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Artful Connections

Post-Visit Lesson: African American Artists
Grades 4 – 12 

Overview

After completing this lesson, students will have a better understand techniques useful in the visual representation of music including repetition and rhythm and the history of blues in the 1920s and 1930s.
Background

In a club, swaying musicians back up the soloist in Empress of the Blues, a reference to legendary singer and songwriter Bessie Smith. She was one of the biggest stars of the 1920s and was popular with both black and white audiences. The statuesque, six-foot Smith transfixed audiences with her fabulous voice and imposing presence.

Smith was born in Tennessee in 1894 and orphaned as a young child. A tough businesswoman, she made her first known recording in 1923. A Columbia Records representative said of Smith’s voice: “I had never heard anything like the torture and torment she put into the music of her people. It was the blues and she meant it
.” 

Discussion

Have students look at Romare Bearden’s Empress of the Blues. Explain to students that this artwork is the artist’s imaginative portrait of blues legend Bessie Smith. Encourage discussion by asking the following questions:
· What’s going on in this picture? What do you see that makes you say that?

· Describe where Bessie Smith is singing.
· Describe Bessie Smith, the singer. 

Share a recording of Bessie Smith while students look closely at the artwork. Suggested songs include St. Louis Blues, Muddy Water (A Mississippi Moan), and Trombone Cholly. 
· What has the artist included in the artwork to convey information about the singer and what the music might sound like? 

· What elements do you see repeated in this artwork? 
· What elements of the song are repeated?

· Clap out the rhythm. What of the song’s rhythm can you see in the artwork? What other similarities can you find between the song you heard and Empress of the Blues? 
· What do you think is the mood of Bearden’s artwork? 

· Describe how Bearden has used the elements of art (line, value, shape, form, space, color and texture) to convey that mood in Empress of the Blues.

· Romare Bearden often created mixed-media collages by incorporating pieces of paper to paintings. How is a collaged artwork similar to jazz music?
Activity

Have students choose a jazz or blues singer or musician from the 1920s or 1930s to research as inspiration for creating an artwork. Students should select one song recorded by their singer or musician and use it to create a visual representation of their chosen person. Encourage students to include collage elements in their work and to address the following questions:
· What emotions does the music express? If the song includes lyrics, what emotions do the words express? How can color give viewers a sense of the emotions being expresses in the music? 
· Tap out the rhythm of your selected song. How can you use lines, shapes, space, and repetition to give viewers a sense of the rhythm of your selected song? 
· Is the singer’s voice or an instrument the main feature of your selected song? How can the composition give viewers a sense of the strongest/loudest elements of your selected song?
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Romare Bearden Empress of the Blues 1974 1996.71
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