
Slavery was officially abolished with the end of the 
Civil War in 1865, and the Fifteenth Amendment, 
ratified in 1870, stated that all male citizens were 
guaranteed the right to vote regardless of “race, color, 
or previous condition of servitude.” However, white 
supremacy was reborn and Jim Crow laws enforced 
racial segregation and prevented African Americans 
from voting in the states of the former Confederate 
States of America. Blacks were restricted from voting 
through poll taxes, literacy tests, and residency and 
record-keeping requirements.

           Illiteracy rates were high amongst the African 
American population due to centuries of slavery and 
oppression, so many potential voters failed these 
tests. Officials told blacks that they had shown up 
to the wrong location, or at the incorrect time, and 

occasionally forced them to recite and explain obscure parts of the Constitution. Some states implemented 
a “grandfather clause,” stating that no male citizen could exercise his right to vote if his grandfather had been 
denied the same right. Groups, like the Ku Klux Klan, enforced these restrictions through lynchings and other 
public acts of brutality intended to discourage and warn African Americans against voting. These constraints 
proved so effective that in 1940 only three percent of black southerners were registered to vote. 
 During the 1950s and 1960s, people fought for racial equality with the Civil Rights Movement. 
In 1965 the struggle for equality and voter rights reached a peak in Selma, Alabama. Martin Luther King, Jr. 
launched a voter registration drive there in January, where voting rolls were 99 percent white even though 
African Americans outnumbered them in the city. Over seven weeks hundreds of Selma’s black residents 
attempted to register to vote. Fewer than 100 were admitted to the registration roll while 3,000 people were 
arrested for their attempts, including Dr. King.  
 Frustrated by the results of the registration drive, citizens of Selma called for a march to bring 
national attention to their struggles. On March 7, 1965, over 500 civil rights marchers began the 50 mile 

journey from Selma to Montgomery, the state capital. Soon after the peaceful protesters began their journey 
they came upon a group of state troopers blocking a bridge. Law enforcement officers attacked the marchers 
with tear gas, nightsticks, whips, and dogs, leaving almost 70 injured. Americans and international audiences 
saw the event broadcast on television and on the front page of newspapers, and they were shocked by the 
brutality. People around the world wanted to give their support to the people of Selma. President Lyndon B. 
Johnson backed the marchers and sent U.S. Army and Alabama National Guard troops to protect them. This 
security allowed 2,000 people to depart Selma on March 21 to contintue the march and reach Montgomery 
on March 25, where they were greeted by nearly 50,000 supporters. 
 Five months later, President Johnson signed the Voting Rights Act into law. The act banned literacy 
tests, authorized the investigation of the use of poll taxes and local elections, and provided for federal oversight 
of voter registration in regions where less than half of the nonwhite population had registered to vote. 

The Voting Rights Act significantly improved 
voter turnout among African Americans, but 
the fight for equal rights, including the right for 
all citizens to vote, did not end. Unfortunately, 
racial violence is still common today, and some 
laws still prohibit a proportionate number of 
minorities from voting. For example, in some 
states, a person convicted of a felony will never 
be allowed to vote. Barring felons from voting 
is problematic because in the United States 
there is a vastly disproportionate number of 
African Americans and other minorities who 
have been found guilty of crime, partly as a 
result of systematic oppression, unfair criminal 
punishment based on race, and unequal 
opportunity. Centuries of racial injustices 
and widespread poverty have disenfranchised 
thousands of people.

The easel division required that artists submit two paintings every six weeks, which gave 
Lawrence free time to research and create two series of paintings on Frederick Douglass and Harriet 
Tubman. People began to talk about his work and both The Life of Frederick Douglass (1939) and The 
Life of Harriet Tubman (1940) were exhibited at the Library of Congress, Washington, D.C., for the 75th 
anniversary of the Thirteenth Amendment. 
 In 1940 Lawrence began research for a huge project called The Migration of the Negro. All 60 
panels were completed in 1941 with the assistance of artist Gwendolyn Knight (the two artists married 
later that year). The Migration of the Negro was an instant success, and Downtown Gallery exhibited it, 
subsequently making Lawrence the first African American artist to be represented by a major New York 
commercial gallery. 
 While Lawrence’s art was gaining popularity in the United States, the country entered World 
War II. After being inducted into the U.S. Coast Guard in 1943, he was assigned to the first racially 
integrated ship in U.S. naval history. Due to his rank Lawrence was able to paint life aboard the vessel until 
the end of the war, when he was discharged and returned to Brooklyn.
 At the invitation of artist Josef Albers, Lawrence traveled to the Black Mountain College in 
Asheville, North Carolina, to teach for the summer. Although he was an accomplished artist, anxiety and 
insecurity about his abilities as a painter led him check into a hospital for eleven months, during which he 
painted the other patients. 
 After returning to New York,  
Lawrence focused on racial tensions and 
the political atmosphere there over the 
next two decades. He documented the 
Civil Rights Movement’s progress by 
depicting topics such as intermarriage, 
discrimination, segregation in public 
schools, and non-violent protests. In 
1971 he moved to Seattle after accepting 
a full professorship at the University of 
Washington. Lawrence continued to 
produce artworks featuring civil rights 
topics, both prints and paintings, until 
just a few weeks before his death in 2000. 

