
exhibition catalogue. Shawnya L. Harris—curator of the current Emma Amos: 

Emma Amos: Color OdysseyEmma Amos: Color Odyssey
By Karen Chernick | May 2021

This catalogue, filled with contributions by women in the arts who knew the artist personally, provides a 
survey befitting the now-unmasked member of the anonymous feminist Guerrilla Girls.



Color Odyssey retrospective of 60 artworks now at the Georgia Museum of 
Art and later traveling to the Munson-Williams-Proctor Arts Institute and 
Philadelphia Museum of Art—has been laboring on this project for the past 
five years (a period overlapping with the final years of the artist’s life). Harris 
assembled a chorus of voices representing expertise in the diverse materials 
Amos used and loved, and also who she was as a person: mentor, peer, friend. 
Except for the foreword, written by Georgia Museum of Art director William U. 
Eiland, these contributors are exclusively women in the arts who knew Amos 
personally, in a matter befitting a now-unmasked member of the anonymous 
feminist Guerrilla Girls.

The first contribution is a short personal passage by landscape painter Kay 
Walkingstick, who remembers Amos urging her to “load up your brush! We are 
painters and the art should show that!” She also describes posing for Amos’s The 
Gift, a series of 40 portraits of women artists she’d befriended. “We friends, we 
women, are gifts to one another,” Walkingstick explains. “We need one another, 
and we support one another.” Amos famously bolstered her fellow female artists, 
as many essays describe.

The book also includes a thorough biographical overview written by Harris, 
with context for some of Amos’s key works. It starts with the artist’s childhood 
in Atlanta (grounding the exhibition’s starting point in her hometown), and 
traces her formal art training at Antioch College and London’s Central School 
of Art before moving to New York in 1960 to get a master’s in art education 
at New York University. It was there that she met Hale Woodruff, who invited 
the twentysomething Amos to join Spiral—a Black artists’ collective (where 
Amos was the youngest and only female member). Around this time, Amos 
explored different painting techniques and wanted to generate popular interest 
in weaving. She taught weaving in Greenwich Village and Newark, and in 1977 
cohosted a TV series about fabric arts called Show of Hands for a public station 
in Boston. By 1980, Amos was a tenured assistant professor at Rutgers’s Mason 
Gross School of the Arts, where she taught for 28 years.

Another portion of the catalogue is devoted to Amos’s use of fabric, granting 
it the same level of importance that she did in her artistic practice. “Amos’s 
decision to obfuscate this high/low art divide by consolidating the so-called 
‘fine art’ of painting with the ‘artistry’ of textile making was nothing short of 
alchemy,” writes art historian Lisa Farrington. “Her use of fabric to create texture 



in her work is a sign of both her African and female birthrights, her maverick 
nature, her cunning creativity, and, perhaps most appreciably, her feminist 
consciousness.” An essay on Amos’s printmaking by Laurel Garber, curator of 
prints at the Philadelphia Museum of Art, explains the artist’s innovations to 
the medium. In a print titled American Girl (1974), for example, she drew a 
reclining woman on a printing plate and then cut it in half along the figure’s 
outline. When printed—alongside each other, but not touching—the plates 
created a dynamic gap along the fracture. Amos also developed a technique 
with master printer Kathy Caraccio that she dubbed “silk aquatint,” where she 
applied ink-resistant paint onto a fabric-topped printing matrix to create both 
translucent and opaque layers.

Layering images is a theme repeated in the following chapter about Amos’s 
use of transferred photographs in her paintings. “Photography is interesting 
because it seems not to lie, when of course we know that it does lie, because it’s 
very selective about what it shows,” Amos said in a 1993 interview. “Painting is 
assumed to always lie, because we have so many options when we set paint on 
canvas. The camera [lies] but in a different way and now I’m playing with that 
theme.” African American history professor Phoebe Wolfskill notes how Amos 
inserted historic photographs of Black southern communities into different 
contexts, such as the crosshairs of a painted Confederate flag, allowing them to 
tell new stories.

As a conclusion, photographer LaToya Ruby Frazier shares a memory of Amos, 
bookending Walkingstick’s opening reminisce. Frazier met Amos in 2007 at the 
annual College Art Association Conference, as a recent MFA graduate. “I will 
never forget how Emma responded to me and my art that day,” Frazier writes. 
“In the only way Emma Amos would be toward a young aspiring artist, in the 
most loving, generous and graceful way, she insisted that I stay with her in New 
York.” Days later, Amos marched Frazier into the dean’s office at Rutgers and got 
the young photographer hired on the spot for a one-year curatorial position.

In this paper-bound capsule that Harris has crafted of Amos’s life and work, the 
voices of friends and experts are often supplemented by the artist’s own words. 
Amos is heavily quoted in most essays, allowing the recently deceased artist to 
speak for herself. One statement in particular recurs like a refrain: “For me, a 
Black woman artist, to walk into the studio is a political act.” Mounting a museum 
retrospective of what she made in that studio and publishing a rich scholarly 



catalogue to accompany it, then, is political, too. As Amos’s work slowly gets 
more institutional attention but she is no longer around to explain herself, this 
book compiled by scholars who knew her will surely be a foundational reference 
for understanding her work.



How Emma Amos’s Art and Activism Powerfully 
Confronted Racism and Sexism
By Maximilíano Durón  | April 30, 2021

Over the course of a career that spanned more than half a century, Emma Amos 
profoundly shifted the course of art history through her varied experiments 
combining painting and textiles. These works exploded with color, and they 
brought forth new mediations on what figurative painting could be, reckoning 
in the process with issues of race and gender. “I try to make a painting resonate in 
some kind of way,” Amos said in an oral history with the Smithsonian Archives 
of American Art in 2011.

The influence of Amos, who died last year at 83, now looms large in the art world, 

Emma Amos, Black Dog Blues, 1983. 



but that wasn’t always the case. She struggled to find gallery representation early 
on in her career, and for much of her life, she didn’t sell many works. Even fewer 
of her paintings entered museum collections while she was alive. But Amos was 
never one to give up easily. She used her art to ponder her anxieties about being 
erased from a canon of which she wanted to be a part, and she joined collectives 
like Spiral, Heresies, and the Guerrilla Girls, which called out racism and sexism 
in the art world.

“Emma always talked about the idea that painting is a political act,” said Jeff Lee, 
cofounder of Ryan Lee gallery in New York, which represents Amos. For Lee, 
her work “symbolizes the idea of not having a solid foundation—that there’s 
slippage, that you can be erased from history. That’s something that Emma was 
always aware of and concerned with. I think that speaks to our contemporary 
times.”

Since 2016, Amos’s art-historical stature has risen as her work has circulated 
around the world and more people have been able to see her art firsthand. Her 
work was included in the landmark traveling exhibitions “Soul of a Nation: Art 
in the Age of Black Power” and “We Wanted a Revolution: Black Radical Women 
1965–1985.” And her work is now the subject of a traveling retrospective, 
organized by Shawnya L. Harris, which recently ended its run at the Georgia 
Museum of Art and will open later this year at the Munson-Williams-Proctor 
Arts Institute in Utica, New York, and the Philadelphia Museum of Art. Below a 
look at Amos’s life and art.

Emma Amos in her studio in the 1990s.



Child Prodigy

Amos was born in 1937 in Atlanta to a middle-class Black family that was 
well-connected with the city’s literary and civil rights figures. Her father and 
grandfather were pharmacists and the family owned a drugstore. Frequent 
guests to her family’s home included W. E. B. DuBois, Zora Neale Hurston, and 
Hale Woodruff; Maynard Jackson, Atlanta’s first Black mayor, was a childhood 
friend.

Amos quickly took up drawing as early as first grade. “I was what is loosely 
known as a child prodigy,” she said in a 1968 oral history with the SAAA. 
She learned figure drawing from copying Esquire magazine’s World War II–
era “Vargas Girls” pin-up girls by Peruvian painter Alberto Vargas, as well as 
women’s clothing ads in the New Yorker.

She left Atlanta at the age of 16 to attend Antioch College in Ohio. Her program 
allowed her to take classes for half the year and then work for half the year in 
cities like London, Chicago, New York, and Washington, D.C. “That’s where I got 
to go to galleries and museums, that’s when I really got to see the art world,” she 
said. After graduating in 1958, Amos returned to London and stayed another 
year, earning a second degree in etching from the London Central School of Art 
in 1959. She returned to Atlanta for a year, where she had her first solo show, and 
then decided to move to New York, where she was able to secure a job teaching 
art at the Dalton School.

While in art school, Amos developed a love for printmaking that would continue 
throughout her career, and one that she actively pursued upon her arrival in New 
York. She began working with two of the city’s print masters, Letterio Calapai 
and Robert Blackburn. (Kathleen Caraccio, who had worked for Blackburn, 
would later become her longtime collaborator for printmaking.) And in 1961, 
Amos began working for the famed textile designer Dorothy Liebes. Those 
connections would prove influential on her art making. 



Emma Amos, The Reader, 1967.

Balancing Act

Even though Amos is now known best as a figurative painter, she began with 
a love of abstraction. “She wanted to be a great abstract painter when she first 
started out,” Shawnya L. Harris, the current Amos retrospective’s curator, said. 
“She gradually evolved back to the figure by the mid-’60s, during the civil rights 
movement, and that propelled her forward into figuration.”

In 1964, Amos began a graduate program in art education at New York University. 
She looked up her old family friend, the artist Hale Woodruff, seeking a mentor. 
Woodruff reviewed her work and invited her to join Spiral, which had formed 
in 1963 in the lead up to the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom. Amos 
would become the youngest and only woman member of the now legendary, 
though short-lived, group of Black artists that also included Romare Bearden, 
Charles Alston, and Norman Lewis, the latter of whom would become a lifelong 
friend of Amos. Spiral had no official singular mandate, and its goal was to 
ponder how Black artists could work together. Lauren Haynes, who curated 
a 2011 Spiral survey at the Studio Museum in Harlem, said they were asking 



questions such as: “How do we keep making work in this moment? What does 
it mean that we have all of these different opinions?”

Though some of the male members might have assumed that Amos was to be 
their secretary and fetch coffee for them, Amos was quick to assert that she 
would be these artists’ equal. “That was one of the most political things I ever 
did. And that wasn’t even very political because it wasn’t a political kind of 
group,” Amos said in her 1968 oral history.

In 1965, Amos married Robert Levine, who was white, and they had two 
children, Nicholas in 1967 and India in 1970. Her marriage and raising her 
children would also become important components of Amos’s art practice going 
forward. “I think this reconciliation of both imposed, as well as invented, racial 
identity is something that she always wanted to deal with in her art, because 
she was dealing with it in her personal life,” Harris said. “It was something 
that she also felt was a part of the conversation in the art world. These artificial 
definitions of what Black art is, what women’s art is. She wanted to be able to 
change the conversation and shake things up and show that our preconceived 
notions about these things are not always as clear as we want them to be.” 

Emma Amos, Two Standing Women, 1966.



Emma Amos, Work Suit, 1994.

Weaving History

At first Amos wasn’t sure exactly how to merge her love of painting and craft, 
especially at a time when critics demeaned practices such as weaving. It wasn’t 
until the late ’70s and early ’80s that Amos began to connect her weavings and 
paintings into single artworks. “That was where she really found her niche,” 
Harris said, adding that Amos treated her materials “much like a weaver would. 
She’s weaving them all in together into a whole.” Later, in the ’80s and into the 
’90s, Amos began incorporating more printed textiles into the work, drawing 
on cloths from Ghana, Mali, South Africa, and other places, as well as ones she 
had woven herself. With its racks of textiles, Amos’s studio had the feeling of a 
fabric store.

As Amos’s work turned increasingly figurative, she began to explore issues of 
gender, race, and the Western art canon in her work, inserting her own image 
into the work. “Usually, she was a big protagonist in the paintings,” Harris 



said. “She would picture herself countering the obstacles of the art world or 
challenging well-known artists that she may have admired, but then she began 
to take a second look at what they were actually communicating about women, 
power.”

It’s clear based on these works that Amos admires artists like Picasso and 
Gauguin, and that, in a way, she hates what they represent, too. One of Amos’s 
most famous paintings is Work Suit (1994) in which Amos paints Lucien Freud’s 
nude body. On his white body appears the artist’s own head. Harris added, “She 
puts on the white body, but you wonder how comfortable she actually would be 
in it. She’s performing race in her paintings through that physical embodiment.”

Amos felt it was important to make sure that other women artists weren’t also 
erased from the canon. She served as an editor of the Heresies Collective’s 
journal, which was first published in 1977 and ran until 1993. And he later 
became a member of the Guerrilla Girls, which formed in 1985 and sought to 
highlight the ways in which women artists were underrepresented in museum 
collections and on gallery rosters. Amos’s dedication to the cause is also clear in 
the series “The Gift,” made between 1990 and 1994. For it, she made a series of 
48 watercolor portraits of Camille Billops, Howardena Pindell, Faith Ringgold, 
Miriam Schapiro, Lucy Lippard, Mira Schor, May Stevens, and Elizabeth Catlett, 
among many others. “She talked about the fact that by creating these portraits of 
them, they can never be negated from history,” Lee, her gallerist, said.

Mining an Archive

In the early 1990s, Amos’s godfather, George Shivery, passed away and his wife 
gave Amos a cache of photographs that he had taken of Black Americans in 
rural Mississippi and Tennessee during the 1930s. She wanted to incorporate 
these images into her paintings, and that’s when she began to use a photo-
transfer technique. In one work, she includes Shivery’s two portraits of a Black 
man, shown proud in one and laughing in another; over the photo-transferred 
images, she’s drawn a large X. “She’s not marking them out to say that they’re not 
important,” Harris said. “She’s saying that they’re viewed as unimportant. She’s 
both resurrecting them, but she’s also signaling that they are being canceled out, 
ignored, and erased.”

Shivery’s photographs appeared in numerous other works, like Equals (1990), 



which also includes a falling figure, possibly Amos, set against the stripes of an 
American flag with stars. Falling figures also recur in Amos’s output from the 
era. “I liked the idea of using the sky instead of having everybody just standing,” 
Amos said in her 2011 oral history. “It meant that you had to see the body in 
different kinds of ways—not a standing figure, not a lying-down figure, but a 
figure either in a kind of anxious position but also there could be some joy in 
flying through the air.”

Emma Amos, Work Suit, 1994.

The Overseer (ca. 1992), which measures 14 feet wide, is one of Amos’s most 
important works. In the righthand panel, Amos shows herself tumbling, her 
scream turning from despair to anger along the way. Above Amos’s figure is 
another of Shivery’s images, which is also in the left-hand panel. At center is 
a Confederate flag—another symbol of the disenfranchisement and erasure of 
the Black community in the South, Harris said—with two white women sitting 
in a blanket. Bisected by the left and center panels is the namesake overseer. 
Harris called the work an “attack” on white authority figures—“her paintbrush 
becomes a weapon to counteract racism that is often embodied in that symbol 
of the flag.”



Fostering New Generations

For much of her life, Amos worked as a teacher, sharing her knowledge with 
generations of students and the public. She taught textile weaving and design at 
the the Newark School of Fine and Industrial Arts in the 1970s, as well as in the 
East Village. Between 1977 and 1979, she cohosted, with Beth Gutcheon, a series 
called Show of Hands that looked at the connections between art and craft and 
aired on public television in Boston.

In 1980, she became a professor at the Mason Gross School of the Arts at Rutgers 
University, eventually serving as visual art department’s chair from 2005 to 
2007; she retired from teaching in 2008. “I think a good teacher in painting and 
drawing and any other kind of making and doing is so much how you treat the 
students and how you try to make them feel that you are not above them,” she 
said in her 2011 oral history. “You are working with them, and you’re trying to 
make sure that they don’t stumble on things and get, you know, to feel that they 
can’t do something.”

She added later, “When I hear that one of my students is having an exhibition 
somewhere, I take my little behind there. I want to see and I want to support 
them. And that might be all I can do with them, you know.”

Emma Amos in her studio with Valued (2006).



‘An Incredibly Positive Person’

Like many others who didn’t identify as white and male when she was active, 
Amos experienced all kinds of adversity. But even in spite of that, her work 
continued to nurture her artistic talents, shifting constantly and changing art 
history along the way, even when the mainstream didn’t notice that she was 
slowly shaping it behind the scenes. “She was ever-evolving, and always growing 
and changing,” Lauren Haynes, the Spiral show curator, said. “I think that is, to 
me, a key factor for an artist who has the lasting power of their work, like Emma 
Amos did—someone who can constantly push and test and grow their work, 
and not just be comfortable sitting in one place.”

It’s clear now that a wider public is beginning to take note of Amos’s 
accomplishments. Fashion designer Duro Olowu created a collection that served 
as a tribute to Amos’s work, which he first encountered after seeing “Soul of a 
Nation” at Tate Modern in 2016. Since then, he has sought out her work at the 
various museums he’s traveled to since—even if it is still hard to find her work 
on display in most major museums. For Olowu, Amos’s work is a testament to 
the perseverance it takes to sustain an art career, particularly for a Black woman: 
“I hope that it inspires younger artists that artists like Emma Amos or Senga 
Negundi have kept their practices going despite non-recognition. It’s a legacy she 
would have been very proud of, and somehow, I have a sneaky feeling that she 
was, because that’s the only way you could continue to make incredible work.”



Emma Amos retrospective opens at Georgia Museum
January 26, 2021 | By Rosalind Bentley

After celebrating her 80th birthday at her Manhattan studio about four years ago, artist 
Emma Amos recalled something important about her future.

The corrosive effects of Alzheimer’s disease hadn’t yet erased the thought, and it was 
pleasing. She’d spent more than six decades as a working artist and she was finally 
going to have one of the things she’d truly wanted; a retrospective of her life’s work, a 
journey that began in the 1940s in the shadow of the Atlanta University Center. The 
retrospective, slated for early 2021 at the Georgia Museum of Art at the University of 
Georgia, would be a sort of homecoming.

Feminism and exclusion, race and racism, in the art world and beyond were themes 
she’d brought to life again and again in vibrant acrylics, oil paint, watercolor, ink, 
African textiles and black-and-white photography. Her demand that viewers consider 
those themes was sometimes blunt.



She might inset a photo of a sharecropper’s cabin or an image of people of varying 
hues, into the center of the Confederate battle flag to question the Civil War’s 
origins and legacy, or the construct of race itself. A 5-foot apron painted and 
appliqued with images of herself, Pablo Picasso and African tribal masks might 
ask who was the more significant artist, Picasso or the unnamed Africans whose 
works inspired some of Picasso’s masterpieces? Or her pieces asked viewers to 
reconsider their assumptions, such as her etchings of Black women lounging 
poolside. Were the images acknowledging the difficult fact most Black people 
can’t swim? Or were they simply celebrating curvaceous Black bodies? 



Some or none of that could be true. What is certain is that Amos considered 
walking into her studio, as she is often quoted as saying, as a necessary “political 
act.”

In her eighth decade and long retired from her job as chair of the Rutgers 
University School of Art, Amos saw some of the world’s great galleries buying 
her work at last. She was not unknown, yet, popular recognition on a large scale 
eluded her.

“She told me how proud she was to have her work come home to a Georgia 
museum and invited me to meet her there,” her older brother, Larry Amos, said 
recently.

But the decline in her health was swift. Her studio shuttered for good before the 
pandemic took hold last spring and she was moved to an assisted living facility 
in New Hampshire.

“Emma Amos: Color Odyssey” is scheduled to open on Jan. 30, at the Georgia 



Museum in Athens, with more than 60 works by Amos. The artist will not be 
there. She died in May from complications due to Alzheimer’s.

