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Elizabeth Catlett, Sculptor With Eye on Social Issues, Is
Dead at 96
By KAREN ROSENBERG
Published: April 3, 2012

Elizabeth Catlett, whose abstracted sculptures of the human form
reflected her deep concern with the African-American experience and
the struggle for civil rights, died on Monday at her home in
Cuernavaca, Mexico, where she had lived since the late 1940s. She
was 96.

June Kelly, one of her American
dealers, said Ms. Catlett died in her
sleep.

In her smoothly modeled clay, wood
and stone sculptures, and vigorous
woodcuts and linocuts, Ms. Catlett
drew on her experience as an African-American woman
who had come of age at a time of widespread segregation
and who had felt its sting. But her art had other influences,
including pre-Columbian sculpture, Henry Moore’s
sensuous reclining nudes and Diego Rivera’s political
murals.

Her best-known works depict black women as strong,
maternal figures. In one early sculpture, “Mother and Child
” (1939), a young woman with close-cropped hair and
features resembling a Gabon mask cradles a child against
her shoulder. It won first prize in sculpture at the American
Negro Exposition in Chicago. In a recent piece, “Bather”
(2009), a similar-looking subject flexes her triceps in a
gesture of vitality and confidence.

Her art did not exclude men; “Invisible Man,” her 15-foot-
high bronze memorial to the author Ralph Ellison, can be
seen in Riverside Park in Manhattan, at 150th Street.

Her art was often presented in the United States, in major
surveys in the 1960s and ’70s in particular, among them
“Two Centuries of Black American Art,” at the Los Angeles
County Museum of Art in 1976. Her posters of Harriet
Tubman, Angela Davis, Malcolm X and other figures were
widely distributed.

Alice Elizabeth Catlett was born on April 15, 1915, in
Washington, the youngest of three children. Her mother,
the former Mary Carson, was a truant officer; her father,
John, who died before she was born, had taught at
Tuskegee University and in the local public school system.

Ms. Catlett became an educator, too. After graduating cum
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Elizabeth Catlett/Licensed by VAGA, New
York, via The Detroit Institute of  Arts

Ms. Catlett’s “Homage to Black Women
Poets.”
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Elizabeth Catlett/Licensed by VAGA, New
York

A linoleum cut by Ms. Catlett. Her
influences included pre-Columbian
sculpture, Henry Moore’s nudes and
Diego Rivera’s murals.

laude from Howard University in 1935, she taught high
school in Durham, N.C.

Howard hadn’t been her first choice. She had won a
scholarship to the Carnegie Institute of Technology, in
Pittsburgh, but the college refused to allow her to
matriculate when it learned she was black. So she entered
historically black Howard, with one semester’s worth of
tuition saved by her mother. She earned scholarships to
cover the rest.

An interest in the painter Grant Wood led her to pursue an
M.F.A. at the University of Iowa, where Wood was
teaching. There she focused on stone carvings rooted in her
own experience — sensitive portraits of African-American
women and children.

After graduating she moved to New Orleans to teach at
Dillard University, another historically black institution. There she organized a trip to the
Delgado Museum of Art so that her students could see a Picasso exhibition. But this was
no ordinary school trip; the museum was officially off-limits to blacks, so Ms. Catlett
arranged to visit on a day when it was closed to the public.

While on a summer break from Dillard, she met the artist Charles White in Chicago. They
married in 1941 and divorced five years later.

She left New Orleans to study with the Russian-born sculptor Ossip Zadkine in New York.
Mr. Zadkine, who spent his formative years in Montparnasse alongside Modigliani and
Brancusi, nudged her work in a more abstract direction. During this time, the early 1940s,
Ms. Catlett also worked in adult education at the George Washington Carver School in
Harlem, a program that nurtured the photographer Roy DeCarava, among others.

In 1946 Ms. Catlett traveled to Mexico on a fellowship. There she married the artist
Francisco Mora and accepted an invitation to work at Taller de Gráfica Popular (TGP), a
workshop in Mexico City for murals and graphic arts. The TGP inspired her to reach out
to the broadest possible audience, which often meant balancing abstraction with
figuration.

