
141. The Migration of the Negro, Panel no. 49 

Jacob Lawrence. 1940-41 C.E. Casein tempera on hardboard 

 

 

 Video at Khan Academy (series) 

 Narrative painting 

 When Lawrence began painting The Migration of the Negro in 1940, it was his most ambitious 

project to date, amplifying his earlier genre scenes and historical series on Toussaint 

L'Ouverture, Frederick Douglass, and Harriet Tubman 

 Content/Context: Broad in scope and dramatic in exposition, this depiction of African-

Americans moving North to find jobs, better housing, and freedom from oppression was a 

subject he associated with his parents, who had themselves migrated from South Carolina to 

Virginia, and finally, to New York. 

 Medium /artistic choices (form): Enthralled by fourteenth- and fifteenth-century 

Italian paintings he had seen at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, Lawrence used their 

medium—tempera—with a craftsman's mastery. To keep the colors consistent, he placed the 

panels side by side and painted each hue onto all the panels before going on to the next color. 

Perhaps it was this approach that resulted in a sense of collective unity, even though each 

panel can stand on its own. 
o the works show only essential imagery. Flattened, angular forms, strong diagonals, 

and contrasts of light and shadow contribute to the dynamism of the images. 
o Although Lawrence used a limited palette, he arranged the colors to form focal points 

to direct the viewer's attention 

 Context: Public acceptance for The Migration of the Negro has been strong since the series 

was first shown, demonstrating the continuing relevance of its theme. A seminal work in 

twentieth-century art, it was a manifestation of Lawrence's ethnic pride and his desire to 

reveal events that he felt should be known: "It was... so much a part of my life. I became 

conscious of these things when I was eight or nine years old, and this consciousness 

remained, and this is what you see in the Migrations." 



 