Given the continuing danger of the coronavirus, it’s unlikely her 85-year-old 
brother, a retired attorney in Louisville, Kentucky, will see the exhibition in 
person before it closes on April 25. Yet, the show, conceived and curated by 
Shawnya Harris, curator of African American and African Diasporic Art at the 
Georgia Museum, will welcome the public despite the pandemic.

It is, many say, a long overdue honor for an artist who challenged a mainstream 
art world that historically excluded artists such as herself or rarely viewed them 
as peers without need of qualifiers such as “Black” or “female.” Her work has 
been included in larger group exhibits over the years and in smaller solo surveys, 
but the Georgia Museum show marks a significant moment in the growing 
appreciation of her art and importance as a creator.

“It wasn’t that long ago that some of her major works were still in her studio and 
not yet in a major museum collection,” said Emily Hanna, senior curator for the 
Arts of Africa and the Americas at the Birmingham Museum of Art. “Museums 
were slow to see her importance.”

The Birmingham museum holds one of Amos’s best-known pieces, “Measuring, 
Measuring,” which interrogates European standards of beauty and who gets to 
define who and what is beautiful. In many ways Amos had to do something 
similar: claim her own space and set her own standards for success.

“For Black women artists of Emma’s time, you have to look at what careers are 
open to you as a woman, then you delete,” said Lisa Farrington, Associate Dean 
of Fine Arts at Howard University, a longtime close friend of Amos’ and scholar 
of her work. “Then you look at what careers are open to you as a Black person 
and you delete. Then you look at what careers are open to you as a Black person 
and a woman and you delete. So where does that leave a Black woman who 
wants to be an artist? Emma said, ‘I’m doing it anyway.’ Then to succeed in a field 
most people don’t think is important; that takes lot of courage.”



‘Enormous positive influence’

In the 1991 self-portrait “Will You Forget Me?,” Amos depicts herself plunging 
downward. It’s hard to tell whether the blue and gray streaks behind her represent 
clouds and sky, the torrents of a waterfall or the passage of time. Her dress, of 
gold African wax-print fabric, and her dark brown hair are caught in the rush. 
Her hands, held above her head, clasp a sepia portrait of a young Black woman 
posing primly. The woman is dressed in the fashion of the 1920s. She is India 
Amos, the artist’s mother, who, along with Amos’ father, Miles Amos, set their 
daughter on an artistic path in the 1940s.

The slights and indignities of segregation were then the order of the day. 
Nevertheless, Black families created culturally rich worlds and the Amos’ were 
no different. Amos’ grandfather, Moses, was the first licensed Black pharmacist 
in Georgia and owned Gate City Drugstore on Auburn Avenue. Miles Amos 
also became a pharmacist and opened Amos Drug Store on Ashby and Hunter 



streets (now Joseph E. Lowery Boulevard and Martin Luther King, Jr. Drive).

Until it closed in 1969, the Ashby Street drugstore was a community hub not just 
for the neighborhood, but for Black intellectuals, professors and literary stars. 
W.E.B Du Bois was a frequent visitor to the store and the nearby Amos home 
in the 1930s and early 1940s while he was a professor at Atlanta University, 
now Clark Atlanta University. Morehouse College President Benjamin Mays 
would stop by as well. Booker T. Washington was a hunting buddy of Amos’ 
grandfather. Occasionally, Zora Neale Hurston visited, as would Martin Luther 
King, Jr.

“The impact of having leading Black educators, civil rights activists and 
sociologists in our home was an enormous positive influence on Emma and 
me,” Larry Amos said.

So was the proximity to Spelman, Morehouse, Clark and Morris Brown colleges 
as well as Atlanta University. The Amos siblings attended Spelman’s nursery 
school. When Emma Amos started drawing at about five years old, first by 
tracing images from magazines her father brought home from the drugstore, 
her parents didn’t discourage her. India Amos had attended Fisk College when 
artist Aaron Douglas started painting his now famous murals about Black life on 
the walls of the campus library. The sepia portrait that would later inspire “Will 
You Forget Me,” was taken just a few years before he began.

By the time Emma Amos was 11 years old, her parents asked famed muralist 
Hale Woodruff, then on faculty at Atlanta University, to tutor her. He balked, 
saying she was too young. But their paths would cross years later.

Determined her daughter get formal training, Amos’s mother turned to Ruth 
Hall Hodges, chair of the art department at Morris Brown College. Hodges did 
not balk. Not yet a teenager, Amos sat in on undergraduate art classes.

“Even in the 1940s, very few parents were envisioning their child’s life as an 
artist,” said Akua McDaniel, former chair of Spelman’s art department and the 
first director of the Spelman College Museum of Fine Art.

But given the family’s association with creatives, McDaniel said she believes 
India Amos “felt comfortable urging her daughter to pursue life as an artist.”



While still a student at Booker T. Washington High School, Amos entered 
Atlanta University’s seminal art competition, “Exhibition of Paintings, Prints 
and Sculpture by Negro Artists of America,” founded by Woodruff in 1942. It 
was held annually until 1970. Though Amos would not place until she competed 
again years later, the high school foray was a significant step. Some of the 20th 
century’s most important Black artists and photographers found the competition 
one of the few reliable venues to get their work shown and purchased: Roy 
DeCarava, Elizabeth Catlett, Jacob Lawrence, Lois Mailou Jones, Norman Lewis 
and Charles White among them. Aaron Douglas who painted the Fisk College 
murals was one of the first judges of the annual competition.

In their segregated world, Amos’ parents saw possibilities for their daughter the 
mainstream art world had yet to envision. As she grew, Emma Amos fought to 
clear her own path.



‘Blood money’

Prior to legal integration, Georgia had a policy of reimbursing Black college 
students for part of their tuition if they chose to attend an integrated out-of-state 
graduate school. Larry Amos said his father called the policy, “blood money,” 
and refused to apply for the program.

Though her views on segregation and race matured while she earned art degrees 
at Antioch College in Yellow Springs, Ohio, and the Central School of Art and 
Design in London, Emma Amos’s beliefs “were born in the Jim Crow South,” 
her brother said.

“I see this anti-segregationist tension and Emma’s reaction thereto in much of 



Emma’s work,” Larry Amos said.

Take for instance her 1994 piece, “Confederates.” She has taken a group photo 
of three people, a white woman, a Black man and a light-skinned Black woman. 
The latter is Amos. The faces of the other two figures are intentionally blurred. 
She’s centered the picture on a painting of the Confederate battle flag. Amos 
was eight years old when the Ku Klux Klan resumed burning crosses atop Stone 
Mountain. Deep fear of miscegenation among some Southern whites fueled the 
hate group. The “Confederates” piece calls out that fear. Amos was more direct 
in the 1995 painting, “About Whiteness.” It depicts a lynching scene from the 
1915 movie “The Birth of a Nation,” a film credited with the Klan’s 20th-century 
resurgence. Below that image, in the center of a red bull’s eye, a nude Black man 
seems to sweep a blonde white woman in a flowing white gown off her feet. The 
pair have been crossed out with a large red “X.” 



Those themes weren’t as prominent in her early career. Her first small solo 
show of drawings and etchings in Atlanta at the Alexander Gallery in 1960 
(made possible in part by Buckhead art patron and founder of the then Atlanta 
Art Festival, Caroline Becknell) embraced abstract expressionism. That same 
year she earned an honorable mention in the Atlanta University art annual 
competition for an etching titled, “Reeds,” said Tina Dunkley, former director of 
the Clark Atlanta University Art Museum.

Amos soon enrolled in graduate school at New York University. By then, 
Woodruff was teaching there. Through him, Amos was invited to join the Spiral 
collective. They’d meet to talk about what it meant to be Black artists in a time 
of civil rights struggle and whether their work should even be bound by racial 
categories. There was also talk of how difficult it was for them as Black artists to 
get gallery representation and sell their works for their true worth.

Though there were more established Black women artists who’d tried to join, 
Amos was the only woman invited to be part of the group of Black male artists 
that included Woodruff, Romare Bearden, Charles Alston, Norman Lewis and 
others.

“She felt they chose her because she was the ‘safe choice,’” said Harris, curator of 
the Georgia Museum retrospective.

Amos taught at a private school for a while then began working for the textile 
designer Dorothy Liebes, who encouraged her to use the weaving and fiber 
skills she’d learned in college. Designing fabric was art, not craft, and Liebes was 
heralded for her mastery. Firmly planted in New York, Amos married, had two 
children and began painting scenes of domestic life, but eventually the lessons 
from Liebes and Spiral fused.



“I think the civil rights movement made me more critical about what I was 
doing,” Amos told the author and cultural critic bell hooks, in the 1995 book 
“Art on My Mind.” “I could not in good conscience paint just lovely pictures 
with brushy strokes without having some of the pain and angst of the thing that 
I wanted to say about women, Black women in particular.”

‘Falling Figures’

Margaret Spriggs remembers walking into Hammonds House Museum in the 
West End sometime around 1993 and being wowed. Above her hung a bright 
canvas depicting a woman falling through space. Bordered by African wax-print 
cloth, the piece hung loosely, almost floating.

“I related to it as a female because sometimes it feels like you’re falling into 
something and you don’t know what will be at the bottom when you get there,” 
Spriggs said.

The piece was from Amos’ “Falling Figures” series, which included “Will 
You Forget Me?” Spriggs’ husband, Ed Spriggs, was the founding director of 
Hammonds House and former director of the Studio Museum of Harlem. He 
was proud Hammond’s House was a stop on the tour “Emma Amos: Paintings 



and Prints, 1982-1992.” The falling figures, often women but sometimes men, 
tumbled through space, though not necessarily to a doomed fate. The ground was 
never visible, reflecting the deep uncertainty and sense of loss many Americans 
felt during the Reagan era, the artist once said.

“The falling women left a lot of people perplexed and wondering why all the 
women were falling, but Emma had her iconography hooked up,” Ed Spriggs 
said. “Emma was interested in freeing the woman’s image and giving her a place 
in the world. She was very clear about that.”

Even so, Amos didn’t embrace integrated feminist movements until well into 
the 1980s. She joined the Heresies Collective which advocated for better 
representation for women in the art world. Then, she donned a hairy, black, 
gorilla mask and joined the Guerrilla Girls, an arts activist group which publicly 
called out museums on billboards, in media and performance pieces, for their 
lack of female representation in exhibitions and staffing. Part uniform, part 
disguise, the masks, which each member wore, were like armor.

But at Hammond’s House that night, Amos smiled and greeted friends from the 
old neighborhood.

“There was a feeling she had been overlooked locally,” Ed Spriggs said. 
“People knew about the family because of the drug store. By the time she got 
to Hammonds House, her reputation on the East Coast was more established. 
Like Faith Ringgold, she was known as a storyteller. Hammonds House was 
like a homecoming for her.” As part of the 1996 Olympics’ public art program, 



Amos returned to Atlanta to install a major tribute to civil rights leader, the Rev. 
Ralph David Abernathy Sr., in Mechanicsville. Titled “We Will Not Forget,” the 
installation, in Abernathy Plaza, includes symbols of his life: a mosaic couch 
represents his family life; a bronze pulpit represents his profession as a minister 
and a crumbling bronze wall symbolizes the barriers of racial injustice he and 
Martin Luther King Jr. broke down together. The installation remains.

‘I did’

Once it leaves Athens, the retrospective will travel to the Philadelphia Museum 
of Art and the Munson-Williams-Proctor Arts Institute in Utica, New York. 
Harris, curator of the Georgia Museum show, remembers visiting Amos years 
ago in her studio. Many of the artist’s early works languished, propped up against 
walls.

“I was like, ‘Wow, who did that?,” Harris said. “And she was like, ‘I did. It’s my 
early work. Nobody would be interested in that now. Nobody would buy it.’”

Yet, the power of Amos’s vision holds.

Last year fashion designer Duro Olowu, whose clothes Michelle Obama 



frequently wore, told British Vogue that Amos’s work inspired one of his recent 
collections. YouTube bloggers have devoted episodes to the artist. And in the 
last four years at least 18 major museums have acquired her work including 
the Whitney Museum of American Art, the Studio Museum in Harlem, the Art 
Institute of Chicago, the Smithsonian, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the 
Museum of Modern Art, the Crystal Bridges Museum of American Art and the 
British Museum. In Georgia, her pieces are part of the permanent collection at 
the Spelman College Museum of Fine Art, the Clark Atlanta University Museum, 
the Georgia Museum and the Morris Museum of Art in Augusta.

Within the art world Amos critiqued so fiercely, there are signs of systemic 
movement. Major institutions such as the National Gallery of Art and the High 
Museum, hired their first, full-time, Black female curators within the last year. 
The Guggenheim appointed its first, Black deputy director and chief curator.

Some might attribute the changes to the racial reckoning that seized the country 
after the killing of George Floyd. It’s hard not to imagine how might Amos 
render this moment were she alive. Of course, there would be masterful splashes 
of color. But would the figures plunge or would they rise?



Emma Amos Died Just Before Her Retrospective But 
Her Art Is Alive As Ever 
by Susan Stamberg| January 13, 2021 

This is Emma Amos’ moment. Her themes — gender and race — press on 
our minds now. For six decades Amos explored them in prints, paintings and 
fabrics. She died May 20, just months before a retrospective of her work, “Emma 
Amos: Color Odyssey,” is to open at the Georgia Museum of Art, in Athens. 
Complications from Alzheimer’s took her at age 83, but she knew the show was 
in the works.

That picture above is a self-portrait. Here’s her photograph.



Emma Amos, 2006, Becket Logan 

Curator Shawnya L. Harris says Amos came from an educated, middle-class 
Atlanta family. Her grandfather and father were pharmacists in the drugstore 
they owned. Amos was, “asked to create a work showing what she and her art 
were about.” Identity is her response. The colors of the face reflect her heritage: 
“African, Cherokee, Irish, Norwegian, and God knows what else,” she once said. 
Eyes (one blue, one brown — watching), gloves (minstrel show stereotyping), 
fingers pointing (more watching) are objects that crop up throughout her pieces. 
“All the things that are imprinted on her are things that energize her work,” says 
Harris.



Emma Amos, Seated Figure and Nude, 1966

Another racial exploration. The sitting woman’s face, shoulders, arms and legs 
are a rainbow of browns with a punch of pale. “She always wanted to show the 
diversity within blackness,” curator Harris says. The nude along the right hand 
edge is darker, still multi-colored. And she’s walking off the canvas. Walking into 
invisibility. Becoming part of the margin.



Emma Amos, Equals, 1992

(c) Emma Amos/Courtesy RYAN LEE Gallery, New York.  

Here, the Emma Amos woman is falling through space. It’s another self-portrait. 
Falling, another theme. The curator says her several images of people falling are 
“not always about hopelessness.” But I see helplessness, lack of control, anxiety.

And look where she’s falling: against a background of stripes of the American 
flag, and floating stars with watchful eyes. The photo is of sharecroppers, with 
a flatbed pulled by mules. It’s all framed with pieces of African cloth printed 
with the image of Malcolm X, dedicated fighter of systemic racism. The painting 
is called Equals — see the floating equal sign — the two red lines. “Maybe 
suggesting,” says curator Harris, “how the struggle for equality shows up 
differently over time.”

In the 1960s, Amos told a reporter she didn’t “believe in such a thing as a Negro 
artist.” She felt she was an artist first, Black second, and wanted to be known for 
her artistry, not her skin color, or gender. Women were rare in art circles then. 
Amos thought galleries rejected her because she was a woman. Over the years, 
especially starting in the ‘80s when she encountered feminism, her attitudes 
changed, and her work got more political.



Emma Amos, Does Black Rub Off?, 1992
Collection of the Morris Museum of Art, Ga. (c) Emma 
Amos/Courtesy RYAN LEE Gallery, New York 

Sometime in the ‘90s, Amos was horrified by a Vogue magazine photo of white 
models in blackface for a photo shoot. Does Black Rub Off puts horror on her 
paintbrush, asking, says Harris, “is Blackness about color, or culture, or mutable 
over time, or something that is fixed?”

Emma Amos, born southern and Black in 1937, with artwork now in the 
collections of the National Gallery and Museum of Modern Art, spent her life 
raising such questions in strong, sure shapes and beautiful, subtle colors.



HERBERT GENTRY, “White Buffalo,” 1963 (57 X 53 inches / 144.8 x 
134.6 cm). | © Estate of Herbert Gentry, Courtesy Ryan Lee Gallery

Installation view of “Herbert Gentry: Paris and Beyond, 1949-1978,” Ryan Lee Gallery, 
New York, N.Y., Nov. 14, 2020-Jan. 23, 2021. | Courtesy Ryan Lee Gallery



HERBERT GENTRY, “Mask (Woman with Child),” 
1959 (oil on linen, 32 x 25 1/2 inches / 81.3 x 64.8 cm). 
| © Estate of Herbert Gentry, Courtesy Ryan Lee Gallery



Artist Emma Amos on Her Falling Series: I Liked the 
Idea Somebody Was ‘Trying to Catch You’ or ‘Holding 
Onto You’
by Victoria L. Valentine | November 6, 2020

IN THIS MOMENT OF CHALLENGES, uncertainty, and promise, Ryan Lee Gallery 
is presenting a timely exhibition of works by Emma Amos (1937-2020). “Emma Amos: 
Falling Figures” brings together figurative paintings that depict bodies in free fall—
indeterminable states of abandon, loss, anxiety, rescue, and trust.

This exhibition is the first dedicated to the falling figure motif in her work, beginning 
with her Falling Series (1988-1992) produced three decades ago.

On Nov. 26, 2011, Amos spoke to Patricia Spears Jones about the Falling Series during 
an oral history interview for the Smithsonian’s Archives of American Art. They were 
in conversation in the artist’s loft studio on Bond Street in New York City. Amos said:



“I liked the idea of using the sky instead of having everybody just 
standing. So I also had a feeling that we were going into a bad period. 
And I’m not sure whether that was the proper metaphor, but it seemed 
to be right because I could use the figures as escaping or use the figures 
as going to a better place, depending on the color or who was holding 
who or whether it was two or three characters going by.

“I liked the idea that if you were falling through the air, that there would 
be somebody who was trying to catch you or there was somebody 
holding onto you, so there was two of you together. It just seemed to 
be an interesting idea, and also to think of the body, as to how you 
would turn it, where was it going. Were the people afraid? Did they look 
unhappy? And in general, nobody ever looked unhappy in this series.”

Many of the paintings presented at Ryan Lee are being shown publicly for 
the first time. A digital catalog accompanies the exhibition. The publication 
includes citations from the bell hooks, Lucy Lippard, Thalia Gouma-Peterson, 
and the artist herself. A few of their observations of the Falling Figures works 
are featured below.