“I learned how you use your art for the service of people, struggling people, to whom only
realism is meaningful,” she later said of this period.

Like other artists and activists, Ms. Catlett felt the political tensions of the McCarthy years.
The TGP was thought to have ties to the Communist Party; Ms. Catlett never joined the
party, but Mr. White, her first husband, had been a member, and she was closely watched
by the United States Embassy.

In 1949 she was arrested, along with other expatriates, during a railroad workers’ strike in
Mexico City. Eventually she gave up her American citizenship and was declared an
undesirable alien by the State Department. In 1971 she had to obtain a special visa to
attend the opening of her one-woman show at the Studio Museum in Harlem.

Ms. Catlett continued to teach even after becoming a successful artist. In 1958 she became
the first female professor of sculpture and head of the sculpture department at the
National Autonomous University of Mexico’s School of Fine Arts in Mexico City. She
retired to Cuernavaca, about 35 miles southwest of Mexico City, in 1975.

Ms. Catlett’s art is in museums around the world, including the Museum of Modern Art
and the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York; the High Museum in Atlanta; the
Museum of Modern Art in Mexico City; and the National Museum of Prague. In 2003, the
International Sculpture Center gave her a lifetime achievement award.

Mr. Mora, her husband, died in 2002. She is survived by three sons, Francisco, Juan and
David Mora Catlett, 10 grandchildren and six great-grandchildren.

In 1998, the Neuberger Museum of Art at Purchase College in Westchester County
exhibited a 50-year retrospective of Ms. Catlett’s sculpture. The critic Michael Brenson

Go to Complete List » Show My Recommendations

Introducing Business Day Live - Watch Now!

An Effort to Bury a Throwaway Culture
One Repair at a Time

9. WELL
How Working the Muscles May Boost
Brainpower

10. MAUREEN DOWD
Désamour and Amour

The art of eloquence
ALSO IN THEATER »

Photos of the nominated musicals
Complete coverage of the Tony Awards

ADVERTISEMENTS

Ads by Google what's this?

Cheap Flight On CheapOair
Exclusive Handpicked Airline Deals
to Suit Every Budget. Limited Seats
CheapOair.com

