
Gallery 302
Henry W. Bannarn
Cleota Collins, 1932

When he made this portrait of the singer and civil rights 
activist Cleota Collins, in June 1932, Henry Bannarn 
was studying at the Minneapolis School of Art (now the 
Minneapolis College of Art and Design). It is his earliest 
known work. Born in Oklahoma, Bannarn had moved 
with his family to Minneapolis while still a child. Thanks 
to a grant from the Minnesota philanthropist James 
Ford Bell, Bannarn was able to move to New York, where 
his studio at 306 West 141st Street became a creative 
center and meeting place for African American artists, 
musicians, and poets. Within the movement known 
as the Harlem Renaissance, Bannarn became famous 
for his paintings and sculptures and was admired as a 
teacher and a mentor to younger artists.

This self-guided tour invites you on a journey 
through the museum’s galleries to explore 
the depth, creativity, and cultural power of 
African American art. The artworks featured 
in this tour honor community, memory, 
resilience, and the ongoing story of African 
American experiences in  the United States. 
As you move through the galleries, we hope 
you’ll slow down and really look. There is no 
right or wrong way to experience art—just 
your way. 

The gallery maps on the last page identify 
the locations of the artworks.

Celebrating African American Art 
Self-Guided Tour

Gallery 280
Kehinde Wiley
Santos Dumont-The Father of Aviation II, 2009

Kehinde Wiley is known for his large-scale portraits 
of Black men posing as kings, prophets, saints, and 
other celebrated figures in the tradition of the Old 
Master paintings of the Renaissance and Baroque 
eras. In placing Black bodies into the traditional 
settings of European portraiture, Wiley challenges 
racial discrimination in the art world and raises issues 
of identity and self. The subjects here are posed as 
two of the “fallen heroes” in a well-known public 
monument to Brazil's pioneering aviator Alberto 
Santos-Dumont. By depicting his anonymous subjects 
as aviation heroes, Wiley immortalized two young 
Black men in oil paint. 

Scan the QR code to learn 
more about Black History 
resources at Mia.



Gallery 304
Lola Pettway

“Housetop” variation quilt, 1970s

The “housetop” quilt design repeats concentric squares, 
like rooftops seen from above. Lola Pettway used a 
red square to anchor her composition, from which nine 
concentric squares of avocado green, tomato red, gold 
and brown vibrate outward. Strips of red and green 
corduroy edge the beige panel. Lola Pettway’s mother, 
Allie Pettway, and the Freedom Quilting Bee of Gee’s 
Bend, Alabama, influenced Lola’s work. In 1972, the 
Freedom Quilting Bee secured a contract with Sears, 
Roebuck & Company to produce pillow shams, and the 
department store supplied materials to the quilters. Allie 
would have brought home unused material, accounting 
for Lola's use of corduroy in quilts from this period. 

Gallery 304
William Edmondson
Ram, 1938-42

William Edmondson was a stonemason’s assistant in 
Tennessee when he felt a calling from God. He recalled, 

“I was out in the driveway with some old pieces of stone 
when I heard a voice telling me to pick up my tools. … I 
looked up in the sky and right there in the noon daylight 

… God was telling me to cut figures.” Edmondson began 
carving cast-off limestone blocks around 1933; four 
years later he was the first Black artist to have a solo 
exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art in New York. 
Ram shows Edmondson’s skill in abstracting natural 
forms, his powerful minimalist style, and the rich 
spiritual symbolism that brought him renown. 

Gallery 369
Emma Amos
Out in Front, 1982

Emma Amos’s work was shaped by a wide range of 
influences, including modern western European art, 
the gestural energy of Abstract Expressionism, and 
the social urgency of the Civil Rights Movement and 
feminism. These diverse sources informed both the 
visual language and the political commitments of her 
practice. Color functioned not merely as an aesthetic 
choice but as a central conceptual tool. For Amos—who 
identified as a mixed-race African American woman—
color carried layered personal, cultural, and historical 
meanings. Her sensitivity to these nuances led her to 
use color as a way of questioning identity, interrogating 
power structures, and challenging assumptions about 
race and representation in art. This engagement with 
color and identity is especially visible in her 1982 
weaving-collage Out in Front.



Gallery 369
Caroline Kent
A forecast told through shadows, 2021

Even as a child, Caroline Kent was immersed in the 
language of abstraction. Kent grew up alongside her 
identical twin sister, Christine Leventhal, with whom she 
shared special methods of communication. A forecast 
told through shadows is emblematic of Kent’s unique 
visual vocabulary and approach towards abstraction. 
The artist calls these works, which look a little like 
night-scenes by way of Hilma af Klint, “midnight 
canvases.” The works are metaphors for the undefined 
liminal spaces of our memories. Layered on top, as 
if free-floating in space, are pastel shapes, lines, and 
textures that conjure, she said, “things that might have 
at one time been covered in darkness but have now 
been illuminated.”

Gallery 373
Glenn Ligon
Untitled: Four Etchings (A), 1992

Glenn Ligon draws on African American cultural and 
social history to create politically charged work that 
connects past and present. In this untitled portfolio 
of etchings, he explores the persistence of racism by 
appropriating texts from two major Black writers. The 
prints with black text on white paper feature excerpts 
from Zora Neale Hurston’s 1928 essay How It Feels 
to Be Colored Me, which Ligon uses to reflect on the 
idea of “becoming colored” and the ways identity can 
be obscured or abstracted. The prints with black text 
on black paper include a passage from Ralph Ellison’s 
Invisible Man (1952), describing Black Americans as 
unseen despite their presence. Together, these four 
prints symbolically evoke ongoing racial divisions in the 
United States.

Gallery 373
Lorna Simpson
Untitled (6 Candles), 1992

The scale of Lorna Simpson’s Untitled (Six Candles) is 
deliberately monumental. Created during a residency 
with the Polaroid Foundation at the height of the AIDS 
epidemic, the artwork reflected Simpson’s grappling 
with “death and absence, using candles to reflect the 
passing of time.” Simpson’s grant from Polaroid was 
arranged by the Aperture Foundation and gave her 
access to one of the only 20x24-inch Polaroid cameras in 
the world at that time. Fittingly, the camera was originally 
intended for medical research; in Simpson’s hands, it 
became a tool for creating 25 unique photographic prints 
that invoked the horrific loss of life due to HIV/AIDS in 
1992—a year in which the virus was the leading cause of 
death for men between the ages of 25 and 44.
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