This gallery show follows the passing of Amos earlier this year and explores 
a significant aspect of her practice in advance of a major upcoming museum 
exhibition. The traveling retrospective, “Emma Amos: Color Odyssey” opens in 
2021 at the Georgia Museum of Art. CT



EMMA AMOS, “Into the Dangerous World I leapt (Blake) & The 
Design Falls,” 1988 (acrylic on canvas with hand-woven fabric and 
African fabric borders Diptych, top 33 x 65 inches / 83.8 x 165.1 
cm; bottom: 33 1/4 x 67 1/2 inches / 84.5 x 171.5 cm). | © Emma 
Amos, Estate of the artist and Ryan Lee Gallery

Installation view of “Emma Amos: Fallen Figures,” Ryan Lee Gallery, New York, N.Y., 
2020. | Courtesy Estate of the Artist and Ryan Lee Gallery

 



EMMA AMOS, “Clouds of Joy,” 2002 (acrylic on 
canvas with African fabric borders, 66 3/4 x 43 
3/4 inches / 169.5 x 111.1 cm). | © Emma Amos, 
Courtesy Estate of the artist and Ryan Lee Gallery

EMMA AMOS, “Tumbling After,” 1986 (acrylic on 
canvas with hand-woven fabric and African fabric 
borders, 74 x 49 1/2 inches ? 188 x 125.7 cm). | 
© Emma Amos, Courtesy Estate of the artist and 
Ryan Lee Gallery



Installation view of “Emma Amos: Fallen Figures,” Ryan Lee Gallery, New York, N.Y., 2020. | 
Courtesy Estate of the Artist and Ryan Lee Gallery

EMMA AMOS, “The Root of All Evil, Art Against Apartheid, 
1989 (acrylic on canvas with African fabric borders, 30 x 24 1/2 
inches / 76.2 x 62.2 cm).| © Emma Amos, Courtesy Estate of the 
artist and Ryan Lee Gallery



EMMA AMOS, “The Overseer,” circa 1992 (acrylic on canvas with photo transfer, hand-
woven fabric, and African fabric borders, Triptych, Overall: 84 x 168 inches / 213.4 x 426.7 
cm). | © Emma Amos, Courtesy Estate of the Artist and Ryan Lee Gallery

“Charting in her early work the social construction of the artist’s identity in 
relation to the private world of kin and family, of loved ones chosen outside 
the realm of the familiar, the dangerous. Placing her own image in paintings 
and prints that depicta world where she could ever “belong,” Amos resists 
objectification and subordination. Subversely announcing her subjectivity via 
the imaginative appropriation of the space of power occupied by white males, 
she emerges from the shadows to call attention to subjugated knowledge. In 
painting The Overseer, she links repressive white supremacy to attempts to 
control and define images of whiteness and blackness.”

— bell hooks, Art on My Mind, 1995



EMMA AMOS, “Women and Children First Howardena’s Portrait,” 1990 (acrylic on canvas 
with hand-woven fabric and African fabric borders, 74 x 71 1/2 inches / 188 x 181.6 cm). | © 
Emma Amos, Courtesy Estate of the artist and Ryan Lee Gallery

“Amos is still working with falling figures. But the people eventually became 
“not just figures, but real people,” recalling some earlier work. “I do feel there is 
nothing new. We are running out of text that is ourselves and we modulate slowly 
over a period of time.” While much of her time now is spent making watercolor 
portraits of women artists, there are still overlaps with the “falling series.” [Here 
picture is her friend Howardena Pindell.] “I’m certainly not saying women 
artists are beginning to fall or artists are going to help. But our civilization, our 
way of life, our values, are up in the air. I would like to move away from them as 
a metaphor for civilization, flying through the air and being disconnected,” she 
says, “but somehow I just can’t end it.”

— Lucy Lippard, Floating, Falling, Landing (1991)



Installation view of “Emma Amos: Fallen Figures,” Ryan Lee Gallery, New York, N.Y., 2020. | 
Courtesy Estate of the Artist and Ryan Lee Gallery

EMMA AMOS, “Thurgood and Thelonious, Some Names to 
Name Your Children, 1989 (acrylic on canvas with hand-woven 
fabric, paper collage, and African fabric borders; Triptych, 
Overall: 83 x 82 inches / 210.8 x 208.5 cm). | © Emma Amos, 
Courtesy Estate of the Artist and Ryan Lee Gallery



EMMA AMOS, “Targets,” 1989 (acrylic on canvas with hand-woven fabric and African fabric 
borders, 57 x 73 1/2 inches / 144.8 x 186.7 cm). | © Emma Amos, Courtesy Estate of the artist 
and Ryan Lee Gallery

“Having lept into the dangerous world, Amos saw other endangered people of 
many colors hurtling through space, becoming targets (Curtains, Targets, 1989) 
falling into a brilliant red Sky (Red Sky Falling, I, II, III, 1989), holding on to 
each other for help (Catch, 1990). But in spite of great uncertainty and grave 
danger for all these falling people, the colouristic brilliance of the paintings 
provides an element of hope and the ever-present frames of woven or printed 
African cloth add a tangible context, something for the figures to hold on to. 
They are the margins which remained firm, as a center collapses.”

— Thalia Gouma Peterson, Reclaiming Presence: The Art and Politics of Color in 
Emma Amos’s Work, College of Wooster Museum of Art catalog, Emma Amos: 
Paintings and Prints 1982-1992



Installation view of “Emma Amos: Fallen Figures,” Ryan Lee Gallery, New York, N.Y., 2020. | Courtesy 
Estate of the Artist and Ryan Lee Gallery

BOOKSHELF

A digital catalog was published to accompany the “Emma Amos: Falling 
Figures” exhibition at Ryan Lee Gallery. In addition, a catalog will be published 
to accompany the forthcoming exhibition “Emma Amos: Color Odyssey.” 
“Emma Amos: Paintings and prints 1982-92” documents the artist’s 1993 solo 
exhibition at the College of Wooster Art Museum in Wooster, Ohio. Paintings 
by Emma Amos were recently featured in two major museum exhibitions. “Soul 
of the Nation: Art in the Age of Black Power” was published to document the 
landmark traveling exhibition. Two publications were produced to coincide 
with “We Wanted a Revolution: Black Radical Women, 1965–85,” a Sourcebook 
featuring an invaluable collection of historic articles about Black women artist’s 
activities, insights, challenges, and triumphs navigating the art world, along 
with New Perspectives, a collection of original essays.



2 Art Gallery Shows to See Right Now

By Jillian Steinhauer | October 21, 2020

Part of what I’ve found difficult to handle about this year has been the constant uncertainty. 
Between the pandemic, national politics and climate change, much of life is in dizzying flux. 
Ryan Lee’s Emma Amos exhibition “Falling Figures” captures this feeling better than any other 
art I’ve seen since March. And most of the work was made between 1988 and 1992.

Ms. Amos, who died in May at 83, was a doggedly inventive artist. She used figurative painting, 
textiles and print media — sometimes all three in one piece — to represent the complexity of her 
identity as an African-American woman and to push back on the ways that Black life has been 
treated in white Western art. One of her motifs was the theme of the current show: figures falling 
or flying through abstract space, which is often painted with expressionistic jags and 

Emma Amos’s “The Overseer” (circa 1992). Credit Estate of Emma Amos and Ryan Lee Gallery



In “Will You Forget Me” (1991), the artist grips a portrait of her 
mother. Credit Estate of Emma Amos and Ryan Lee Gallery

The characters in these works seem caught in physical and existential states of suspension. Many 
have their mouths open in expressions that suggest wonder as much as alarm — or, in the case 
of the artist’s self-portrait in “The Overseer” (circa 1992), a scream of righteous rage. Sometimes 
their bodies seem to float upward more than down, like the ghostly white figures in “Thurgood 
and Thelonious, Some Names to Name Your Children” (1989), who appear caught in a cosmic 
swirl. Rarely alone, they often look at or reach out for others — in “Will You Forget Me” (1991), 
the artist grips a portrait of her mother — suggesting that falling is not a solitary but a social 
experience.

Patterned pieces of hand-woven and African fabric appear in every piece, appended as clothing 
and used for framing; they add stability and exuberance. Although she never loses sight of the 
startling fear of tumbling into the unknown, Ms. Amos also contends that it offers a possibility 
worth celebrating: that of breaking free. 



Duro Olowu On The Enduring Allure Of Feminist Artist 
Emma Amos
By Doru Olowu | 23 September 2020

“I hope that the subjects of my paintings dislodge, question, and tweak prejudices, rules, and 
notions relating to art and who makes it, poses for it, shows it, and buys it.” So said the late 
Emma Amos in a statement about her work.

It is hard to capture in words the essence of the powerful and poignant paintings by the African 
American artist and feminist, who died in May. By addressing sexism, racism and stereotypes 
around Black feminism, her paintings offer the kind of resilience and optimism for change that 
is so relevant and important now.

© Emma Amos; courtesy of the estate of the artist and RYAN LEE Gallery, New York



I remember being captivated by the artist’s use of bold, vivid colour in her fantastic paintings, 
collages and prints the first time I stood in front of one of her large early canvases. It was the 
opening of the exhibition ‘Soul of A Nation: Art in the Age of Black Power’ at Tate Modern in 
2016. The painting was ‘Eva the Babysitter’ (1973), a beautifully composed and executed portrait 
that features Amos’s daughter as a child. The emphasis, however, is on the babysitter, who is 
helping to care for the child and in doing so helps the artist find time to paint. 

Emma Amos, Baby, 1966. © Emma Amos; Collection of the Whitney 
Museum of American Art, NY and the Studio Museum in Harlem, NY. 
Courtesy of the estate of the artist and RYAN LEE Gallery, New York.

Amos’s life-long ability to powerfully challenge sexism and racism in her work, as well as her 
pioneering and striking use of colour, fabrics and photo montage, went on to inspire my spring/
summer 2021 collection. Her sensational palette of bold oranges, blues, browns, yellows, greens 
and reds in paintings such as ‘Sandy and Her Husband’ (1973) and ‘Baby’ (1966), both of which 
I encountered at her gallery, Ryan Lee Gallery in New York, as well as ‘All I Know of Wonder’ 
(2008), have influenced the often juxtaposed painterly and panelled stripes, cockerel prints and 
embroidered pieces in my clothes for spring. (The collection also features relaxed tailoring and 
modern practical draping, sharp details and touches of bold colour.)



Emma Amos, Sandy and Her Husband, 1973. © Emma Amos; Collection of the Cleveland 
Museum of Art, OH. Courtesy of the estate of the artist and RYAN LEE Gallery, New York

I was inspired to learn a little more about Amos, and I found evidence of endless enthusiasm and 
creativity. Born in Atlanta, Georgia, Amos attended segregated schools before entering Antioch 
University in Ohio where she studied art. She came to London for her fourth year abroad to 
study painting, weaving and printmaking at the London Central School of Art. 



Emma Amos, Tightrope, 1994. © Emma Amos; Courtesy of the 
estate of the artist and RYAN LEE Gallery, New York

In the 1960s, while living in New York, Amos became the youngest and only female member 
of Spiral, an important African American collective of artists founded by Romare Bearden and 
Hale Woodruff. She later joined the legendary feminist artist collective, Guerrilla Girls.



A look from Duro Olowu’s SS21 collection, inspired by Amos.

She supported herself and her family as an illustrator, rug designer and teacher. The latter was 
her second calling: starting as assistant professor at the Mason Gross School of Art at Rutgers 
University in New York in 1980, she retired as professor in 2008. Still, although she made an 
impressive body of work between the 1970s up until a few years before the end of her life this 
year, Amos never really gained the renown of her male contemporaries. 



Emma Amos, All I Know of Wonder, 2008. © Emma Amos; Courtesy of the estate 
of the artist and RYAN LEE Gallery, New York.

While designing my collection, I found myself reflecting on the fact that many of the same issues 
of race and gender inequality Amos experienced and confronted in her work, throughout an 
almost 60-year-long career, are still sadly very much issues that plague society today. 

And as we experience a chaotic and uncertain world, I believe it to be important to emphasise 
the role of clothes as uplifting and effortless armour. Clothes that hopefully allow women to 
negotiate this new way of living with self-confidence and style. Ms Amos certainly did.

Emma Amos ‘Falling Figures’ is at the Ryan Lee Gallery, New York, until 24 October 2020. Viewing 
is by appointment only for contactless exhibition viewing; contact info@ryanleegallery.com.



The Artsy Vanguard 2020: Getting Their Due
Isis Davis-Marks | September 11, 2020

Emma Amos, The Overseer, ca. 1992, RYAN LEE

The Black women in Emma Amos’s works have agency: Diverging from their art-historical 
forebears, they don’t just lie passively on chaise lounges, but rather, they act. They incite 
important discussions of racism, sexism, and colonialism. In the 1994 painting Tightrope, 
for example, Amos depicted herself on a high wire, balancing precariously while holding 
up a T-shirt emblazoned with the likeness of Teha’amana, Paul Gauguin’s teenage Tahitian 
mistress—drawing attention to the much-lauded artist’s colonialist and predatory practice.

As a painter and printmaker, Amos, who died this past May at age 83, used a combination 
of bold colors, words, and textiles to create dynamic figurative works. In addition to her 
independent practice, Amos was a member of the historic African American artist collective 
Spiral Group, and was also one of the anonymous feminists behind the Guerrilla Girls.

In 2018, her painting Flower Sniffer (1966) was acquired by the Brooklyn Museum. Around 
the same time, her work was featured in two important traveling exhibitions that highlighted 
revolutionary Black art, “Soul of a Nation: Art in the Age of Black Power” and “We Wanted 
a Revolution: Black Radical Women, 1965–85.” Amos is due to be celebrated in her first 
museum retrospective in 2021, beginning at the Georgia Museum of Art before traveling to 
the Philadelphia Museum of Art and the Munson-Williams-Proctor Arts Institute in Utica, 
New York. This September, she is the subject of a solo show at New York gallery Ryan Lee.
Amos foresaw that her due recognition would come late. In a 1995 interview with bell 



hooks, the artist said of gaining art-world acclaim: “It’s not going to be me, or, if so, it’s going 
to be a late splurge on the order of what happened to Alice [Neel], Elizabeth Catlett, or Faith 
Ringgold.”

Emma Amos, Fanny Mae, 1965, RYAN LEE & Emma Amos, Tightrope, 1994, RYAN LEE

The Artsy Vanguard 2020

The Artsy Vanguard 2020 is our annual list of the most promising artists shaping the future of 
contemporary art. This year, artists are organized into two categories: Newly Emerging, which 
presents artists who’ve gained momentum in the past year, showing at leading institutions 
and galleries; and Getting Their Due, which identifies artists who have persevered for decades, 
yet only recently received the spotlight they deserve. Now in its third edition, the feature was 
developed by the Artsy staff, in collaboration with our network of international curators and art 
professionals.



Curator Shawnya L. Harris is Planning a Major Museum 
Retrospective of Emma Amos, Forthcoming in 2021
by Victoria L. Valentine | JULY 9, 2020 

 Emma Amos in her studio, circa 1990s. | © Estate of Emma Amos, Courtesy Ryan Lee Gallery

AN UNPRECEDENTED RETROSPECTIVE dedicated to Emma Amos (1937-2020) has been 
in the works for five years and is forthcoming in 2021 at the Georgia Museum of Art at the 
University of Georgia in Athens.

Amos was a progressive painter. From the beginning, she explored and challenged race, class, and 
gender norms, both in her work and career. Over six decades, she made works that referenced 
color-field painting, employed photo transfer techniques, and were trimmed in African fabrics. 



Always willing to push herself in new creative directions, vibrant color, figuration, and a 
conceptual approach were constants. She interrogated art history and often inserted herself into 
her work, using her own experiences to shed light on universal themes.

“I hope that the subjects of my paintings dislodge, question, and tweak prejudices, rules, and 
notions relating to art and who makes it, poses for it, shows it, and buys it,” Amos said in her 
artist statement. “The work reflects my investigations into the otherness often seen by white 
male artists, along with the notion of desire, the dark body versus the white body, racism, and 
my wish to provoke more thoughtful ways of thinking and seeing.”

She was the youngest and only female member of Spiral, the African American collective co-
founded by Romare Bearden in 1963. She was also associated with feminist groups. Amos 
was one of the few black women active in Heresies and she also said she was a member of the 
Guerrilla Girls.

Born in Atlanta, Amos spent most of her work life in New York. She was in the sunset of her 
career when she joined a Ryan Lee gallery in 2016, was represented in a series of high-profile 
group exhibitions at major museums, and experienced a spate of new institutional acquisitions. 
The artist was largely unaware of the late attention, however. Her death in May, at age 83, 
followed several years battling Alzheimer’s disease.

Efforts to showcase and explore her work continue posthumously. In the fall, Ryan Lee in New 
York is mounting its third solo exhibition. Soon after, an in-depth examination of her life and 
work is forthcoming in her home state. Curated by Shawnya Harris, “Emma Amos: Color 
Odyssey” is expected to open in January at the Georgia Museum of Art. The retrospective will 
feature about 60 works spanning 60 years, drawn from the artist’s estate, museums, and private 
collections, and will be accompanied by a fully illustrated catalog.

I reached out to Harris, the museum’s Larry D. and Brenda A. Thompson Curator of African 
American and African Diasporic Art, via email to learn more about the exhibition, how she 
came to focus on the work of Amos, and what she hopes to highlight and reveal about the artist 
and her practice: 



The following are excerpts of her responses, lightly edited for length and clarity.

I met Emma Amos around 2009, while I was working and in graduate school.

SHAWNYA HARRIS: I met Emma Amos around 2009, while I was working and in 
graduate school. I had known about her since my undergraduate days (particularly 
vivid are works such as “Equals” and “Tightrope”) and was always curious about what 
happened to her. I contacted her then gallery, Flomenhaft, to find out about her work 
and they allowed me to contact her for a full studio visit. We talked about a small 
exhibition while I was working in North Carolina (as director of University Galleries at 
North Carolina A&T State University) but it never transpired. 

In 2015, I began working on her as the subject of a more expanded exhibition.

SH: When I started working at the Georgia Museum of Art in 2015, she immediately 
came to mind. In 2016, our museum awarded her our Larry D. and Brenda A. Thompson 
Award and I began working on her as the subject of a more expanded exhibition. I 
wanted to pull together several decades of her work to show her progression as an artist. 

EMMA AMOS, “Baby,” 1966 (oil on canvas, 46 1/2 × 51 inches). | © Estate of Emma Amos, 
Whitney Museum of American Art/Studio Museum in Harlem



I noticed that there was a focus on Emma Amos, “the only woman in Spiral,” but many 
individuals knew little about her career, techniques or ideas. Luckily, I had accumulated 
several images of works over the years and had the beginnings of a checklist. That list 
has evolved as Amos’s work has been embraced by new audiences through several 
important exhibitions and previously unknown works have surfaced.

I did know that she was developing Alzheimer’s in the last few years. I have 
felt gratified in knowing that we spent time together in the years prior.

SH: I stayed in touch with Emma herself until around 2013, 2014. After that my 
experience was largely mediated by her studio and gallery since her memory and 
mobility began to worsen by that time. Unfortunately, she was not able to receive the 
Thompson Award in person (her daughter, India received it in her stead) but she was 
cognizant that she had won the award.

In terms of the artist’s health, I did know that she was developing Alzheimer’s in the 
last few years. Ryan Lee Gallery, Emma’s former studio assistants, and her family have 
been very helpful in providing information and assisting in the process. But I have felt 
gratified in knowing that we spent time together in the years prior, because as much as 
she developed complex work, she was warm and generous. When I came to New York, 
for work or otherwise, I knew I had to stop by and see “Emma.”

She remembered not even being able to visit museums in Georgia due to 
segregation.

SH: It was interesting. I remember I did visit Amos later in 2016 and she talked 
about how she remembered not even being able to visit museums in Georgia due to 
segregation. She said she missed Georgia though and missed the family and friends she 
had there, although she was not sure who was still around at that point. So the planned 
retrospective had personal meaning to her. 

She was an experienced textile artist as much as she was painter and 
printmaker.

SH: When I first started working on Amos, I found that the literature and reviews 
stressed her interest in figuration and some attention to her time in Spiral. Maybe a 
little to her appropriation of African textiles. But Amos was an experienced textile artist 

 I noticed that there was a focus on Emma Amos, “the only woman in 
Spiral,” but many individuals knew little about her career, techniques 
or ideas. 



EMMA AMOS, “Streaks,” 1983 (acrylic on canvas with hand-woven fabric, 85 x 75 
inches). | © Estate of Emma Amos, Private Collection (Beth Rudin DeWoody), The 

Bunker Artspace

as much as she was painter and printmaker. When I first visited her studio, the first 
thing I saw were textiles and some remnants of her own weavings. Even certain works 
on paper gave way to discussions of texture and pattern. So for Amos, I got the sense 
that her odyssey in exploring color (visual or metaphoric) was that it had to be tangible, 
like fabric, for people. Textiles were not simply decoration. 