javascript:pop_me_up2('http://www.nytimes.com/imagepages/2012/04/04/arts/obit-Catlett2.html','obit_Catlett2_html','width=720,height=754,scrollbars=yes,toolbars=no,resizable=yes')
javascript:pop_me_up2('http://www.nytimes.com/imagepages/2012/04/04/arts/obit-Catlett2.html','obit_Catlett2_html','width=720,height=754,scrollbars=yes,toolbars=no,resizable=yes')
http://www.zadkine.com/
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/10/29/arts/29decarava.html?pagewanted=all
http://www.nytimes.com/1998/04/03/arts/art-review-affirming-her-identity-in-quietly-heroic-forms.html?src=pm
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/05/09/world/europe/amsterdam-tries-to-change-culture-with-repair-cafes.html?src=me&ref=general
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/05/09/world/europe/amsterdam-tries-to-change-culture-with-repair-cafes.html?src=me&ref=general
http://well.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/05/09/how-working-the-muscles-may-boost-brainpower/?src=me&ref=general
http://well.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/05/09/how-working-the-muscles-may-boost-brainpower/?src=me&ref=general
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/05/09/opinion/dowd-desamour-and-amour.html?src=me&ref=general
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/05/09/opinion/dowd-desamour-and-amour.html?src=me&ref=general
http://www.nytimes.com/gst/mostpopular.html
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/arts/design&pos=Box1&sn2=b1cd94f8/32ba02ce&sn1=2802721b/9b9b89ca&camp=nyt2012_module_eloquence_hp_ros_db&ad=TH-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M252a-ROS-0512&goto=http://artsbeat.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/05/03/theater-talkback-the-art-of-eloquence%3FWT.mc_id=TH-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M252a-ROS-0512-PH%26WT.mc_ev=click%26WT.mc_c=186907
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/arts/design&pos=Box1&sn2=b1cd94f8/32ba02ce&sn1=2802721b/9b9b89ca&camp=nyt2012_module_eloquence_hp_ros_db&ad=TH-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M252a-ROS-0512&goto=http://artsbeat.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/05/03/theater-talkback-the-art-of-eloquence%3FWT.mc_id=TH-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M252a-ROS-0512-HDR%26WT.mc_ev=click%26WT.mc_c=186907
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/arts/design&pos=Box1&sn2=b1cd94f8/32ba02ce&sn1=4bc1dde/871115f1&camp=nyt2012_module_eloquence_hp_ros_db&ad=TH-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M252a-ROS-0512&goto=http://www.nytimes.com/pages/theater/index.html%3FWT.mc_id=TH-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M252a-ROS-0512-URL%26WT.mc_ev=click%26WT.mc_c=186907
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/arts/design&pos=Box1&sn2=b1cd94f8/32ba02ce&sn1=4bc1dde/871115f1&camp=nyt2012_module_eloquence_hp_ros_db&ad=TH-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M252a-ROS-0512&goto=http://www.nytimes.com/slideshow/2012/05/01/theater/theaterspecial/20120501-tony-nominations.html%3FWT.mc_id=TH-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M252a-ROS-0512-L1%26WT.mc_ev=click%26WT.mc_c=186907
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/arts/design&pos=Box1&sn2=b1cd94f8/32ba02ce&sn1=4bc1dde/871115f1&camp=nyt2012_module_eloquence_hp_ros_db&ad=TH-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M252a-ROS-0512&goto=http://www.nytimes.com/pages/theater/theaterspecial/index.html%3FWT.mc_id=TH-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M252a-ROS-0512-L2%26WT.mc_ev=click%26WT.mc_c=186907
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/arts/design&pos=Box1&sn2=b1cd94f8/32ba02ce&sn1=4bc1dde/871115f1&camp=nyt2012_module_eloquence_hp_ros_db&ad=TH-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M252a-ROS-0512&goto=http://www.nytimes.com%3FWT.mc_id=TH-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M252a-ROS-0512-LOGO%26WT.mc_ev=click%26WT.mc_c=186907
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/arts/design&pos=Box1&sn2=b1cd94f8/32ba02ce&sn1=4bc1dde/871115f1&camp=nyt2012_module_eloquence_hp_ros_db&ad=TH-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M252a-ROS-0512&goto=http://www.nytimes.com/pages/theater/index.html%3FWT.mc_id=TH-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M252a-ROS-0512-VRT%26WT.mc_ev=click%26WT.mc_c=186907
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/arts/design&pos=Right5A&sn2=79df80d6/ddd5c49a&sn1=1d47883c/c24bbb5d&camp=nyt2012_mktg_business_watch_now_s4d_ros&ad=BU-D-I-NYT-AD-S4D-BDL-ROS-0312-WN&goto=http%3A%2F%2Fvideo%2Enytimes%2Ecom%2Fvideo%2Fplaylist%2Fbusiness%2Dday%2Dlive%2F100000001312430%2Findex%2Ehtml%3FWT%2Emc%5Fid%3DBU%2DD%2DI%2DNYT%2DAD%2DS4D%2DBDL%2DROS%2D0312%2DWN%26WT%2Emc%5Fev%3Dclick%26WT%2Emc%5Fc%3D183106
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/arts/design&pos=Right5A&sn2=79df80d6/ddd5c49a&sn1=1d47883c/c24bbb5d&camp=nyt2012_mktg_business_watch_now_s4d_ros&ad=BU-D-I-NYT-AD-S4D-BDL-ROS-0312-WN&goto=http%3A%2F%2Fvideo%2Enytimes%2Ecom%2Fvideo%2Fplaylist%2Fbusiness%2Dday%2Dlive%2F100000001312430%2Findex%2Ehtml%3FWT%2Emc%5Fid%3DBU%2DD%2DI%2DNYT%2DAD%2DS4D%2DBDL%2DROS%2D0312%2DWN%26WT%2Emc%5Fev%3Dclick%26WT%2Emc%5Fc%3D183106
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/arts/design&pos=Middle5&sn2=2c9eb5f/27e7bc8a&sn1=cb3fd28d/76cd9bc3&camp=nyt2012_mktg_tmag_design_living_336x79_ros&ad=TM-D-I-NYT-AD-79-SFB-ROS-0512&goto=http%3A%2F%2Fwww%2Enytimes%2Ecom%2Findexes%2F2012%2F05%2F04%2Ft%2Dmagazine%2Fdesign%2Dissue%2Findex%2Ehtml%3FWT%2Emc%5Fid%3DTM%2DD%2DI%2DNYT%2DAD%2D79%2DSFB%2DROS%2D0512%26WT%2Emc%5Fev%3Dclick%26WT%2Emc%5Fc%3D186669
http://www.nytimes.com/ref/membercenter/faq/linkingqa16.html
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=Bzao_rwOsT_zmMJSIgAKJgpWTB-aHvtwBrqPN6SDAjbcBkE4QARgBIJzz-AE4AFCZm4Cy_P____8BYMmuhYmIpIAQoAGGq-X-A7IBD3d3dy5ueXRpbWVzLmNvbcgBAdoBcmh0dHA6Ly93d3cubnl0aW1lcy5jb20vMjAxMi8wNC8wNC9hcnRzL2Rlc2lnbi9lbGl6YWJldGgtY2F0bGV0dC1zY3VscHRvci13aXRoLWV5ZS1vbi1zb2NpYWwtaXNzdWVzLWRpZXMtYXQtOTYuaHRtbIACAagDAegDjwnoA6ME6AOEC-gDGPUDAAwABPUDMAAAAA&num=1&sig=AOD64_0wkOIqKgK9ua1AVyI1zHg468EAGA&client=ca-nytimes_article_var&adurl=http://www.CheapOair.com/default.aspx%3Ftabid%3D3305%3F%26fpaffiliate%3Dgoogle%26fpsub%3D110629-ContentTravelers
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=Bzao_rwOsT_zmMJSIgAKJgpWTB-aHvtwBrqPN6SDAjbcBkE4QARgBIJzz-AE4AFCZm4Cy_P____8BYMmuhYmIpIAQoAGGq-X-A7IBD3d3dy5ueXRpbWVzLmNvbcgBAdoBcmh0dHA6Ly93d3cubnl0aW1lcy5jb20vMjAxMi8wNC8wNC9hcnRzL2Rlc2lnbi9lbGl6YWJldGgtY2F0bGV0dC1zY3VscHRvci13aXRoLWV5ZS1vbi1zb2NpYWwtaXNzdWVzLWRpZXMtYXQtOTYuaHRtbIACAagDAegDjwnoA6ME6AOEC-gDGPUDAAwABPUDMAAAAA&num=1&sig=AOD64_0wkOIqKgK9ua1AVyI1zHg468EAGA&client=ca-nytimes_article_var&adurl=http://www.CheapOair.com/default.aspx%3Ftabid%3D3305%3F%26fpaffiliate%3Dgoogle%26fpsub%3D110629-ContentTravelers


