Analysis Worksheet

Modernism 

	Work of Art
	Physical Properties/
	Analysis of visual or formal structure and identification of subject matter or conventional symbolism (Iconography)
	Integration within a cultural context
Iconolgy

	Aaron 

Douglas, Aspects of Negro Life: From Slavery to Reconstruction. 1934, Oil on Canvas, 5’x10’8”


	Large oil painting. 1934, Oil on Canvas, 5’x10’8”


	The composition is arranged as a continuous narration divided into 4 historical periods. The bulls eyes create visual rhythm that echoes the references to music seen in the figures playing instruments. The figures and landscape are simplified, colors are applied with little or no shading, and figures are flat. The colors are warm, reinforcing references to the south and to African roots. The simplification of forms is an influence of both the hard-edge Art Deco movement and traditional African arts that fascinated Europeans and Americans as early as the turn of the century. depicts figures in silhouettes, figures are playing instruments, gathered in groups, some are soldiers, some musicians, and a speaker holding a document. There is a silhouette of the capital in Washington, DC.
	Reading the painting from left to right we see two hooded figures riding horses making reference to the KKK, figures picking cotton in the south, Union soldiers walk in the background, the center figure that dominates the composition is standing in the classic orators pose and is holding the emancipation proclamation with the capital building in the background. The figures to the right are playing Jazz instruments referring to the contemporary Harlem Renaissance.  The 1930’s was a period of great pride among African Americans and the beginning of a movement called “The New Negro Movement” The painting depicts the history of the African American experience from south to north, from economic and racial oppression to freedom and opportunity. Commissioned by the WPA (Works Progress Administration), a government program to help put people back to work during the depression, it was painted for the New York Public Library and was intended to inspire African Americans to continue to fight for their rights. It both documented a difficult history and celebrated many triumphs. 

	
	
	
	


Questions to consider when placing the work in its cultural context.
1. Who was it made for? A specific person, a particular market? This issue is broadly referred to as patronage.

2. When was it made? What were the political, social, and economic conditions at the time?

3. What artistic movements immediately preceded it and came after it?

4. What artists influenced the work and what works did it go on to influence?

Use this information in addition to the formal analysis and iconography and natural subject matter to determine your interpretation.