 When I first visited her studio, the first thing I saw were textiles and some 
remnants of her own weavings. Even certain works on paper gave way to 
discussions of texture and pattern.



Her later work began to investigate what we now understand as 
“intersectionality.”

SH: Her evolution as an artist coincided with the push for acceptance in mainstream art 
circles for African American artists but also other debates: the merits of seeming feminine 
‘craft’ forms versus a more male dominated ‘fine’ art scene focused on minimalist 
painting; a prevalent ‘black aesthetic’ which favored figuration over abstraction. Her 
later work began to investigate what we now understand as “intersectionality” in the art 
world right about the time that the term moved into feminist discourse in the late 1980s 
with thinkers such as Kimberle Crenshaw and bell hooks. hooks, in particular, was a 
close friend and collaborator.

Amos inherited a body of images from her late godfather and she begins to 
use them in her work through a process of photo transfer.

SH: In the early 1990s, Amos inherited a body of images from her late godfather, George 
Shivery. Shivery was a painter and sculptor himself who worked for years as a social 
worker for the parole division of the state of New York. He photographed rural blacks 
in Mississippi and Tennessee during the 1930s. She begins to use them in her work 
through a process of photo transfer. Amos was interested in this idea that photography 
does not lie so it gave her a vehicle for generating new ideas in her work.

In “Equals” (1990), she shows herself falling into (or emerging from) what looks like is 
a U.S. flag, but the “stars” are represented by an image of a rural cabin with black people 
in front of it. A big red equal sign connects her identity to that of the photograph. Other 
stars are scattered and represented through star-shaped collage elements of other stars 
and eyes. It is bordered by more African cloth with the image of Malcolm X. So Amos 
equates herself to the history of those blacks from the South who inhabit the landscape 
represented by the American flag while still framed by cloth which represents “Africa.” 
Through her intervention, Amos also invents her own identity.

In “Tightrope,” she shows her precarious situation as a woman trying to be all 
things to herself and others.

SH: “Tightrope” (1994), like “Equals,” is another memorable work by Amos. In the 
mid-1990s Amos created a series of works where she challenged the limitations she 
believed were imposed on her and other women artists. Her visual strategy was much 
like hip-hop sampling where she mixed her identity with recognizable images from 
popular culture and figures from art and cultural history. In “Tightrope,” she shows her 
precarious situation as a woman trying to be all things to herself and others, thus she is 
a “wonder woman.” She is wearing a black housecoat (linking her to domesticity) which 



EMMA AMOS, “Tightrope,” 1994 (acrylic on linen with African fabric borders, 
82 x 58 inches). | © Estate of Emma Amos, Courtesy the estate of the 
artist and Ryan Lee Gallery, New York

partially covers her costume, but she is still an artist (paint brushes in hand). She walks 
the tightrope where she becomes almost a circus act performing all of these roles.

She “upholds” a tee shirt with the torso representing Gauguin’s muse and child bride 
who is also reproduced in each corner of the painting and pointed out with red arrows. 
Amos loved artists like Gauguin as painters, but she struggled with the colonizing male 
gaze and exploitative use of women and brown peoples in their work. As an artist, 
she wanted to reclaim power over the canon of images and narratives handed to her 
and other people. In a bit of irony, she “X’s” herself out in this and other paintings, 
suggesting that she is unheard and often ignored. 

Amos loved artists like Gauguin as painters, but she struggled with the 
colonizing male gaze and exploitative use of women and brown peoples in 
their work.



It is the first time that works from every decade are represented in one 
exhibition

SH: The exhibition is a retrospective. Although I would not say it is comprehensive, it 
covers over six decades of her work (late 1950s-2010s). I do not believe it is the largest 
in terms of the number of works, but it is the first time that works from every decade are 
represented in one exhibition. The exhibition will open at the Georgia Museum of Art 
on January 30, 2021, and it would end on April 25, 2021, should the current pandemic 
not have further impact on our plans. From there, it travels to the Munson Williams 
Proctor Art Institute in Utica, N.Y., followed by the Philadelphia Museum of Art.

We look forward to doing this publication because the last known catalog 
done on her was almost 30 years ago

SH: We are currently developing the publication which will include main essays by Lisa 
Farrington (Howard University), Phoebe Wolfskill (Indiana University, Bloomington), 
and Laurel Garber (Philadelphia Museum of Art) and I. Although no publication can 
completely capture every aspect of an artist, we look forward to doing this one because 
the last known catalog done on her was almost 30 years ago (and is out of print!). 
With the interest and attention there is to her work, I wanted to create an “update” that 
could be the jumping off point for more in the years to come. In addition, it will have 
previously unpublished works and images of the artist.
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Emma Amos, Baby, 1966

The late Emma Amos is perhaps best known for her tenure in the short-lived but 
history-shaping Spiral Group (as the only woman). However, she was also a member 
of the Guerrilla Girls, an editor of the feminist Heresies Collective’s journal, and a 
powerhouse painter in her own right. Amos, who died this past May at the age of 83, 
was born in 1937 in Atlanta and began her formal studies at 17. She moved to New York 
in her early twenties, where she worked for textile artist Dorothy Liebes and pursued 
graduate studies at NYU.

The 1966 work Baby demonstrates Amos’s focus on color. As she told art historian Lucy 
Lippard in 1991, “Every time I think about color, it’s a political statement. It would 
be a luxury to be white and never have to think about it.” In Baby, the blocks of color 
vibrate against one another, demonstrating the power of contrast. Later works, such as 



Memory (2012), are more explicit nods to Amos’s interest in textiles, which she gained 
through Liebes. The work hangs down from a horizontal rod; the domestic scene is 
framed by a decorative border. Diagonal swaths of pattern create a floor and a rug, and 
a Black woman stares at the viewer, with smaller figures (perhaps memories of past 
selves) dotting the canvas.

In 1995, Amos somewhat presciently discussed the trajectory of her career with 
writer bell hooks. On gaining traditional, blue-chip success, she said, “It’s not 
going to be me, or, if so, it’s going to be a late splurge on the order of what happened 
to Alice [Neel], Elizabeth Catlett, or Faith Ringgold.” Amos died as interest in 
and recognition of her work began to flourish. In 2021, the Georgia Museum of 
Art is hosting a retrospective of her work, and the show is slated to travel to the 
Philadelphia Museum of Art and the Munsons-Williams-Proctor Art Institute 
in Utica, New York. Although this will be the first major solo museum show of 
her work, Amos was recently featured in blockbuster exhibitions such as “Soul 
of a Nation: Art in the Age of Black Power” and “We Wanted a Revolution: 
Black Radical Women, 1965–85,” and her work is included in the permanent 
collections of major institutions.

—Sarah Dotson

Emma Amos, Memory, 2012



Emma Amos, Painter Who Challenged Racism and 
Sexism, Dies at 83
By Holland Cotter
May 29, 2020

The artist Emma Amos with her 2006 work “Head First.” Her 
paintings often depicted women flying or falling. Credit Becket 
Logan

Emma Amos, an acclaimed figurative artist whose high-color paintings of women flying or 
falling through space were charged with racial and feminist politics, died on May 21 at her home 
in Bedford, N.H. She was 83.

The cause was complications of Alzheimer’s disease, said the Ryan Lee Gallery in Manhattan, 
which represents her.

A key event in Ms. Amos’s career came in 1964. A 27-year-old graduate student in art education 
at New York University, she was invited to join a newly formed artists group called Spiral.

Its members, all African-American, included Charles Alston, Romare Bearden, Norman Lewis 



and the muralist Hale Woodruff — midcareer artists with substantial reputations. Organized in 
response to the 1963 March on Washington, the group was formed to discuss and debate the 
political role of black artists and their work.

As an emerging artist seeking exhibition and teaching opportunities, Ms. Amos had already 
experienced racial exclusion within the larger art world. Now, as the only woman admitted to 
Spiral, she learned that gender was also a liability to acceptance within the black art community.

In an article published in Art Journal in 1999, she recalled that although she felt honored to 
be part of Spiral, she thought it “fishy” that the group had not asked older, established women 
artists to join. “I probably seemed less threatening to their egos,” she said, “as I was not yet of 
much consequence.”

The art world, she concluded, was “a man’s scene, black or white.” And she knew that for her, art 
and activism would be inseparable.

Ms. Amos’s 1966 painting “Baby.” Credit Emma Amos/Ryan Lee Gallery, New York



Emma Veoria Amos was born on March 16, 1937, in Atlanta from a lineage that was, by her own 
account, “African, Cherokee, Irish, Norwegian and God knows what else.” Her parents, India 
DeLaine Amos and Miles Green Amos, were cousins. Her father, a graduate of Wilberforce 
University in Ohio, was a pharmacist; her mother, who had a degree in anthropology from Fisk 
University in Nashville, managed the family-owned Amos Drug Store.

Her parents traveled widely within Atlanta’s black intellectual circles. At home, Ms. Amos and 
her older brother, Larry, met Zora Neale Hurston and W.E.B. Du Bois. (She would later paint 
portraits of them standing with her father.)

At age 11, she began taking art lessons. She showed notable promise and, as a teenager, had work 
exhibited at Atlanta University (now part of Clark Atlanta University).

In 1954, at 17, she enrolled at Antioch College in Yellow Springs, Ohio, where she majored in 
art and learned weaving. After graduation and further study in London, she settled in New York 
City. There she worked for Dorothy Liebes, the innovative textile designer; studied printmaking 
with the artists Robert Blackburn and Letterio Calapai; and entered graduate school at N.Y.U.

Her Spiral invitation came through Mr. Woodruff, who had taught in Atlanta and knew her 
family. She remained a member until the group disbanded in 1966.

By that time, she had completed her graduate degree; married Robert Levine, a writer and early 
computer consultant; and begun a long teaching career — first at the Newark School of Fine and 
Industrial Art in New Jersey, then at the Mason Gross School of the Arts at Rutgers University 
in New Brunswick, N.J., where she remained until retiring in 2008.

Skeptical of the overwhelmingly white feminist movement, she held back from involvement 
in feminist politics until 1984, when the writer Lucy R. Lippard urged her to join the Heresies 
Collective and contribute to its journal. Heresies was, Ms. Amos wrote in Art Journal, “the group 
I had always hoped existed: serious, knowledgeable, take-care-of-business feminists giving time 
to publish the art and writings of women.”

She soon joined other feminist groups, including Guerrilla Girls, a collective whose anonymous 
members appear in public wearing gorilla masks to deliver scathing critiques of art-world 
racism and sexism.

Ms. Amos’s paintings from the 1960s and ’70s often depicted, in bright Pop colors, scenes of 
black middle-class domestic life, a subject little explored in contemporary art at the time. Her 
work from the following decades became increasingly personal and formally experimental, 
combining painting, print media and photographic technology.

In the 1992 painting “Equals,” a woman — Ms. Amos herself — is seen floating in free fall 
against the backdrop of a giant American flag. Replacing the flag’s field of stars is a photographic 
image of a Southern sharecropper’s shack. The composition is framed in patches of African 
fabric alternating with printed portraits of Malcolm X.



In the symbolic self-portrait “Tightrope” (1994), the artist wears a black painter’s smock over a 
Wonder Woman costume. Balancing on a tightrope, she holds paintbrushes in one hand and, 
in the other, a shirt with an image of bare breasts copied from one of Paul Gauguin’s exoticizing 
images of the Tahitian women he used as models and sexual partners. 

Ms. Amos’s “Tightrope” (1994), a symbolic self-portrait. Credit via 
the estate of the artist and Ryan Lee Gallery, New York

The startling “Worksuit,” from the same year, is a full-length nude self-portrait in which Ms. 
Amos depicts herself with a male body. The image of the body was lifted directly from a 1993 
nude self-portrait by the artist Lucian Freud. Where Mr. Freud’s figure stands in a bare studio, 
Ms. Amos places herself in an environment of vertiginously tilting planes and swirling color 
patterns, as if to suggest that old orders of power and identity — sexual and racial — were 
shifting and giving way.

Although long recognized as an important figure in contemporary American art, and frequently 
exhibited, Ms. Amos gained mainstream museum notice only within the past few years. In 2017 
she was featured in two important surveys: “Soul of a Nation: Art in the Age of Black Power,” 
organized by the Tate Modern in London, and “We Wanted a Revolution: Black Radical Women, 
1965–85,” which originated at the Brooklyn Museum. In 2018, she appeared in “Histórias Afro-



Atlânticas” at the Museu de Arte de São Paulo and the Tomie Ohtake Institute in São Paulo, 
Brazil. 

“Will You Forget Me” (1991). Credit Emma Amos/Ryan Lee Gallery, 
New York

A career retrospective, “Emma Amos: Color Odyssey,” is scheduled to open at the Georgia 
Museum of Art in Athens, Ga., in 2021, and travel to the Philadelphia Museum of Art and the 
Munson-Williams-Proctor Arts Institute in Utica, N.Y. Her work is in the collections of several 
American museums. In 2004 she was given a lifetime achievement award by the Women’s 
Caucus for Art.

Ms. Amos is survived by a daughter, India Amos; a son, Nicholas Amos; two grandchildren; and 
her brother. Her husband, Mr. Levine, died in 2005.

The fact that Ms. Amos’s art complicates, rather than narrows, notions of identity, racial and 
otherwise, makes it pertinent to the present moment, when binary thinking of all kinds is under 
scrutiny. At the same time, her careerlong belief in art as a form of ethical resistance carries new 
weight when the promises of the civil rights era seem again under threat.

“It’s always been my contention,” she once said, “that for me, a black woman artist, to walk into 
the studio is a political act.”



Emma Amos (1937–2020) 
May 22, 2020

Emma Amos at the Art Salon Show, 1979. Courtesy: Ryan Lee.

Emma Amos, a pioneering artist best-known for her vivid figurative paintings exploring 
gender, race, and power through an inventive approach to color and form, has died at age 
eighty-three. The cause was Alzheimer’s disease, according to a statement by New York’s Ryan 
Lee Gallery, which represents the artist. Over a nearly six-decade career that encompassed 
both figurative and abstract painting as well as printmaking and weaving, Amos drew from 
art history, current affairs, and her own life, helping fill the representational void surrounding 
African American identity and heritage in art institutions and beyond. Influenced by Abstract 
Expressionism and the civil rights movement, Amos began painting in the early 1960s and, in 
1963, became the sole female member of Spiral, a short-lived but momentous group of African 
American artists in New York City who explored the role of blackness in art.

Born in segregated Atlanta in 1937, Amos studied drawing at Morris Brown College at age 
eleven. Her parents encouraged her artistic pursuits: Amos’s mother hoped she would study 
with Atlantan muralist Hale Woodruff, but the opportunity never arose, and he moved; her 
father introduced her to intellectuals like W. E. B. Du Bois and Zora Neale Hurston (a frequent 



guest). Amos would later paint Du Bois, Hurston, and other important figures alongside her 
father, asserting the importance of her own ancestry. At sixteen, she enrolled in Antioch Col-
lege in Yellow Springs, Ohio, where she studied art history. She spent a year learning abroad in 
London, and in 1960 she moved to New York, where she started making prints in the work-
shops of Robert Blackburn and Letterio Calapai. She also began apprenticing with master 
weaver Dorothy Liebes, who infused in Amos a lifelong affinity for craft; many of her paintings 
incorporate photography and textiles, and from 1977 to 1978, she hosted an arts and crafts 
television show, Show of Hands.

In 1964, Amos began a graduate program in arts education at New York University, where 
she finally met Woodruff, who introduced her work to members of Spiral—Charles Alston, 
Romare Bearden, and Norman Lewis among them. After looking at color etchings she had 
made, they invited her to join, and she became the group’s youngest and only female member. 
(In 2011, Amos said in an oral history that the collective rejected other female artists, includ-
ing Vivian Brown and Faith Ringgold.) Spiral disbanded two years after its founding in 1965, 
the same year Amos married Bobby Levine, a writer and early computer enthusiast. Although 
it only lasted two years—divergent perspectives on black art, while originally generative, even-
tually led to irreconcilable differences in philosophy and artistic approach—the group has re-
cently received new attention in traveling shows like “Soul of a Nation: Art in the Age of Black 
Power,” organized by London’s Tate Modern in 2017. Amos was included in that survey, as well 
as in the Brooklyn Museum’s “We Wanted a Revolution: Black Radical Women, 1965–85” that 
same year. In addition to her work with Spiral, Amos edited for Heresies, the feminist art jour-
nal, and, according to Ryan Lee Gallery’s statement, belonged to Guerrilla Girls, the trailblaz-
ing feminist activist group that protests injustice in the art world.

The pernicious whiteness of that world would be taken up repeatedly in Amos’s work. “Every 
time I think about color, it’s a political statement,” she told Lucy Lippard in 1991. “It would be a 
luxury to be white and never have to think about it.” An artwork titled The Tightrope, 1994—in 
which Amos balances over a field of eyes, holding a shirt decorated with a naked female torso 
and a plate of mango blossoms from Paul Gauguin’s Two Tahitian Women, 1899—“allegorizes 
the artist’s precarious and unstable relation to the modernist canon she appropriates,” wrote 
Chloe Wyma in a January 2018 Artforum review of an exhibition of Amos’s work at Ryan Lee 
Gallery.

In 1988, Amos began her “Falling Series,” complex, often multifigure paintings that emphasize 
the dynamism of bodies plunging through space, sometimes exceeding the limits of the rect-
angular canvas. “I liked the idea of using the sky instead of having everybody just standing,” 
she said. “I also had a feeling that we were going into a bad period. And I’m not sure whether 
[falling] was the proper metaphor, but it seemed to be right.” Two years later, she began “The 
Gift,” 1990–94, a series of forty-eight watercolor portraits of women in the art world, among 
them Elizabeth Catlett, Lucy Lippard, Lorna Simpson, Lorraine O’Grady, and Amos’s daughter 
India, the gift’s recipient.

In 2008, Amos retired from her professorship at Rutgers University’s Mason Gross School of 
Art, where she had taught since 1980. Like that of many black artists, her work has only recent-
ly enjoyed widespread attention from critics and institutions. Amos’s paintings are included 



in the permanent collections of the Museum of Modern Art, the Studio Museum of Harlem, 
the Whitney Museum of American Art, and the Brooklyn Museum in New York, as well as the 
Cleveland Museum of Art. In 2021, a retrospective of the artist’s work will open in her home 
state, at the Georgia Museum of Art in Athens.



Whitney Museum Acquires Works by Emma Amos, Ed 
Clark, Many More
by Claire Selvin

April 9, 2019

Emma Amos, Baby, 1966, oil on canvas. 
©EMMA AMOS/COURTESY THE ARTIST AND RYAN LEE GALLERY, NEW YORK

The Whitney Museum of American Art in New York said today that it has acquired 300 art-
works over the past six months, going back to November of 2018. With the new additions, 60 
artists—including Nina Chanel Abney, Barbara Hammer, Simone Leigh, Mary Weatherford, 
and Ed Clark—will enter the museum’s collection for the first time.

A few of the works joining the Whitney’s holdings are Abney’s White River Fish Kill (2017), 
five collages by Jean Conner, four multimedia pieces by Clarissa Tossin, Diamond Stingily’s 
video How Did He Die (2016), three photographs by Ruth Orkin, and José Lerma’s painting 
Beso de esquina (2003).

Several of the acquisitions—by Carolina Caycedo, Lena Henke, Christine Sun Kim, Guadalupe 
Maravilla, and others—figured in recent exhibitions at the Whitney.

