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Elizabeth Catlett is an African American printmaker and sculptor. Born in 1915 she
still creates prints and sculptures in 2006 at the age of 91. As a University student
Catlett was encouraged by tutor and artist Grant Wood (1892–1942) to paint what she
knew the most about. She says, "I feel it quite natural to paint or sculpt or draw what
I know the most about and I know the most about Black women, about mothers and
children, about working people and that's the kind of art I do." (Elizabeth Catlett,
Sculpting the Truth. Chappaqua, NY: L & S Video Inc., 1998.)
When Catlett is making a sculpture she is inspired by the whole idea of combining
how a piece of work looks and feels, as well as what shape and form it has. She
explains that she will take on the posture of a figure she wants to create to experience
where the stresses and tensions are in her own body. She uses her observations of
other women and her own sensations to create her work and never uses models to
pose for her. Catlett has lived in Mexico since the 1940s but has never forgotten her
Black heritage. Her art combines the influences of these two cultures with her social
and political beliefs and her fine technical skills. Through the joy of working with
natural materials Catlett creates sculptures and prints about the subject matter closest
to her heart.

Tired 1946
Terracotta, 11 1/2 x 7 x 7 inches. Collection of Howard University Art Gallery. © Elizabeth
Catlett/Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY.

Catlett does not believe in glamorizing or romanticizing
women as is often the case in the arts. Instead she wants to
show them as real people with real lives. She reveals a great
deal of honesty through her sculptures and prints and allows
the hardships as well as the joys and celebrations of
womanhood to show in her work. This sculpture is called
Tired. Can you think of some reasons that might have made
the woman feel so exhausted? Notice how Catlett modelled
the figure's shoulders and the angle of her head to create that
effect. This figure, less than a foot in height sends a powerful
message despite its tiny size. If this woman could speak what do you think she would
say?

Mother and Child 1956
Terracotta, 11 1/4 x 7 x 7 inches. Collection of Lucille Weiss. © Elizabeth Catlett/Licensed by
VAGA, New York, NY.

This small sculpture of a mother and child captures the
feelings of real tenderness that a mother shows to her child.
The careful placement of the woman's bowed head as she
holds her baby close displays the warmth, security and
bonding she is feeling. Catlett herself has three sons and
several grandchildren. She was very content raising her
sons and commented that she really enjoyed the creativity
of motherhood. Can you think of some word to describe
this sculpture? How does it make you feel? Do you like
the light tone of the terracotta that Catlett uses here? Do
you think she deliberately chose a light colored medium to
make this piece? Why do you think that might have been?

Homage to my Young Black Sisters 1968
Cedar, 68 x 12 x 12 inches. Collection of Charles D. Storer. © Elizabeth Catlett/Licensed by
VAGA, New York, NY.

This bold and powerful cedar sculpture is perhaps Catlett's
best-known piece. It was created at the end of the 1960s at
the height of the Black Power Movement, a Civil Rights
Movement led by African Americans to claim their equal
rights and demand that their voices be heard. The raised
arm and clenched fist of the woman in the sculpture was a
symbol of Black Power. It represented unity amongst
African Americans and recognized the power of women in
this struggle for equality. Notice that the piece has no
details such as hair or facial features, or even feet! Can
you see that the fist and the head are of a similar shape and
size? This highlights the important symbolism in the
raised fist as well as giving the piece a nice feeling of
balance. Do you think that Catlett has achieved her aim of creating a powerful
sculpture? Do you think adding details would have added of detracted from its
power? Why do you think Catlett created a hole, a negative space, in the center of
this form? If you have time, read about Elizabeth Catlett and her art in the online
journal at Anyone Can Fly Foundation website at www.anyonecanflyfoundation.org.
She used a lot of modernist and abstract techniques in her work.

Mother and Child 1972
Pecan Wood. © Elizabeth Catlett/Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY.

This Mother and Child statue has a certain power and
determination about it. The mother is sitting erect and tall. Do
you think you would agree that she looks proud? Why might
she be feeling that way? What features has Catlett strengthened
to give this air of strength and dignity to the piece?
Catlett once said: “I don’t have anything against men but, since
I am a woman, I know more about women and I know how they
feel. Many artists are always doing men. I think that somebody
ought to do women. Artists do work with women, with the
beauty of their bodies and the refinement of middle-class
women, but I think there is a need to express something about the working class
Black woman and that's what I do.” (Samella Lewis, The Art of Elizabeth Catlett.
Claremont, CA: Hancraft Studios.)
Survivor 1983
Linoleum Block Print, 9 x 11 inches. © Elizabeth Catlett/Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY.