A version of this article appeared in print on April 4, 2012, on page A19 of the New York edition with the headline: Elizabeth
Catlett, Sculptor With Eye on Social Issues, Is Dead at 96.
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Blacks

wrote in the show’s catalog, “Ms. Catlett’s sculptures communicate a deeply human image
of African-Americans while appealing to values and virtues that encourage a sense of
common humanity.” He also singled out the “fluid, sensual surfaces” of her sculptures,
which he said “seem to welcome not just the embrace of light but also the caress of the
viewer’s hand.”

In his review of that show for The New York Times, Ken Johnson wrote that Ms. Catlett
“gives wood and stone a melting, almost erotic luminosity.” But he also found her
iconography “generic and clichéd.”

Last year, the Bronx Museum mounted “Stargazers: Elizabeth Catlett in Conversation
With 21 Contemporary Artists,” an exhibition that placed her sculptures, prints and
drawings in the company of works by Ellen Gallagher, Kalup Linzy, Wangechi Mutu and
others at the forefront of the contemporary art scene.

In her own words, Ms. Catlett was more concerned with the social dimension of her art
than its novelty or originality. As she told a former student, the artist and art historian
Samella S. Lewis, “I have always wanted my art to service my people — to reflect us, to
relate to us, to stimulate us, to make us aware of our potential.”

Daniel E. Slotnik contributed reporting.
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