Also part of this robust group are pieces by Diane Arbus, Nan Goldin, David Hammons, Jasper 
Johns, Mark Rothko, Emma Amos, Wu Tsang, David Wojnarowicz, and Grant Wood, among 



other names already represented in the museum’s collection.

Scott Rothkopf, the senior deputy director and chief curator of the Whitney, said in a statement, 
“We’re thrilled that many of our recent acquisitions, particularly by artists new to the collection, 
arose through our reenergized emerging artist program. This continues our historical 
commitment to acquiring works by contemporary artists directly from our groundbreaking 
exhibitions and allows us to extend our dialogue with these artists as stewards of their work.”

David Breslin, curator and director of the collection, added, “Our new acquisitions permit us 
to present new art histories, especially when we put those works on the Whitney’s walls so soon 
after acquiring them.”



The Colors of the Sixties
Thomas Micchelli
April 6, 2019

Spilling Over: Painting in the 1960s at the Whitney Museum expands the common understanding 
of a pivot point in American art, while basking unapologetically in the pure pleasure of looking.

The eighth floor of the Whitney Museum of American Art, as David Breslin, the Director of the 
Collection, sees it, is “a place for surprises.”

The elegant spaces of the museum’s top floor, catching the light off the river through its skylights 
and glass walls, have felt enchanted ever since it opened in 2015 with the Early Modernist 
“Forms Abstracted” section of the new building’s inaugural exhibition, America Is Hard to See.

Breslin and Curatorial Assistant Margaret Kross have continued that magical sensation with 
the small but impactful Spilling Over: Painting Color in the 1960s. With just 18 works, one per 
artist, it expands the common understanding of a pivot point in American art, while basking 
unapologetically in the pure pleasure of looking.

In a brief conversation during the press preview, Breslin told me that it was his intention to 
anchor the show with the works of a few household names, most notably Helen Frankenthaler, 
whose majestic “Orange Mood” (1966) imposes itself on the room, a cauldron of yellow, orange, 
and gold bordered by ice-cold slices of ultramarine, while surrounding them with paintings 
that might be less familiar but no less dazzling. Every one of the works in this show is worth 
contemplating for a good long time.

For the purposes of the exhibition, the 1960s begin in 1959 and wrap in 1972. Its focus on the 
use of color during a decade marked by Clement Greenberg’s advocacy of the reflexive flatness 
of Color Field painting, which ultimately led to the dematerialization of the object, would seem 
to invite every manner of curatorial crisis, from academicism to superficiality to solipsism, 
and Breslin did state in his opening remarks from the podium that the show could have easily 
tumbled into disaster.

As a formal property, color is simultaneously specific, amorphous, and generic — a chameleon 
that changes its form and objectives from work to work. To choose it as a theme for an exhibition 
demands that the selection walk a fine line between logic and intuition, while seeking a quantum 
of forgiveness that it can never approach telling the whole story.

The title of the exhibition, Spilling Over, comes from a statement by Bob Thompson, whose 
entrancing “Triumph of Bacchus” (1964) hangs to the left of Frankenthaler’s “Orange Mood”:



 I paint many paintings that tell me slowly that I have something inside of me that is  
 just bursting, twisting, sticking, spilling over to get out. Out into souls and mouths  
 and eyes that have never seen before. The Monsters are present now on my canvas as  
 in my dreams. (Gylbert Coker, The World of Bob Thompson, The Studio Museum in  
 Harlem, 1979.)

This is hardly an expression of a cool ‘60s aesthetic. In fact, the majority of the works in the 
show run hot — if not in color temperature, then in commitment.

The exhibition launches with Kenneth Noland’s large stripe painting, “New Day” (1967), which 
streaks past you as soon as the elevator doors open. With its glowing oranges, yellows, reds, 
and blues, it is the appropriate messenger for what is to come.

But, in keeping with the eighth floor’s penchant for surprises, the other two works in the 
entrance lobby are among the coolest in the show. One of them is Carmen Herrera’s virtually 
blank painting in white and green, as its matter-of-fact title, “Blanco y Verde” (1959), affirms. 
Composed of two canvases, one atop the other, the only shape that appears in the painting is a 
green triangle rising a couple of inches above the seam.

(The triangle’s location at the juncture between the two canvases uncannily mirrors the 
squeezed space created by the two balls in Jasper Johns’s similarly structured “Painting with 
Two Balls,” which he made in 1960, the following year. Herrera’s green triangle looks like a 
before-the-fact feminine riposte to Johns’s sardonic sendup of painterly machismo.)

The Herrera faces “Plum Nellie, Sea Stone” (1972), a purple-and-white painting by Robert 
Reed, an African-American artist who taught at Yale from 1969 to 2014, the year of his death. 
The near-monochrome keeps in check the near-anarchy of the painting’s style, which darts 
from expressivity to geometry, stratagem to accident.

Watery, Frankenthaler-esque pools of variegated green provide a base coat, which the artist 
loads up with waves of blackish violets. These elemental forces churn, spin, spatter, and crash 
around an inexplicably blank rectangle floating diagonally across the composition’s center — 
we are looking into a literal void.

Around the outside edges of the roiling purple, cooly executed graphite lines divide the surface 
between raw canvas and coats of clear acrylic medium. It’s a wholly absorbing work, indicative 
of both the compositional clarity and formal complexity of Reed’s art.

Reed is one of seven artists of color in the show, and from a historical standpoint, their works 
are the most revelatory due to decades of institutional biases and blind spots (though, for the 
record, there are no artists of Asian heritage, and the gender ratio is six women to 12 men).

Around the corner from the entrance, Sam Gilliam’s “Bow Form Construction” (1968) signals 
the most formerly diverse room of the exhibition, with abstraction, figuration, pictograms, and 
hybridization bouncing off one another in imaginative curatorial adjacencies.



Hybridization is embodied in two works that couldn’t be more different: Gilliam’s hulking 
draped canvas and Alex Katz’s “Edwin, Blue Series” (1965). “Bow Form Construction” is 
stained in blue, green, blush, and maroon, like a gigantic Veronica’s veil, and hung from two 
mounts on the wall. A fusion of painting and sculpture, it thrusts itself into real space in a ges-
ture that, in the year of Martin Luther King’s assassination, bespeaks both grief and power.

Katz’s portrait of the poet and critic Edwin Denby is a cutout on composition board attached 
to a second board painted monochrome blue. Executed with a delightful fluidity that’s lost in 
the artist’s trademark style, the portrait’s layered dimensions flip back and forth between illu-
sionistic and abstract space. Katz’s cutouts — a form he explored widely the ‘60s — are rarely 
mounted on a separate panel; here, the bas-relief created by combining a painted cutout with a 
monochrome field delivers a jolt of teasing ambiguity.

Kay WalkingStick’s “April Contemplating May” (1972) hangs adjacent to the Katz; with its 
solid-green negative shapes, self-referential painting-within-a-painting (the artist’s “Pieces of 
Sky” from 1970), and orange, abstracted nude, the work revels in an invigorating in-between-
ness that roams a flickering plane between Pop and Color Field painting — the same territory 
occupied by Frank Bowling’s “Dan Johnson’s Surprise” (1969) on the opposite wall.

Bowling’s huge painting (115 15/16 × 104 1/8 inches) is covered in mists of sprayed and 
poured acrylic, through which a map of South America emerges in three iterations across 
the composition’s horizontal midline. You would be tempted to think that the imagery is a 
response to Jasper Johns’s enigmatic map paintings, but the work’s purpose goes deeper than 
that.

According to the wall text, Bowling, who was born in Guyana, “made a series of paintings 
between 1967 and 1971 that combine abstraction with continental shapes in order to explore 
histories of colonization and the African diaspora” — the formal and political are irreducibly 
linked. (The title, however, does not refer to a William Walker-style colonizer of Latin Ameri-
ca, as you might think, but to a friend and fellow artist whose work was chosen for the Whit-
ney Annual — the precursor to the Biennial — the year the painting was made.)

Marcia Hafif ’s “72., March 1965” (1965) hangs on a narrow wall beside the passage between 
this room and the skylit main gallery. The painting’s absolute symmetry comprises a central 
blank, four-pronged shape reminiscent of a gyroscope or jack, its vertical spine reaching the 
top and bottom of the canvas, while its horizontal arms fall short of the two sides.

The shapes forming the composition’s left and right sides are painted solid orange and green, 
respectively. The pigment of these two planes, especially the orange, quaver with increasing 
frequency the longer you look at them. The rigidity of the symmetrical design is subverted by 
color alone.

The potency of pigment encountered in Marcia Hafif is carried into the main gallery with Josef 
Albers’s red-and-orange “Homage to the Square: ‘Wait’” (1967); Richard Anuszkiewicz’s “The 
Fourth of the Three” (1963), a red, blue and green grid; and Ellsworth Kelly’s blue and green 
lozenges on a red field, “Blue Green Red” (1964). The Kelly is the simplest in layout, but the 



most optically activated, with the three colors throbbing as rapidly as a racing heart.

Emma Amos, “Baby” (1966), oil on canvas, 46 1/2 x 51 inches (© Emma 
Amos, courtesy the artist and RYAN LEE Gallery, New York)

“Gamma Delta” (1959-1960) by Morris Louis and “Gran Cairo” (1962) by Frank Stella, hung 
side by side, complement each other, with the yawning space between Louis’s gullies of poured 
paint playing off Stella’s densely formatted concentric squares. Of all the artists in the exhibi-
tion, Stella strikes me as the single odd choice. I think of his work in terms of form and struc-
ture, while color feels, if not quite like an afterthought, then more external than intrinsic.

The Frankenthaler, mentioned earlier, faces these works from the other side of the room, with 
Thompson’s “Triumph of Bacchus” on the left and, on the right, Emma Amos’s simmering 
“Baby” (1966), in which a flatly painted young woman in round sunglasses is depicted against 
an abstracted, hotly colored backdrop. There is also a pair of legs, each painted a different 
shade of brown, on the upper right. These mysterious forms, together with the yellow, orange, 
blue, and green shapes surrounding them, could easily be read, as in the WalkingStick, as a 
painting-within-a-painting.

This wall pulls off the trickiest conceit of the show, which is that, in the right context, color can 
rule as the sole baseline. With their similar palettes, the three paintings work as a team despite 
their divergent styles and imagery, and even enlist the Albers on an adjacent wall, whose colors 
blend enticingly with the Amos, as a fellow traveler.

The remaining two works in the show, Miriam Schapiro’s “Jigsaw” (1969) and Alvin Loving’s 
“Septehedron 34” (1970), point to a postmodern future in their break from Clement Green-
berg’s orthodoxy of reflexive flatness. While geometric on its face, Shapiro’s sharply angled 



planes cannot help but protrude and recede, creating shelves and recesses, while Loving’s 
shaped canvas takes up the challenge of making all seven sides of a heptahedron visible at 
once.

Radiating in brushy oranges (the evidence of the hand itself a compelling departure in the 
geometric realm) and fluorescent pink, with crisp edges of electric yellow, green, and blue 
defining the heptahedron’s facets, Loving solves the problem by painting imaginary apertures 
that create the illusion of space — a verboten move in the critical climes of 1970 — revealing 
the form’s interior and the backs of the hidden sides.

Spilling Over runs through the end of August. It’s a perfect summer show that you will want 
to visit again and again. Its abounding freshness clears your eyes and lifts your spirits, so that 
everything around you, in and out of the museum, looks clear, bright, alive, and new.

Spilling Over: Painting Color in the 1960s continues at the Whitney Museum of American Art 
(99 Gansevoort Street, Meatpacking District, Manhattan) through August 31. The exhibition 
is organized by David Breslin, DeMartini Family Curator and Director of the Collection, with 
Margaret Kross, curatorial assistant.



9 Art Events in New York: Sky Hopinka, Graciela Itur-
bide, Nancy Spero, and More
The Editors of ARTnews

March 25, 2019

TUESDAY, MARCH 26

Talk: Matthew Porter at Aperture Foundation
At this event, photographer Matthew Porter will talk about his new book The Heights, which 
comprises 25 images of vintage cars in midair. These images, which are from the artist’s “flying 
car” series, look like stills from action movies, only more surreal. The works also serve as studies 
of the automobile’s relationship to the history of American industry.
Aperture Gallery and Bookstore, 547 West 27th Street, 7–8:30 p.m. Donations $5

WEDNESDAY, MARCH 27

Opening: “Useless: Machines for Dreaming, Thinking, and Seeing” at Bronx Museum of the 
Arts
Focusing on objects and activities without obvious functions or uses, this exhibition will bring 
together a selection of machines created by artists. The works on view were not constructed 
for scientific purposes, but are intended instead for spiritual and emotional fulfillment on the 
part of their viewers. Among the artists whose works are featured in the show are Jairo Alfonso, 
Fischli/Weiss, William Kentridge, Adriana Salazar, and Johanna Unzueta.
Bronx Museum of the Arts, 1040 Grand Concourse, 6–8 p.m.

Opening: Affordable Art Fair at Metropolitan Pavilion
The biannual Affordable Art Fair returns to New York this week with the aim of offering works 
priced well below those at art fairs like the Armory Show and Art Basel, with rates that fall 
between $100 and $10,000. Among the exhibitors set to sell their wares at the event are Art 
Angler (New York), Cube Gallery (London), Galerie Duret (Paris), and Gallery Art Plaza 
(Seoul). Performances, tours, and artist talks are also on the agenda for the fair’s run. Admission 
will be free on Friday from 6 to 8 p.m.
Metropolitan Pavilion, 125 West 18th Street, 6–9 p.m. Tickets $70 online/$80 at the door

THURSDAY, MARCH 28

Exhibition: Graciela Iturbide at Throckmorton Fine Art
This exhibition surveys more than 50 years of work by the acclaimed Mexican documentary 
photographer Graciela Iturbide, whose art is currently the subject of a retrospective at the 
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. Though the show includes photos the artist shot in India, Italy, 



and the United States, its focal point is pictures taken in Iturbide’s home country. Among the 
works in the show are highlights from her photo essay Juchitán of the Women, which was 
completed over the first half of the 1980s and intimately documents matriarchal culture in the 
Mexican town of Juchitán de Zaragoza. “I have always said that my camera is a pretext to know 
the culture, its people, and the way of life,” the artist said. “My photographs are not political or 
feminist but I am when I need to be.”
Throckmorton Fine Art, 145 East 57th Street, 3rd Floor, 11 a.m.–5 p.m.

Performance: Ni’Ja Whitson at Danspace Project
Part of the title of the artist Ni’Ja Whitson’s forthcoming interdisciplinary work Oba Queen Baba 
King Baba is derived from the Yoruba word “Oba,” a term that refers to something along the 
lines of a genderless king. Whitson’s piece fuses movement, poetry, jazz, textiles, and video art 
in the creation of a work that takes inspiration from the personal narratives of queer and trans 
children of preachers. The piece is being performed by the NWA Project, a company Whitson 
runs in partnership with the performer Kirsten Flores-Davis.
Danspace Project, 131 East 10th Street, 8 p.m. Tickets $15/$22

FRIDAY, MARCH 29

Exhibition: “Spilling Over: Painting Color in the 1960s” at Whitney Museum
This exhibition, which features works drawn from the Whitney’s collection, brings together eye-
poppingly hued paintings from the 1960s and early 1970s. The show looks broadly at the role 
color painting played in the era, and it will feature monochromes, figuration, and much more 
with the aim of offering a multifarious view of the formal and political approaches artists took at 
the time. Among the works on view will be the vivid geometric abstractions of Alvin Loving, the 
majestic canvases of Ellsworth Kelly, and the vibrant figurative scenes of Emma Amos.
Whitney Museum, 99 Gansevoort Street, 10:30 a.m.–10 p.m.

SUNDAY, MARCH 31

Exhibition: Nancy Spero at MoMA PS1
For her first major institutional show since her passing in 2009, this survey of work by artist 
Nancy Spero, which traveled from the Museo Tamayo in Mexico City and is curated by artist Julie 
Ault, includes more than 100 pieces created over the artist’s six-decade career. Known equally as 
an activist and an artist, Spero was a founding member of the first women’s cooperative gallery, 
the SoHo space Artists in Residence; the PS1 show aims to shine a light on Spero’s full output, 
from her Vietnam War–era paintings of sexualized weaponry to her photo-based pieces about 
the status of women in society.
MoMA PS1, 22-25 Jackson Avenue, Queens, 12–6 p.m.

Opening: Dash Snow at Participant Inc.
The late artist Dash Snow is mythologized by some as a folk hero of a certain brand of 2000s-era 
New York art-world rebelliousness—an attitude that now feels distant from the city’s current 
cultural landscape. A peer of artists Ryan McGinley and Dan Colen, Snow, who died at age 
27 in 2009, is remembered for his freewheeling lifestyle and for his art, which often made use 
of collage and sometimes included the artist’s bodily fluids. This exhibition focuses on Snow’s 



formidable archives; on view will be photographs and ephemera related to his practice.
Participant Inc., 253 East Houston Street, Ground Floor, 7–9 p.m.



In ‘Black Identities,’ Minneapolis Institute of Art draws a 
map to a better world
By Alicia Eler
February 28, 2019
“Black Identities” aims to start a dialogue about how we view art, and the artists them-
selves.

The world has been re- envisioned at the Minneapolis Institute of Art. To prove it, Mia 
has hung a painting of a world map in which all the continents and oceans are bathed in 
a hazy peach-orange. Africa and Australia are highlighted in white, and South America 
is outlined in black. Europe and North America are hardly visible.

This is “False Start,” a hulking, luscious 7- by 17½-foot painting by British-Guyanese 
artist Frank Bowling that grounds “Mapping Black Identities,” a new show aimed at 
starting a conversation about the complexities of black identity in a museum setting.

The show, which includes work by more than 30 artists, pushes back on the historically 
flat depictions of blackness often found at encyclopedic museums such as Mia, focused 
largely on oppression and struggle. Occupying two galleries on the third floor, it offers 
a healthy mix of abstract and figurative painting, sculptures and photography, with a 
film/video screening coming this summer in a neighboring gallery.

“This exhibit is a way to honor black artists, black history — a simple action towards 
creating inclusion and belonging here at Mia,” said curatorial fellow Esther Callahan, 
part of a team that put together this show after gathering input from across the entire 
440-employee institution.

“Everyone works here for the same reason — a love of art,” said curatorial assistant 
Keisha Williams. “I think it is really a painful thing to not see yourself represented and 
not have a voice in the curatorial process. As a biracial black woman, I rarely see myself 
represented, especially in an encyclopedic museum.”

Williams and Callahan, who joined Mia last August, decided to change things. They 
organized a Curatorial Advisory Committee that embraced all departments in Mia, 
including facilities, accounting and visitor information.



A dialogue with all

The first room sets up a fascinating conversation between black male abstract painters 
and female painters who happen to depict black masculinity.

Along with the Frank Bowling map, there’s a Sam Gilliam “drape painting” — a canvas 
covered in color and hanging loosely, rather than stretched flat like a traditional canvas 
— across from a triptych painting of a black male character by Lynette Yiadom-Boakye, 
and Emma Amos’ “Thank You Jesus for Paul Robeson (and for Nicholas Murray’s 
Photograph — 1926),” a back and side angle view of the titular character, nude.

The second gallery is a mix of sculpture, photography and mixed media. A Nick 
Cave “Soundsuit” decks out a human character in colorful patterned fabric, with 
circus ornaments and toys jutting out from its body on metal rods. There’s a selection 
of Charles Gaines trees painted in acrylic, and several other representational works 
focused on hair.