The woman featured on this linoleum block print was
probably a sharecropper. A sharecropper was someone who
worked for a land owner and was responsible for its crop
production. The sharecropper would receive shelter for
his/her family as well as equipment to farm the land. The
sharecropper was also entitled to one-fourth of the harvest.
Catlett made this piece using a linoleum block. Have you
ever worked with linoleum block? When you carve your
design you have to do it in reverse so that when you print, it
comes out the right way round. It takes a lot of time and
effort to do this but once you have you can make lots of prints of your image in a
variety of colored inks or paints. With this piece Catlett shows us a piece of
American history. If you wanted to make a piece of work about a part of American
history, what would you choose as your subject matter and why?

Here is a linoleum block print of the former slave Harriet Tubman. Her owners
released Tubman to freedom in 1849. She dedicated her life to taking slaves to
freedom on the Underground Railroad, and is hailed today as a brave and fearless
heroine. Her image has been portrayed by many American artists.

Harriet 1975
Linoleum Block Print, 12 1/2 x 10 inches. Collection of Elizabeth Catlett. © Elizabeth
Catlett/Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY.

Catlett admired Tubman’s dedication. Catlett considers
Tubman to be one of her "Sheroes." Her dream is to one
day make a monument to honor her.
Prints are a good way of reproducing several copies of a
piece of art so that people may purchase and enjoy it.
Jacob Lawrence created an entire series of paintings
honoring the life and work of Harriet Tubman.

Girls 1982
Serigraph, 48 x 28 inches. © Elizabeth Catlett/Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY.

A serigraph is a printmaking technique that uses a stencil.
In Catlett's serigraph, Girls there is a repeated image of a girl's
face. How many faces can you count? Is it a different face or
the same face each time but in different colors? How many
times is each color used? Artists sometimes convey important
messages through their work, what message might Catlett be
sending here? If you were making a print of a person's face who
would that person be, how would you portray them and what
message would you like to create with your imagery?

Triangular Woman 1997
Amber Onyx, 23 1/2 x 15 x 19 1/2 inches. Collection of Dr. Catherine Lowe. © Elizabeth
Catlett/Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY.

This sculpture is one of Catlett's more abstract pieces. Its
interesting form is created in the natural material, onyx. Catlett
spends long periods of time working with her chosen materials
to create a smooth, polished finish. This piece also has a
luminous quality to it. Why has Catlett called this piece
Triangular Woman? How many triangular shapes can you
find? Look at the negative spaces in between the solid shapes,
too. Do you like or disike this piece? Catlett is inspired by
different types of wood or stone and allows the material's
natural forms to guide her as she creates her work.

Black Girl 1997.
Terracotta. © Elizabeth Catlett/Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY.

This carved piece is based on one of Catlett's twin
granddaughters. She uses special ceramic tools to smooth and
shape the clay. She says in Sculpting the Truth that form and
shape are very important in sculpture. Although she slightly
prefers working in wood she enjoys working with clay too.
She enjoys clay because you can add texture. She especially
likes to create the texture of Black people's hair, which she
describes as so beautiful. She creates the texture of hair by
using tools such as the end of a nail or even a lot of nails
together, and beats them into the clay to create the effect she
wants.
This terracotta sculpture is hollowed out inside. Catlett
hollows out the shape in two seperate halves and then reforms them to work on the
details. She used many photographs of her grandaughter's head and face as a
reference for this sculpture. Catlett notes that no one has a perfectly equal head or
face but that perhaps one ear may be slightly higher than the other, or one eye may be
slightly larger on one side than the other. She says that paying attention to that detail
makes for a much more interesting piece of work. She also points out that the back of
a piece of sculpture is just as important as the front and that equal attention should be
paid to both. This is a good thing to remember if you are making a piece of sculpture.
If you were sculpting the head of a member of your family or a friend who would you
choose and why? What interesting features would you highlight? Would it be their
hair, their nose, their chin, or the expression in their eyes? Go to the art making
workshop lesson plan in Art For, By and With Kids inspired by the work of
Elizabeth Catlett at www.anyonecanflyfoundation.org to learn more about making a
sculpture of your own.