Deana Lawson’s lush photograph “Eternity,” a stylized, glamorous portrait of a black 
woman awash in a room of purple, is a collaboration between the artist and her subject, 
rather than a photographer’s solo creation. As a symbol of femininity and motherhood, 
the photo references the so-called “Mitochondrial Eve,” the “mother of all humans” 
whom geneticists have established as living 200,000 years ago.

On the accompanying label, Lawson is pictured with her own old-school camera and 
this quote: “With a history of certain voices not being included in the history of art, I 
think it is time to claim that space, to have bodies who might not have been celebrated 
within the institution.” It speaks not only to the exhibit’s goal of rewriting art history, 
but of giving artists a voice rather than just having an institutional white box of black 
text explain their work.

Much of the art was acquired in the past three years, as part of an initiative led by 
Gabriel Ritter, head of Mia’s contemporary art department. One of his goals is to expand 
the museum’s collection of works by women, people of color and LGBTQ+-identifying 
artists.

Mapping Black Identities

When: 10 a.m.-5 p.m. Tue.-Wed. & Sat.; 10 
a.m.-9 p.m. Thu.-Fri.; 11 a.m.-5 p.m. Sun. Ends 
March 15, 2020.

Where: Minneapolis Institute of Art, 2400 3rd 
Av. S., Mpls.

Admission: Free.

Info: 1-888-642-2787 or artsmia.org.

Museumgoers will notice that the labels 
on artworks in this exhibition look dif-
ferent. In addition to the usual curatorial 
note, they include quotes from the artists 
to humanize the work.

In this way, the show also challenges 
people who say they “don’t get” contem-
porary art. The artists’ quotes are a way to 
start a dialogue with anyone who wants to 
engage.



The selection of works in the show is also strategic: 60 percent are from the collection, 
30 percent are promised gifts and the rest are on loan, including the Gilliam piece, 
which was borrowed from the Walker. Ritter hopes to add the two other pieces on loan 
— Kevin Beasley’s “Queen of Night,” a hybrid assemblage artwork of found objects, 
and Kwame Brathwaite’s 1970 “Black Is Beautiful” poster — to Mia’s ever-growing 
contemporary collection.

Contemporary art is the museum’s youngest department with just under 400 objects, 
amid a permanent collection that holds 90,000 artworks.

Williams hopes that visitors “will start to see these depictions of black artists and art, 
and think of it as ‘art’ and not exclusively ‘black artists.’ We really wanted to represent 
an intersectional exhibition that talks about race, age, sexuality. I think people can find 
connecting points, and it doesn’t matter if you are black.”



Radiant and Radical: 20 Years of Defining the Soul of 
Black Art
By Holland Cotter

September 13, 2018

It will be a happy day when racial harmony rules in this land. But that day’s not coming any 
time soon. Who could have guessed in the 1960s, when civil rights became law, that a new cen-
tury would bring white supremacy tiki torching out of the closet and turn the idea that black 
lives matter, so beyond obvious, into a desperate battle cry?

Actually, African-Americans could have seen such things coming. No citizens know the na-
tional narrative, and its implacable racism, better than they do. And no artists have responded 
to that history-that-won’t-go-away more powerfully than black artists. More than 60 of them 
appear in the passionate show called “Soul of a Nation: Art in the Age of Black Power” now at 
the Brooklyn Museum, in a display filling two floors of special exhibition space with work that 
functioned, in its time, as seismic detector, political persuader and defensive weapon.

This exhibition, which originated at the Tate Modern in London, asks basic questions about 
art. What’s its purpose? To deliver a message? Cause a ruckus? Stand there looking pretty? And 
who is it for? The knowledgeable few? A wide public? These questions were in the air at the 
time much of this art was being made, beginning in the early 1960s when 15 African-Amer-
ican artists who called themselves the Spiral Group gathered in New York City. Their work 
opens the show on the museum’s fifth floor.

Some of the group’s members — Charles Alston, Romare Bearden, Norman Lewis — already 
had substantial careers. Others, like Emma Amos, the sole female member, were just out of art 
school. Crucially, several had been at the 1963 March on Washington and were fired up with 
the idea of infusing art with political content, and in making work that would be, in some way, 
distinctively black.

For artists who worked with figures, this wasn’t a stretch. Alston and Bearden were already de-
picting scenes of black life, and political protest was part of that life. For Lewis, the choice was 
tougher. He was committed to Abstract Expressionism, a movement interested in myth and 
emotion, not marches. Through it he had gained a foothold in a highly segregated mainstream 
art world. To mix politics with aesthetics was to place himself outside that world. He took the 
risk.

His 1960 painting “America the Beautiful” appears, at a glance, to be a scatter of flame-like 
white shapes on a black field; with slow looking the white shapes reveal themselves to be 
burning crosses and Ku Klux Klan hoods. Similarly, “Processional,” from 1965, looks like an 



abstract horizontal flow of gestural uprights, though it was inspired by photographs of the 
Selma-to-Montgomery march of that year.

In short, during the two decades covered by “Soul of a Nation,” ending in the early 1980s, the 
choice of whether, and how, to make art “black” was a lively issue. And the show — organized 
by Mark Godfrey and Zoe Whitley, curators at the Tate, and overseen in New York by Ashley 
James, an assistant curator at the Brooklyn Museum — is, among many other things, about the 
varied and inventive solutions artists came up with.

Certain early responses feel almost counterintuitive. In the same years that Lewis was injecting 
topical stories into abstract painting, Roy DeCarava was experimenting with making photo-
graphic portraiture abstract. The face of the young woman in his famous image “Mississippi 
Freedom Marcher, Washington, D.C., 1963” has the weight of a monument. But a shot of John 
Coltrane from the same year has an aura-like blur, and a picture called “Face Out of Focus” is a 
featureless glow, undefined by race or gender.

By the late 1960s, the national temperature had shot from civil rights-era hot to Black Power 
torrid, and you see the change in art. After galleries of black-and-white Spiral paintings and 
shadowy DeCarava photographs come a punch of color and instantly readable symbols.

Elizabeth Catlett’s 1968 mahogany sculpture of a giant raised fist, “Black Unity,” sits in the cen-
ter of the first Black Power gallery, backed by a 1967 painting by Faith Ringgold of a hemor-
rhaging American flag, “American People Series #18: The Flag Is Bleeding.”

In a corner stands a bullet-riddled wood door, a memorial by the artist Dana C. Chandler Jr. to 
the Black Panther leader Fred Hampton, killed in 1969 by the Chicago police as he slept in his 
apartment.

Like many black artist-activists of the day, Mr. Chandler’s career developed largely within an 
urban African-American neighborhood, his being the Roxbury section of Boston. And most of 
the work on the museum’s fifth floor is arranged by city. At roughly the same time Mr. Chan-
dler was working in Roxbury, Emory Douglas, the Black Panther’s minister of culture, was 
designing eye-grabbing polemical posters in the San Francisco Bay Area.

And in the Watts section of Los Angeles, a cluster of extraordinary assemblage sculptors — 
Betye Saar, John Outterbridge, Noah Purifoy — were piecing together references to the Rev. 
Martin Luther King Jr., Aunt Jemima and African masquerades.

In the Los Angeles work, hard distinctions between representation and abstraction are moot, 
as they are in a lot of art made in Chicago by members of AfriCOBRA (African Commune of 
Bad Relevant Artists), who specialized in pattern-intensive dazzle. One of the show’s inspired 
sights is a pairing of hand-painted revolution-themed dresses by the AfriCOBRA artist Jae 
Jarrell with pointillist portraits of Angela Davis and Malcolm X by her husband, Wadsworth A. 
Jarrell.

Theirs is activist work not just because of its political content, or because its Pop energy makes 



you want to get up and dance, but also because it’s so clearly designed, with its polish and flair, 
to infiltrate mainstream institutional space. And it sure does look fabulous here.

Down on the fourth floor, regional divisions drop away and the representation vs. abstraction 
debate plays out. Advocates on one side insisted that art, to be black and powerful, had to 
declare its politics forthrightly, which abstraction could not do. Those on the other side argued 
that to confine black artists to a particular formal mode or racialized content was to perpetuate 
the art world’s existing segregationist model. The stakes were high, the debate could be bitter. 
But the results were win-win. What we see in the show itself is not suppression but florescence.

Of many examples of figurative work, three witty, chill paintings from the 1970s by Barkley L. 
Hendricks, who died last year at 72, including a life-size nude self-portrait called “Brilliantly 
Endowed (Self-Portrait),” are as assertively commanding as portraiture gets. The same can 
be said, on the abstract side, of William T. Williams’s 1969 painting “Trane.” With its tilting, 
crashing compositional lines, it’s of a visual equivalent to John Coltrane’s harmony-bending — 
which is to say harmony-releasing — free jazz.

And everywhere, there’s politics that doesn’t name itself. There’s a politics of process: Ed Clark 
painted many abstract pictures flat on the floor with a janitor’s broom; Jack Whitten textured 
the painted surface of his great dark 1970 pyramidal “Homage to Malcolm” with his Afro 
comb. (A survey of his sculptures is at the Met Breuer through Dec. 2.)

There’s a politics of material. You find it in Melvin Edwards’s delicate-dangerous “Curtain (for 
William and Peter)” made from barbed wire and chains, and in David Hammons’s unfurling 
1975 “Bag Lady in Flight,” its winglike form collaged from plain paper bags ornamented with 
grease stains and patches of hair collected in Harlem barber shops.

And there’s a politics of performance. An example comes at the close of the show in photo-
graphs of a performance piece organized in 1983 by the artist Lorraine O’Grady for an Afri-
can-American Day Parade in Harlem. For the occasion, Ms. O’Grady hired 15 dancers to carry 
empty gold-painted frames along the parade route and photograph bystanders through them.

That gesture gave casual snapshots the preciousness of formal portraits. It brought art directly 
into the community and turned the community into art.

Ms. O’Grady titled her performance “Art Is …” and, indeed, since the 1980s, the definition of 
“black” art has continued to expand, and debates about it — what it encompasses, who can use 
it, whether it should exist as a category at all — continue. In response to a backsliding nation, 
we’re now in a second Age of Black Power. The political stakes are as high as they ever were. 
When it comes to “black” art, debate what it means, but go with Ms. O’Grady’s ellipsis.



HOW SHOULD AFRICAN AMERICAN ARTISTS respond to the Civil Rights Movement? The 
question was central to the organization of Spiral, the New York artist collective formed in 1963 
in advance of the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom. The 15-member group including 
Romare Bearden, Norman Lewis, Reginald Gammon, and Emma Amos, the youngest and only 
female member, was short-lived, yet pivotal. Spiral mounted only one exhibition in 1965 and 
dissolved later that year.

The issues Spiral artists debated—how to best express themselves at a time when matters of race 
and rights were dominating the national discourse—reflect the organizing themes of “Soul of 
a Nation: Art in the Age of Black Power,” which opened today at the Brooklyn Museum. The 
exhibition spans 1963-1983 and considers the challenges artists faced in their quest to make art 
that was formally and materially complex, but that also spoke to their experiences as African 
Americans.

At the Brooklyn Museum, “Soul of a Nation” features more than 150 works of art by about 
60 artists spanning a wide range of mediums, from painting, sculpture, and photography to 
clothing and performance. Amos, Bearden, Elizabeth Catlett, Frank Bowling, Sam Gilliam, 
David Hammons, Barkley L. Hendricks, Faith Ringgold, Betye Saar, Jack Whitten, and William 
T. Williams, are among the artists represented in the exhibition. Works are arranged based on 
a variety of themes, including regional groups and aesthetic styles, such as Spiral, the Chicago 
collective AfriCOBRA, L.A. Assemblage, and East Coast Abstraction.

The groundbreaking survey opened at the Tate Modern in London in 2017 and traveled to 
the Crystal Bridges Museum of American Art in Bentonville, Ark., earlier this year. The debut 
of “Soul of a Nation” in New York is particularly significant because it marks the first time 
the exhibition is being presented in a city where many of the participating artists were based, 
their work was produced, and significant events around institutional politics and the state of 
opportunity for black artists occurred.

Spiral’s sole exhibition, “First Group Showing: Works in Black & White” (1965), was presented at 
147 Christopher Street in the West Village, the space where they regularly gathered.

The Studio Museum in Harlem became a locus for artists of African descent when it was 
established in 1968, though the path in the early years wasn’t smooth as opinions about the 

‘Soul of a Nation’ Opens in New York Where Many of 
the Exhibition Artists Were Active During the Civil 
Rights, Black Power Eras
Victoria L. Valentine

September 14, 2018



politics of art and race varied widely and were brought to bear on what was exhibited. Among 
its many historic shows, the museum mounted AfriCOBRA’s first two exhibitions in 1970 and 
1971.

The Black Emergency Cultural Coalition (BECC) came together in January 1969 with a goal to 
increase the representation of African American artists in museum collections and exhibitions 
and also to promote the hiring of blacks in leadership and curatorial roles at New York art 
museums. Members included Bearden, Lewis, Benny Andrews, and Cliff Joseph.

A week after its formation, BECC protested outside the Metropolitan Museum of Art where 
the exhibition “Harlem on My Mind” was on view. The group also demonstrated in front the 
Whitney Museum of American Art during its presentation of “Contemporary Black Artists 
in America” in 1971. The show grew out of pressure from BECC and featured 28 artists. The 
Whitney declined to hire a black curator, however, which was also among the group’s demands. 
In response, they protested—24 artists pulled out of the Whitney show, and BECC mounted 
a counter-exhibition with their work. BECC was also in communication with the Museum of 
Modern Art during this time, between 1969-1971, about diversifying its practices.

Founded in 1974 by Linda Goode Bryant, Just Above Midtown (JAM) exhibited works by Senga 
Nengudi, Hammons, Lorraine O’Grady, and Howardena Pindell, among others. Initially located 
at 50 West 57th Street, JAM is the first gallery in a major gallery district dedicated to showing the 
work of African American artists. The influential and experimental black-run space eventually 
moved downtown, operating out of two more locations before closing in 1986.

Artworks by the artists who prompted and participated in these transformational events and 
activities are displayed in “Soul of a Nation.” In the exhibition catalog, the broader historical 
context of the groups and movements that defined the period is further explored. In addition, 
in London and in Bentonville public programming, artist talks and panels were organized to 
coincide with “Soul of a Nation.”

The Brooklyn Museum plans a similar slate of community events, including a daylong opening 
celebration with a symposium (which will be live-streamed) and evening dance party tomorrow, 
Saturday, Sept. 15. The symposium includes conversations among the exhibition’s curators 
with critics, scholars, and artists such as Gilliam, Ringgold, Jae and Wadsworth Jarrell, and 
David Driskell, and photographers Beuford Smith, Ming Smith, and Herb Robinson. Further 
programming is scheduled over the course of the exhibition, which is on view through Feb. 3, 
2019, before traveling to The Broad in Los Angeles.

BOOKSHELF
Edited by curators Mark Godfrey and Zoé Whitley, “Soul of a Nation: Art in the Age of Black 
Power” was published to accompany the exhibition. The catalog features essays by the curators, 
explores major movements and moments from Spiral to FESTAC, and includes written 
recollections from Samella Lewis, Edmund Barry Gaither, David C. Driskell, Jae and Wadsworth 
Jarrell, and Linda Goode Bryant.



EMMA AMOS, “Eva the Babysitter,” 1973 (oil paint on canvas, 127 x 86.4). | Courtesy of 
Emma Amos, the Amos Family, and Ryan Lee Gallery



‘Black Radical Women’ Exhibition At The ICA Seeks To 
Correct The Record
by Maria Garcia
August 03, 2018

In her 1971 mural “For The Women’s House,” artist Faith Ringgold painted women of dif-
ferent ethnicities partaking in tasks that were at once mundane and yet also required radical 
ambition: driving a bus at a time when women were banned from doing so in New York City, 
playing basketball for a professional team decades before the inception of the WNBA, being a 
doctor, mothering a child of a different race freely and without judgment. The 8-foot by 8-foot 
mural imbues solidarity — women of varying skin colors co-existing and thriving.

Ringgold’s mural is the powerful opening to “We Wanted A Revolution: Black Radical Women, 
1965 to 1985,” now on view at Boston’s Institute of Contemporary Art until Sept. 30.

“For The Women’s House” was created in 1971, when Ringgold had already established herself 
as a prominent voice of black artistry and activism, and yet she struggled to find a home for 
the piece. After her own alma mater, City College, turned it down, Ringgold asked herself — as 
she later told her daughter, the critic Michele Wallace — “Do you want your work to be some-
where where nobody wants it, or do you want it to be somewhere it is needed?”

Ringgold took the idea to the Women’s House of Detention on Rikers Island, where she inter-
viewed the incarcerated women and asked what they wanted to see. The result is a painterly 
manifestation of intersectionality, a call that has caught on in the age of internet “wokeness” 
and performative activism, but that women of color — and specifically black women — have 
been exhorting for generations. The truth seems obvious to us now: that the liberation from 
the patriarchy and the liberation from systemic racism are bound in each other. You can’t fight 
against one, while being tethered to the other.

And yet, the second-wave feminism of the ‘60s, ‘70s and ‘80s operated under an imaginary and 
hazardous concept of racial color-blindness. All women are the same in the fight for gender 
equality, went the conventional wisdom of the day.

Except, they’re not.



To pretend one doesn’t see race, is to invalidate the hatred and systemic discrimination black 
women must navigate for simply existing.

While the mainstream feminist movement of the time focused on social issues, such as work-
place and reproductive rights (as opposed to the legal obstacles -- like suffrage and property 
rights that first wave feminism tackled), black women organized, too. But their movements, 
including the Womanist fight, intersected with the fight against systemic racism.

At the ICA right now, art offers a corrective — not just for the art canon, but for history. These 
are the voices once stifled and ignored. Emma Amos’ painting “Sandy and her Husband,” of an 
interracial couple happy, in love and safe in their own home, reminds us just how daring and 
subversive it is to be carefree while black in this country. Lorraine O’Grady’s performance piece 
“Mlle Bourgeoise Noire Goes to the New Museum,” in which she dressed in a gown of white 
gloves and crashed museum parties, illustrates how these women were on the forefront of form 
and the avant-garde. They were there. They were loud. But no one listened.

Who are we ignoring now?

Emma Amos’ “Sandy and Her Husband,” created in 1973. (Courtesy Brooklyn 
Art Museum)



Last month, the Brooklyn Museum revealed that it had purchased Emma Amos’s early self-
portrait Flower Sniffer (1966), which is one of the stars of the touring exhibition “We Wanted 
a Revolution: Black Radical Women, 1965–85.” When that show was on view at the Brooklyn 
Museum last year, as a loan from the artist, it hung next to another Amos painting, Sandy and 
Her Husband (1973), a double portrait of a couple dancing in a room with that earlier work 
hanging on the wall. Now the Cleveland Museum of Art said that it has acquired that work.

Sandy and Her Husband will go on view at the Cleveland Museum in the fall, after it appears in 
the final stop of “We Wanted a Revolution: Black Radical Women, 1965–85,” which runs at the 
Institute for Contemporary Art in Boston from June 27 through September 30.

The Amos work will find a home amid a number of other choice double portraits at the 

Emma Amos, Sandy and Her Husband, 1973. CLEVELAND MUSEUM OF ART

Cleveland Museum Acquires Key Emma Amos Painting
Andrew Russeth 

June 22, 2018



Cleveland Museum, a representative for the museum noted, pointing to pieces like Wadsworth 
Jarrell’s Heritage (1973), Alice Neel’s Jackie Curtis and Ritta Red (1970), and Sylvia Sleigh’s 
Vincent Longo and Pat Adams (1962). (The museum is also the repository of one the great 
group portraits of the 20th century, Florine Stettheimer’s Sunday Afternoon in the Country, 
1917, which features the artist’s mother and Marcel Duchamp among its subjects.)

Those hoping to see a group of Amos paintings en masse, mark your calendars: the Georgia 
Museum of Art in Athens has a retrospective planned for 2021.



TWO EARLY PAINTINGS by Emma Amos are featured in “We Wanted a Revolution: Black 
Radical Women, 1965–85” (April 21–Sept. 17, 2017), the groundbreaking group exhibition 
organized by the Brooklyn Museum. “Sandy and Her Husband” and “Flower Sniffer,” a 1966 
self-portrait by Amos, are displayed side-by-side in the show.

After the Brooklyn Museum recently announced its acquisition of “Flower Sniffer,” news comes 
that the Cleveland Museum of Art is adding “Sandy and Her Husband” to its collection. The 
Cleveland Museum of Art announced several new acquisitions on June 17, including Amos’s 
“Sandy and Her Husband” (1973), which was purchased directly from the artist’s collection.

“Sandy and Her Husband” is a significant painting made during a period when Amos’s figurative 
images focused on color and composition. Dancing cheek-to-cheek with their eyes closed, 

EMMA AMOS (American, 1938-), “Sandy and Her Husband,” 1973 (oil on canvas, 44.25 x 
50.25 inches). | The Cleveland Museum of Art, John L. Severance Fund

Cleveland Museum of Art Has Acquired a 
Significant Painting by Emma Amos
Victoria L. Valentine

Jun 20, 2018



Amos depicts a couple lost in the moment. It’s a romantic scene, but the couple is not quite 
alone. Amos has cleverly inserted herself into the private, domestic moment by reproducing her 
self-portrait. A painting within a painting, “Flower Sniffer” hangs on the wall behind the couple.

Emma Amos has cleverly inserted herself into the private, domestic moment by reproducing her 
self-portrait. A painting within a painting, “Flower Sniffer” hangs on the wall behind the couple.

OVER THE PAST 60 YEARS, Amos has consistently pushed herself in new directions, working 
in a variety of formats including paintings, prints, and textile-based works. Her work “explores 
African American identity and culture, particularly celebrating women’s presence within that 
heritage.”

Born in Atlanta, Amos received an undergraduate degree from Antioch University in Yellow 
Springs, Ohio; earned a diploma from the London Central School of Art; and after moving to 
New York, got a masters degree in art education at New York University in 1966. She taught 
briefly at the Newark School of Fine and Industrial Arts, before becoming a professor at the 
Mason Gross School of Art at Rutgers University. She remained at Rutgers for nearly 30 years, 
retiring in 2008.

Amos participated in Spiral, the artist collective co-founded by Romare Bearden, Norman 
Lewis, Charles Alston, and Hale Woodruff, who invited her to join. Active from 1963-65, Spiral 
came together in the wake of the March on Washington for the purpose of discussing the role, 
if any, of artists in advancing civil liberties and establishing a creative forum in which to discuss 
their work. Members of the aesthetically divergent group spanned two generations.

“We Wanted a Revolution: Black Radical Women, 1965–85” is described as “the first exhibition 
to highlight the voices and experiences of women of color—distinct from the primarily white, 
middle-class mainstream feminist movement—in order to reorient conversations around race, 
feminism, political action, art production, and art history in this significant historical period.” 
The exhibition introduces the work of Amos in the context of Spiral. She was the youngest and 
only female member of the collective, which hosted its sole show in 1965.

A traveling exhibition, “We Wanted a Revolution” opens next week at the Institute of 
Contemporary Art Boston, where it is on view June 27-Sept. 30, 2018.

Later this year, after the exhibition concludes, “Sandy and Her Husband” will be exhibited in the 
contemporary galleries at the Cleveland Museum of Art. CT



Over the past roughly year and a half, the Brooklyn Museum has been staging a bounty of 
feminist exhibitions and events under the banner “A Year of Yes: Reimagining Feminism at the 
Brooklyn Museum,” and today it detailed 96 acquisitions that it has made as part of the initiative.

Among the artists who have work entering the museum’s collection are Beverly Buchanan, the 
pioneering practitioner of Post-Minimalism and Land Art who was the subject of a revelatory 
retrospective, “Ruins and Rituals,” in 2016; Emma Amos and Betye Saar, who both figured in 
the expansive survey “We Wanted a Revolution: Black Radical Women, 1965–85,” which ends 
its run at the Albright-Knox in Buffalo on Sunday; and the Guerrilla Girls, who had more than 
four dozen of their posters acquired.

Not only is the list of artists impressive, many of the works that have been acquired are substantial. 
Betty Tompkins’s early Fuck Painting #6 (1973)—a jaw-dropping, carefully rendered closeup of 

Emma Amos, Flower Sniffer, 1966. COURTESY BROOKLYN MUSEUM
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exactly what its title suggests—was given by the artist-couple Robert Gober and Donald Moffett 
in 2016, and Saar’s 1973 assemblage Liberation of Aunt Jemima: Cocktail—a key work in “We 
Wanted a Revolution”—was added through funds from Elizabeth A. Sackler, the museum’s 
contemporary art committee, and the William K. Jacobs, Jr. Fund.

And here’s one more treasure now held by the museum: Flower Sniffer (1966) by Emma 
Amos, an intimate 50-inch square self-portrait that was another standout in the “We Wanted a 
Revolution” show, which was acquired through the Jacobs, Jr. Fund in 2017. (Now the question 
is whether a museum will be able to acquire Sandy and Her Husband, 1973, the double portrait 
of a dancing couple that features that paint painting hanging on the wall; in “We Wanted a 
Revolution,” it was presented as a loan from Amos.)

“The Brooklyn Museum is excited to have added numerous works from ancient times to 
the present to its collection over the past year and, after a concerted effort to broaden our 
historic narratives, among them are nearly a hundred works by women artists, all of whom 
have contributed significantly to our times,” Anne Pasternak, the museum’s director, said in a 
statement today.

Other artists who had work acquired during the run of the “Year of Yes” program included 
Eleanor Antin, Nancy Azara, Andrea Bowers, Judy Chicago, Mary Beth Edelson, Lauren Ewing, 
Nona Faustine, Harmony Hammond, Deborah Kass, An-My Lê, Nikki S. Lee, Marilyn Minter, 
Park McArthur, Diane Neumaier, Miriam Schapiro, Dread Scott, Joan Semmel, Sylvia Sleigh, 
Joan Snyder, Nancy Spero, Jana Sterbak, May Stevens, Athena Tacha, Adejoke Tugbiyele, June 
Wayne, and Martha Wilson.

Since these acquisitions were made over the past 18 months or so, many are already available for 
perusal on the Brooklyn Museum’s website.
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Island in the Sun: Collectors Flock to Frieze New York for 
High-Temperature Opening
Annie Armstrong 

May 2, 2018

The long-awaited arrival of spring in New York coincided with the VIP preview of the seventh 
edition of the Frieze New York art fair, and it was quite warm. There was a hallucinatory haze 
over Randalls Island as collectors, dealers, curators, and various other art types mingled under 
the sweltering tents. The dazed mood was bolstered by the fair’s new layout, a casino-like series 
of rooms that one could get lost in for hours, sifting through the offerings of nearly 200 galleries 
that ranged from Arthur Jafa photo works at Gavin Brown’s Enterprise to a spectral Pierre 
Huyghe light ballet at Marian Goodman.

Thaddaeus Ropac, which has galleries in Salzburg, Austria, Paris, and London, quickly sold a 
Georg Baselitz painting for $850,000, a Jack Pierson for the same price, and an Emilio Vedova 
for $500,000. Max Hollein, the newly minted director of the Met (who, as it happens, was born 
in Austria) was chatting in the booth midday, not far from some huge Robert Longos, as he 

Works by Emma Amos on offer in the booth of Ryan Lee Gallery, New York, at Frieze New York 2018. 
(c) Emma Amos, courtesy of the artist and RYAN LEE, New York. 



made the rounds.

Nearby, Los Angeles’s David Kordansky Gallery had, by mid-afternoon, already sold a vast 
majority of its booth, a solo presentation of characteristically discomfiting works by the 
Norwegian-born, L.A.-based photographer Torbjørn Rødland that carried price tags between 
$14,000 and $28,000.

New York dealer Anton Kern, who was showing works by Lara Schnitger, praised the “more 
cleaned up and spacious” setup of the fair, and added that there didn’t seem to be “the regular 
frenzy.” Perhaps it was the temperature. “The heat might be making people indecisive,” dealer 
Alex Logsdail said at his Lisson Gallery booth. “I don’t think I would be in a buying mood right 
now.”

Nevertheless, sales proceeded apace, including at Lisson. Andrew Kreps Gallery, of New York, 
said that it had parted with four of its Bruno Munari works for prices between $25,000 and 
$45,000. Pace Gallery sold 27 David Hockney works, made variously on his iPad ($26,000 
each) and by analog means ($40,000 to $56,000). “These works are more affordable than what’s 
currently in the gallery,” Pace’s press rep Hanna Gisel said, referring to the blockbuster show by 
the British giant that is now on view at its West 25th Street branch and noting that they were 
ideal for collectors entering the field. (They might also be attractive to those who can’t swing the 
price of the marquee Hockney being sold at Sotheby’s later this month: it carries a $20 million-
to-$30 million estimate.)

David Zwirner, which has galleries in New York, London, and now, Hong Kong, said that it 
parted with all of its paintings of the grim reaper by Josh Smith and several drawings by Raymond 
Pettibon. Those two offerings were actually located in two separate booths—one in the standard 
Galleries section and another in a section dedicated to the late, storied New York art dealer 
Hudson, whose many prescient discoveries included Pettibon. That special section, titled “For 
Your Infotainment: Hudson and Feature Inc.,” also included drawings by the inimitable Tom of 
Finland, which sold quickly in the range of $10,000 to $25,000.

At Chelsea’s Mitchell-Innes & Nash, two paintings by Eddie Martinez sold in the $40,000 range, 
and one larger painting brought in $100,000. Jack Shainman Gallery, which has two Chelsea 
locations and another in Kinderhook, New York, sold several pieces by Hank Willis Thomas, as 
well as works by Lynette Yiadom-Boakye, Becky Suss, Enrique Martinez Celaya, and Geoffrey 
Chadsey.

Collectors had apparently not been deterred by the weather. Among those on hand were Dennis 
Scholl, Joel and Sherry Mallin, Don, Mera, and Jason Rubell, Frank Moore, Adam Lindemann, 
Aaron and Barbara Levine, and AC Hudgins, and they were joined by a bevy of museum 
curators and directors, from MoMA’s Laura Hoptman and the Studio Museum’s Thelma Golden 
to the Whitney Musuem’s Scott Rothkopf and Chrissie Iles and the Brooklyn Museum’s Anne 
Pasternak.

Justine Ludwig, the new director of Creative Time,  was at David Lewis’s booth, admiring 
Barbara Bloom piece about Steinway pianos, and Jeffrey Deitch was snapping photos of the Jafa 



works at Gavin Brown. An energetic Jerry Saltz gushed over the works by the self-taught Forrest 
Bess lining the walls of Parrasch Heijnen’s booth, priced at about $200,000 apiece. (In a nice 
confluence, works by Bess’s onetime dealer, Betty Parsons, were on display at Alexander Gray 
Associates.)

And speaking of artists, just a few of those on hand were Thomas, Natalie Frank, and Rainer 
Ganahl, whose “seminar/lecture” photos were on view at Kai Matsumiya. The series, which 
the artist has been working on since the mid-1990s, documents seminars and lectures—both 
the speakers and audience reactions, which at times can be dryly comedic. Works are priced 
between $9,000 and $24,000.

In the sweltering blur certain celebrity spottings had almost the feel of seeing a mirage. There 
was model Soo Joo and—could it be?—Scarlett Johansson. And designer Raf Simons. And there 
was former New York Mayor Michael Bloomberg, sporting a pin-striped suit with an American 
flag pin.

A supersized folding table and chairs by Robert Therrien were the subject of many a selfie at 
Gagosian’s main booth, and word spread briskly about other highlights: a full booth of 1960s 
Emma Amos works (the lone woman member of the Spiral group) at Ryan Lee and three 
stunning abstract Ed Clark paintings at Weiss, Berlin.

In the Spotlight section, near the Ryan Lee booth, Royale Projects from Los Angeles had another 
rediscovery: a suite of early work, from 1964–65, by the artist Clinton Hill, causing some people 
reading the fair’s signage to think the gallery hailed from that neighborhood in Brooklyn. Hill 
spent time around Morris Louis and Helen Frankenthaler in the ’60s, and the work, with its 
bright colors and stain-like technique, reflects that. This particular cache of pictures was recently 
discovered by the estate, un-stretched. The gallery now represents Hill’s estate, and had the 
paintings stretched. At Frieze, they were well-received; Royale had sold several pieces on the 
fair’s first day, to collectors in London and California, for between $95,000 and $125,000.

But it was the heat that dominated most conversations. By the middle of the afternoon, Frieze 
sent an email to exhibitors and said they were working on it. It was cooler outside, and there 
was a Stella Artois bar in one section serving up cold chalices of beer. No one seemed overly 
displeased. “There’s really great energy here,” one dealer told me dryly. “That must be what’s 
making it so hot.”

Copyright 2018, Art Media ARTNEWS, llc. 110 Greene Street, 2nd Fl., New York, N.Y. 10012. 
All rights reserved.



5 Must-See Artists at Frieze New York This Weekend
Mary Dellas

May 1, 2018

New York’s most highly anticipated art fair will open its doors to the public this Friday, May 4. 
For the seventh edition of Frieze New York, more than 190 galleries from over 30 countries are 
exhibiting at the Randall’s Island Park venue. The works of renowned artists like photographer 
Tina Barney, painter Emma Amos, and multimedia contemporary Tracey Emin will remain on 
view until this Sunday. For the first time, Frieze New York will present “Live,” a platform for 
interactive works and performances, like Lara Schnitger’s “Suffragette City,” previewed below. 
Scroll through to read more about five of the Cut’s favorite works from this year’s Frieze art fair.

Emma Amos, “Seated Figure and Nude” 1966, oil on canvas (c) Emma Amos, courtesy of 
the artist, VAGA, and RYAN LEE, New York



Tina Barney: Joan Didion

New York-native Tina Barney’s large-scale, vibrant photographs of the social elite took the art 
world by storm in the 1970s, when she was living in Sun Valley, Idaho. Upon returning to New 
York in the early ’80s, Barney earned herself a spot in the Whitney Biennial and just a few 
years later in 1991, she was invited to showcase her work in solo exhibition at the MoMA. This 
photograph of Joan Didion will appear alongside a few more of Barney’s works in the Paul 
Kasmin Gallery booth.

Emma Amos: Seated Figure and Nude

Emma Amos began painting and drawing at age 6, when she was living in Atlanta, Georgia, 
with her parents in the 1940s. As an emerging artist in the ’60s, Amos became the only female 
artist invited to join Spiral, a collective of African-American artists, including Romare Bearden, 
Norman Lewis, and Charles Alston. Her work is included in the permanent collection at the 
MoMA. At Frieze, Amos’s work will be displayed in the Ryan Lee Gallery booth.

Tracey Emin: I Never Asked to Fall In Love — You made me Feel like This

Tracey Emin is best known for her confessional and autobiographical works, which she produces 
in a variety of media, from painting and drawing to photography, video, and sculpture. In the 
’90s, the British artist produced some of her most famous works — namely, Everyone I Have 
Ever Slept With 1963–1995 (1995), and My Bed (1998), both of which are part of Tate Modern’s 
permanent collection. I Never Asked to Fall In Love — You made me Feel like This, is one many 
works inspired by Emin’s love life. This painting will be on display in the Xavier Hufkens booth 
at Frieze.

Lara Schnitger: Leg Avenue

Lara Schnitger is a dutch painter, sculptor, and performance artist. She works with a variety 
of materials including the quilted linen seen in Leg Avenue (above). Leg Avenue is a part of 
“Suffragette City,” Schnitger’s parade-like performance that will show in Frieze New York’s first 
ever “Live” series on May 2 at 5 p.m. Marchers will carry Leg Avenue and more linen works, 
along with Schnitger’s sculptures, banners, and tapestries — all of which bring together fashion, 
feminism, and female sexuality.

Torbjørn Rødland: The Song of the Wind and the Trees

Norwegian photographer Torbjørn Rødland is best known for his disturbing, grotesque 
depictions of everyday moments — he once photographed a pregnant woman holding a razor 
against her stomach. The Song of the Wind and the Trees is one of the Los Angeles–based artist’s 
more pleasant photographs, and it will be showcased in the David Kordansky Gallery booth this 
weekend.



Artist profiles: the names you should know at Armory
James H. Miller, Victoria Stapley-Brown, Gabriella Angeleti, Sarah P. Hanson, Helen Stoilas, 
Ivy Olesen

March 8, 2018

 (c) Photo: Becket Logan. Courtesy of the artist and Ryan Lee Gallery, 
New York

Emma Amos (b. 1938), showing with Ryan Lee Gallery, New York. Born in Atlanta and now 
working in New York, Emma Amos was the only woman included in the 1960s black activist 
collective Spiral. Amos has consistently pushed her practice across five decades—she introduced 
phototransfer and collage in the 1990s—while remaining committed to questions of the body. 
Ryan Lee is presenting Work Suit (1994), for example, in which Amos depicts herself wearing 
Lucian Freud’s “skin” to inject both social and formal instability into his white-male brand of 
realism.
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Emma Amos
RYAN LEE

In Tightrope, 1994, Emma Amos 
paints herself as a circus performer. 
In star-spangled underwear and a 
black duster, she tiptoes on a high 
wire over a woozy crowd of blurred 
faces and headless eyeballs. In her 
left hand are two paintbrushes; in her 
right, she holds a T-shirt emblazoned 
with a pair of pendant breasts over 
a platter of red mango blossoms. 
This fragment of a body belongs to 
one of the subjects of Paul Gauguin’s 
Two Tahitian Women, painted 
during the disaffected Frenchman’s 
Pacific sojourn in 1899. Amos’s 
vicious brushstrokes and high-key 
colors burlesque Gauguin’s colonial 
primitivism with humor and ferocity, 
and she disciplines these energies 
with a border of printed African 
cloth, studded at each corner with a 
photo transfer of Gauguin’s painting.

The tightrope walk allegorizes the artist’s precarious and unstable relation to the modernist 
canon she appropriates. Born in 1938, Amos was the youngest and only female artist in Spiral, 
a collective of African American artists founded in 1963 for “the purpose of discussing the 
commitment of the Negro artist in the present struggle for civil liberties, and as a discussion 
group to consider common aesthetic problems.” About these shared commitments and 
aesthetics, the group’s fourteen members—among them Charles Alston, Romare Bearden, and 
Norman Lewis—never reached consensus. In a 1966 roundtable, Amos stated, “I don’t believe 
there is such a thing as a Negro artist.” Even before the formation of Spiral, she had found work 
as a textile designer and had begun integrating handwoven and, later, store-bought kente cloth 
and batik fabrics into dense, multitextured figure paintings. Eight of these works, spanning the 
past four decades, were on view in “Black Bodies.” Thank You Jesus for Paul Robeson (and for 
Nicholas Murray’s Photograph - 1926), 1995, pays tribute to the African American entertainer, 
athlete, and civil rights activist blacklisted for his Communist affiliations and opposition to US 

Emma Amos, All I Know of Wonder, 2008, oil on linen, 
African fabric, 70 1/2 x 55 1/2". © Emma Amos/VAGA, 
New York.



imperialism. Amos’s painting after Murray’s nude photograph rhythmically retraces Robeson’s 
muscular back and buttocks across a field of gestural brushstrokes. Robeson’s body is contained 
within several frames: bracketed on one side by stacked reproductions of Murray’s photograph, 
and on the other by photo transfers of a Roman frieze. The three images—sculptural, painterly, 
and photographic—are insulated by a thick border of black-and-white geometric fabric.

“Every time I think about color, it’s a political statement,” Amos told Lucy Lippard in a 1991 
interview. “It would be a luxury to be white and never have to think about it.” In All I Know of 
Wonder, 2008, a woman in a red bikini stands near a winding shoreline, casting her gaze out to 
the viewer. Her body is partitioned into segments painted in different skin tones. A nude male 
figure stands in the foreground. Painted onyx black with gleaming white highlights, he appears 
polished and sculptural. While the two oddly coupled bodies—one reified, the other radically 
unresolved—make a sibylline statement about the racialization of color and the patchwork 
character of identity, the title evokes a short poem by an aging Marsden Hartley: “The earth is 
all I know of wonder. / I lived and was nurtured in the magic of dreams / bright flames of spirit 
laughter / around all my seething frame.” Whether she was thinking about Hartley’s poem, “the 
seething frame”—be it a physical body or a limit circumscribing an artwork—seems spookily 
apposite, capturing something of the layered densities of Amos’s textiles and the sensuous, 
embodied figures within.

—Chloe Wyma



What to See in New York Art Galleries This Week
By MARTHA SCHWENDENER, WILL HEINRICH and JASON FARAGO
NOV. 21, 2017

Emma Amos’s “Tightrope,” a 
self-portrait from 1994, at Ryan 
Lee Gallery. All rights reserved 
Emma Amos/Licensed by VAGA, 
New York, via RYAN LEE Gallery, 
New York.

Emma Amos
Through Dec. 16. Ryan Lee, 515 West 26th Street, Manhattan; 212-397-0742, ryanleegallery.com.

The Obamas’ recent selection of artists to paint their official portraits drew attention to the rich 
tradition of African-American figurative painting. One artist in this lineage is Emma Amos, 
the only female member of Spiral, a collective founded by African-American artists in 1963. 
(Ms. Amos’s work is also included in the recent benchmark exhibitions “Soul of a Nation: Art 
in the Age of Black Power” at the Tate Modern in London and “We Wanted A Revolution: Black 
Radical Women, 1965-85” at the Brooklyn Museum.) “Black Bodies,” her current show at Ryan 
Lee, offers a sampling of four decades of her work.



Black bodies are central to this show, as the title suggests, but Ms. Amos often takes a stealthy 
approach to the subject. “Thank You Jesus for Paul Robeson (and for Nicholas Murray’s 
Photograph — 1926),” from 1995, is a portrait that celebrates the great African-American actor 
and activist Paul Robeson — but also the photographer who captured his image in an era when 
heroic black figures were less visible in art — while “Maybe If I Stand on My Head” (1999) 
depicts a man doing a headstand, alluding to the physical and psychic contortions people with 
dark skin must endure in a racialized society.

Near the entrance is “Tightrope” (1994), a self-portrait that includes tiny reproductions of 
Gauguin paintings in its corners. Here Ms. Amos points to the difficulties of being a brown-
skinned (female) artist working in a tradition that generally objectified black and brown bodies. 
Under a dark, somber robe in the self-portrait, however, Ms. Amos is wearing a Wonder Woman 
costume. It is an empowering and feminist gesture but also a reminder of what it feels like for 
anyone to scale obstacles in the pursuit of becoming a successful, or even practicing artist.

MARTHA SCHWENDENER



The political is poetic for this New York artist, who, at seventy-nine years old, is absurdly under-
known. Eight large paintings, made across four decades, ring buoyant variations on a theme: 
“Black Bodies,” as Amos has titled her show. Hung like banners, and often incorporating African 
fabrics and Amos’s own weavings, they picture athletic, dancing, heroic, and comic figures, with 
twisty references to art history and racial imbroglios. One adapts a nude photograph of Paul 
Robeson, taken by Nickolas Muray, in 1926; in another, Amos appears as Wonder Woman, 
holding up a T-shirt that bears an erotic image by Gauguin. Coming to comprehend the artist’s 
slow-burn meanings is like learning to dance.

Through Dec. 16.

Ryan Lee
515 W. 26th St.
Chelsea

212-397-0742

ART GALLERIES — CHELSEA
Emma Amos



9 Art Events to Attend in New York City This 
Week
BY The Editors of ARTnews POSTED 10/16/17 11:23 AM

SATURDAY, OCTOBER 21

Opening: Emma Amos at Ryan Lee
Ryan Lee in this show surveys the art of Emma Amos, an artist and educator known for her 
vivid figurative works that explore issues of African American identity and narrative, often 
through the lens of both art history and popular culture. There’s recently been a renewed 
interest in Amos’s work, which appeared in the Brooklyn Museum’s “We Wanted a Revolution: 
Black Radical Women 1965–85” show; this is her first solo exhibition since that show opened. 
Classic paintings by the former Spiral group artist, including 1994’s Tightrope, which shows 
Amos clad in a Wonder Women suit and a black robe, will be shown alongside newer pieces.
Ryan Lee, 515 West 26th Street, 2-4 p.m.



Editors’ Picks: 20 Things to See in New York 
This Week

Thursday, October 19–Monday, December 16

11. “Emma Amos: Black Bodies” at RYAN LEE

Ryan Lee presents a selection of historic as well as never-exhibited recent works by colorful 
figurative painter Emma Amos, the youngest and sole female member of the African-
American artist group Spiral, active in the 1960s.

Location: RYAN LEE, 515 West 26th Street
Price: Free
Time: Opening reception, Saturday, October 21, 2 p.m.–4 p.m.; Tuesday–Saturday, 
10 a.m.–6 p.m.

—Sarah Cascone



To Be Black, Female and Fed Up With the Mainstream
By HOLLAND COTTER 
APRIL 20, 2017

One reason for the hullabaloo around Dana Schutz’s painting of the murdered Emmett Till in 
the current Whitney Biennial is the weakness of the work. It looks half-baked, unresolved. Like 
a lot of recent “political” art, it doesn’t try for a weight suitable to, and therefore respectful of, 
its racially charged, morally shattering subject. The result, to use one writer’s words, is “a tasty 
abstraction designed purposefully or inadvertently” to evoke an image of “common oppression.”

Actually, those dismissive words weren’t written about the Schutz painting. They were written 
in 1970 by the African-American critic Linda La Rue about the vaunted cross-cultural embrace 
of the second-wave feminist movement. The writer eyed with deep distrust the movement’s 
assumption that it could speak with authority for all women, including black women.

Emma Amos’s “Preparing for a Face Lift” (1981) in the show “We Wanted a Revolution: Black Radical Women, 1965-1985” at the Brooklyn Museum. Credit All 
Rights Reserved, Emma Amos/Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY, and Ryan Lee, New York



Ms. La Rue’s words are in the catalog for the exhibition “We Wanted a Revolution: Black Radical 
Women, 1965-85” at the Brooklyn Museum. And her critical perspective is one that to a large 
degree shapes this spare-looking show, which takes a textured view of the political past — a past 
that is acquiring renewed weight in the immediate present when the civil rights gains, including 
feminist gains, of the past half-century appear to be up for grabs.

Whether those gains have ever not been up for grabs is a question to consider, though the show 
asks more specific historical ones. Such as: What did women’s liberation, primarily a white, 
middle-class movement, have to offer African-American women in a country where, as late 
as the 1960s, de facto slavery still existed; a country where racism, which the movement itself 
shared, was soaked into the cultural fabric? Under the circumstances, to be black, female and 
pursuing a career in art was a radical move.

The show starts in the early 1960s, with the formation in New York City of the black artists’ 
group Spiral, composed mostly of established professionals — Romare Bearden, Norman Lewis, 
Hale Woodruff — who debated the pros and cons, ethical and aesthetic, of putting art in the 
service of the civil rights movement. In all the talk, at least one political issue seems to have been 
passed over: the group’s gender bias. Among its 15 regular members, there was only one woman, 
the painter Emma Amos — then in her early 20s and one of Woodruff ’s students — who would 
go on to make important political art.

By the time Spiral dispersed in 1965, the social mood of the country was tense. Black Power 
consciousness was on the rise – you’ll find a detailed account of its growth in the exhibition “Black 
Power!” at the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture — and art was increasingly a 
vehicle for racial assertion. The multidisciplinary Black Arts Movement took form in Harlem and 
spread to Chicago. There it spawned a subsidiary group called AfriCobra (African Commune of 
Bad Relevant Artists) which, with its interweave of black nationalism, spirituality, free jazz and 
brilliantly colored patterning, had a wide, sparks-shooting embrace. Yet it attracted relatively 
few female participants. Two — the prolific printmaker Barbara Jones-Hogu, and the fashion 
designer Jae Jarrell, who painted directly on her clothes — are in the show.

By the 1970s, feeling the pressures of racism from outside the African-American world, and the 
pressures of Black Power sexism within it, female artists formed their own collectives, without 
necessarily identifying them as feminist. One of the earliest, called Where We At, was initiated in 
Brooklyn in 1971 by Vivian E. Browne, Dindga McCannon and the redoubtable Faith Ringgold. 
After organizing what it advertised as “the first Black Women’s art exhibition in known history,” 
the group turned its second show into a benefit for black unwed mothers and their children.

The practical generosity of that gesture said a lot about how a distinctive African-American 
feminism would develop. Black collectives were embedding themselves, at street level, in 
communities, running educational workshops, scrounging up funds for day-care centers, and 
making inexpensive art — graphically striking posters, for example. “Our struggle was primarily 
against racial discrimination — not singularly against sexism,” said the painter Kay Brown, a 
Where We At member.



Her measured words barely hint at the hostility felt by some black artists toward a mainstream 
feminist movement that in their view ignored the black working-class poor and sometimes its 
own racism. And anger sometimes comes through in the work. It does in the fierce hilarity 
of a short 1971 film called “Colored Spade” by Betye Saar that flashes racial stereotypes at us 
like rapid-fire bullets, and in a funky 1973 assemblage called “The Liberation of Aunt Jemima: 
Cocktail,” by the same artist, which turns a California wine jug with a “mammy” image on one 
side and a Black Power fist on another, into a homemade bomb.

As the 1970s went on, black women began to participate, with their guard always up, in feminist 
projects like the all-woman A.I.R. Gallery and the Heresies Collective, at least until they 
were reminded of their outsider status. At the same time, they found a warm welcome at Just 
Above Midtown, a Manhattan gallery opened by Linda Goode Bryant in 1974 to show black 
contemporary art. Archival material related to this remarkable space, which closed in 1986, fills 
one of the exhibition’s several display cases and makes fascinating reading, as does a vivacious 
interview with Ms. Bryant by the critic Tony Whitfield reprinted in a “Sourcebook” that serves 
as an exhibition catalog.

Major pieces by artists whose careers Ms. Bryant helped start and sustained — Maren Hassinger, 
Senga Nengudi, Lorraine O’Grady, Howardena Pindell — appear in galleries devoted to the late 
1970s and ’80s, when an unprecedented amount of mixing was in progress. A multiculturalist 
vogue brought women and African-American artists into the spotlight. In a kind of parody of 
tolerance, the Reagan-era culture wars attacked artists across gender and racial lines. So did the 
H.I.V./AIDS epidemic.

The show ends with heirs to the Just Above Midtown generation. Some of them — Lorna 
Simpson, Carrie Mae Weems — we know well. Others, like the great dancer Blondell Cummings 
and the Rodeo Caldonia High-Fidelity Performance Theater, we need to know more about. And 
the exhibition, organized by Catherine Morris of the museum’s Elizabeth A. Sackler Center 
for Feminist Art and Rujeko Hockley, a former curator at the Brooklyn Museum now at the 
Whitney Museum of American Art, at least encourages us to learn.

And it leads us to at least one broad conclusion: that the African-American contribution to 
feminism was, and is, profound. Simply to say so — to make an abstract, triumphalist claim — is 
easy, but inadequate. It fails to take the measure of lived history. The curators of “We Wanted a 
Revolution: Black Radical Women, 1965-85” do better than that just by doing their homework. 
They let counternarrative contradictions and confused emotions stand. The only change I would 
make, apart from adding more artists, would be to tweak its title: I’d edit it down to its opening 
phrase and put that in the present tense.

We Wanted a Revolution: Black Radical Women, 1965-85 
Through Sept. 17 at the Brooklyn Museum; 718-638-5000, brooklynmuseum.org.



This exhibition of Emma Amos’s paintings from the 1980s, which explore the representation 
of black bodies and painting modes traditionally embraced by white male artists, strike a 
contemporary cord. In her “Athletes and Animals” series (1983-85), dynamic basketball players, 
swimmers, and runners compete alongside majestic large cats and primates. Dispelling any 
evocation of racial sterotypes, Amos’s Josephine and the Mountain Gorillas (1985) pictures 
the artist’s apparent avatar, the famed entertainer and activist Josephine Baker, as she breaks 
through an Ab-Ex ground with two loyal gorillas following in her wake. The show, titled “True 
Colors,” mines many prescient sociopolitical issues, and Amos’s engagement with textiles, often 
hand-woven, yields exuberant paintings that are political, personal and triumphantly out of the 
margins. —Julia Wolkoff 

Pictured: Emma Amos: Josephine and the Mountain Gorillas, 1985, acrylic and hand woven 
fabric on linen, 48 by 90 inches. Courtesy Ryan Lee Gallery, New York. 

Emma Amos
at Ryan Lee
through Apr. 9
515 West 26th Street



By the 1980s, Atlanta-born 
artist Emma Amos had lived 
in New York for two decades 
and had been the youngest and 
only female artist in Spiral, a 
Civil Rights era collective of 
African-American artists. It’s 
then that Amos conceived her 
leitmotif “figure in flux”-men 
and women rendered in wispy 
brushstrokes and often framed 
with swatches of patterned fabric, 
their fragile appearance serving 
as a metaphor for their trace in a 
whitewashed history. She chose 
subjects who held a tenuous 
stake in cultural memory: her 
Athletes series (1983-85) draws 
parallels between black athletes 
and animals for both their agility 
and exploitation; and The Falling 
Series (1989) portrays black 
entertainers and other figures 
tumbling through fragmented 
backgrounds. This month, New 

York’s Ryan Lee gallery will display about a dozen works, revisiting Amos’s innovative depiction 
of the black body at a timely moment. “I hope people will be able to see the works for what they 
are,” says Amos, “and what they can reflect of the times in which they were made, and how they 
resonate in the present.”

AMOS’S THE RAFT, 1986. ACRYLIC ON WOVEN LINEN, 56 X 36”. 

“EMMA AMOS: TRUE COLORS” IS ON VIEW AT RYAN LEE GALLERY THROUGH APRIL 9.

ART 

TRUE COLORS
By Rachel Small
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Emma Amos: Spiral Icon
By Lauren Haynes, Assistant Curator

“I like that people can read their own meanings into my paintings and that those readings may be 
quite different from mine.” – Emma Amos1

In late April, I had the amazing opportunity to visit the studio of visual artist Emma Amos (b. 
1938). Amos is a painter, printmaker and weaver who has exhibited in museums and galleries 
worldwide for almost fifty years. Amos was born and raised in Atlanta, Georgia. She lived there 
until she went off to school—first to Antioch College in Ohio and then to graduate school in 
London and later at New York University. Since then, Amos has lived in New York. In addition 
to her career as a visual artist, Amos is also a teacher; she taught at the Mason Gross School of 
the Arts at Rutgers University for twenty-eight years and served as Chair of Visual Arts for two 
years. Although Amos has retired from teaching, she has not retired from making art. Not only 

Emma Amos; Flower Sniffer, 1966. Photo: Becket Logan Courtesy fo the artist (c) Emma Amos/ Licensed by VAGA, New York, and RYAN LEE, New York.



is her studio filled with work she has created over the years, it is also filled with materials she is 
currently using on new works. She has been in the same incredibly organized studio in NoHo 
for twenty years. The walls of the space are filled with artwork—her own and by other artists she 
has known and whose work she appreciates, including Norman Lewis (1909–1979) and Nellie 
Mae Rowe (1900–1982). While in Amos’s studio I was able to see artwork she’s created from the 
mid-1960s to the present, including works in progress. Most of Amos’s paintings since the late 
1980s have been acrylic paintings on linen, surrounded by a border of African fabric. Amos and 
her studio assistants were in the process of picking the border for a recently completed painting 
during our visit.

Much of Amos’s work is figurative. Amos has a series of works featuring bodies moving through 
water (“The Water Series”), a series of bodies falling through the air (“The Falling Series”) and 
a series that juxtaposes images of athletes with those of animals. She began working on these 
series in the mid-1980s and continues to add to them today. While in her studio, I was able to 
see images of an artwork called The Gift. In the early 1990s, Amos painted fifty-five watercolor 
portraits of her female artist friends. Together, these paintings make up The Gift, which includes 
no male artists because, as Amos told me at the time, “There were enough images of them.”

During our studio visit, we also discussed Amos’s involvement in the legendary Spiral group 
and the Museum’s exhibition Spiral: Perspectives on an African-American Art Collective, which 
will be on view from July 14 to October 23, 2011. The Spiral group was a collective of African-
American artists that met once a week from the summer of 1963 to 1965 to discuss the role of 
black artists in the civil rights movement. Founded by Charles Alston (1907–1977), Romare 
Bearden (1911–1988), Hale Woodruff (1900– 1980) and Lewis, Spiral’s membership eventually 
expanded to fifteen. Amos was one of the youngest and the only woman. Woodruff, who was 
also from Atlanta and a professor at New York University while Amos was in graduate school, 
invited her to join. “I was the only woman and I was the youngest member, when they did invite 
me,” Amos says. “I’m not sure they invited other people by looking at their work, but they were 
very nervous about having a woman in their group, and they wanted to make sure I was a real 
artist and not a dilettante or something. I think they asked me to join the club (which met once 
a week for discussion) instead of the women they knew, because those women represented some 
sort of threat, and I was only ‘a little girl.’”2 During our visit, Amos talked about how much 
she enjoyed being in Spiral and how she spent the meetings yelling, laughing and arguing just 
like everyone else. Other members of Spiral were Calvin Douglass (b. 1931), Perry Ferguson 
(active New York, New York, mid-60s), Reginald Gammon (1921–2005), Felrath Hines (1913–
1993), Alvin Hollingsworth (1928–2000), William Majors (1930– 1982), Richard Mayhew (b. 
1934), Earl Miller (b. 1930), Merton D. Simpson (b. 1928) and James Yeargans (1908– 1972). 
Although the Spiral group only  showed together a limited number of times, their legacy has 
made a mark on art history and influenced generations of artists. The Studio Museum’s 2011 
exhibition Spiral: Perspectives on an African-American Art Collective takes an exhibition of the 
same name organized by the Birmingham Museum of Art as its starting point, and then brings 
selections from the Studio Museum’s permanent collection and significant works from New 
York-area collections, including rarely seen paintings from the mid-1960s by Amos and the 
Studio Museum’s iconic Bearden photo projection, Conjur Woman (1964). 
Spiral: Perspectives on an African-American Art Collective was organized by Emily G. Hanna and 
Amalia Amaki for the Birmingham Museum of Art (December 5, 2010–April 17, 2011). Organized 



by Studio Museum Assistant Curator Lauren Haynes in collaboration with Hanna, the Studio 
Museum presentation of Spiral will be on view July 14 to October 23, 2011.

1. Emma Amos, Artist Statement, http://emmaamos.com/about/statement (accessed May 5, 
2011).
2. bell hooks, “Straighten Up and Fly Right: Making History Visible,” in Emma Amos Paintings 
and Prints 1982–1992, (exhibition catalogue) (Wooster, OH: The College of Wooster Art 
Museum, 1993), 19.
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