Jacob Lawrence, born on September 7, 1917, in Atlantic City, New 
Jersey, first moved to Easton, Pennsylvania at the age of two and 
then relocated to Philadelphia in 1924 after his parents separated. 
Lawrence’s mother, unable to find a steady job, moved to New York 
where she believed there would be more economic opportunity. 
Lawrence and his siblings stayed in Philadelphia, moving between 
foster homes until 1930, when they rejoined their mother in New 
York. The city was exciting for young Lawrence, who loved to 
observe the constant activity in his Harlem neighborhood. In the 
1930s, almost 35,000 African Americans lived within five square 
miles. While his peers played stickball, a game similar to baseball, 
in the streets, Lawrence preferred to draw scenes on pieces of 
cardboard with crayons or pencils.
 Lawrence struggled in school and was frustrated by 
the lack of black leaders and historical figures in his textbooks. 
Worried that her young son would get into trouble because of his 
dissatisfaction with school, his mother enrolled him in an after-
school program where he met artist Charles Alston. The seasoned 
artist encouraged Lawrence to experiment with paint and praised 
the young artist for his talent. Even after he dropped out of high 
school to work odd jobs and support his family during the Great 
Depression, Lawrence continued to attend the program.

In 1935 Lawrence met “Professor” Charles Seifert, a lecturer and historian who spoke about important 
black historical figures including Toussaint L’Ouverture, a slave who emancipated Haiti from European rule 
and helped establish the first black republic in the Western Hemisphere. Seifert offered Lawrence use of his 
library of African and African American literature and encouraged him to continue studying black history 
and attend trips to museum exhibitions, including African Negro Art at the Museum of Modern Art.
 Life was difficult for Lawrence as a young man, and his mother told him he would never make 
money as an artist. Fortunately, he had the support of his mentors and other artists in Harlem, who 
encouraged him to apply for the Works Progress Administration (WPA) Federal Arts Project, a government 
program that paid artists to document life in the United States. Rejected the first time he applied because of the 
age requirement, Lawrence re-submitted his application after he turned 21 and was employed for 18 months. 
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Jacob Lawrence                                                                     a biography Timeline

1917  Jacob Lawrence 
is born on September 7 in 
Atlantic City, New Jersey

1934  Drops out of high 
school to support his family

1939  Completes series of 332 
panels titled The Life of Frederick 

Douglass; begins research for 
series on Harriet Tubman 

1940 The Life of Harriet Tubman and 
The Life of Frederick Douglass are exhibited 
in Washington, D.C., in commemoration of 

the Thirteenth Amendment 

1961 Begins paintings 
on Civil Rights

1962  Visits Nigeria 
for the first time

1930  Moves to Harlem; begins 
attending after-school program 

to study with Charles Alston 

1927  His mother moves to New 
York City; Jacob and his siblings remain 

in foster homes in Philadelphia 

1960  The Civil 
Rights Act is passed

1924 Moves to Philadelphia 
after the separation of his parents

Jacob Lawrence was approached by Lorillard 
Tobacco Company, a division of Loews Theatres, 
Inc., in 1974 to create an artwork for the Kent 
Bicentennial Portfolio, which honored the 200th 
anniversary of the United States. Lawrence was one 
of 12 artists who contributed prints in response to 
the question: What does independence mean to me?
 To Lawrence, independence meant 
exercising the freedom to vote. He described the 
scene, “During the post-World War I period millions 
of black people left southern communities in the 
United States and migrated to northern cities. 
This migration reached its peak during the 1920s. 
Among the many advantages the migrants found 
in the north was the freedom to vote. In my print, 
migrants are expressing that freedom.” 
 In the print, The 1920’s...The Migrants Cast 
Their Ballots, Lawrence revisits a theme he explored 
in an earlier painting from his series The Migration of 
the Negro. The 59th panel in the series, completed 
in 1940, shows a single file line of voters waiting 
to cast their ballots. Two people sit at a table 
processing paperwork while the only white figure, 
a guard menacingly holding a nightstick, 
supervises the scene. 
 When he returned to the subject in 1974 Lawrence eliminated the guard, which 
removed a feeling of anxiety and unease that voters must have felt. He included a mixture of 
people waiting in line to show that the right to vote extended to everyone, including women 
with babies, elderly figures leaning on canes, businessmen wearing suits, and construction 
workers wearing overalls. Instead of waiting rigidly in single file, voters in the print read the 
newspaper or talk to one another while they wait. Two lines of people converge at a table in 
the center of the print, where a man in a black suit and hat signs a voter registration booklet. 
Behind him, a man in a voting booth pulls the curtain behind him so that no one will see 
which lever he pulls indicating his vote. 
 Lawrence began experimenting with printmaking in the 1970s, although he was 
primarily known as a painter. The technique he chose – screen-printing – is where mesh is 
used to transfer ink onto another surface, except in areas where a stencil has blocked the tiny 
holes. A squeegee or blade is moved across the screen to push ink through the mesh to reach 
the paper. Because only one color can be printed at a time, several screens are needed to 
produce a multi-colored image. Lawrence used seven different screens to produce this print.
 The bright red and blue pops of color make the scene dynamic. Although in many 
of his works Lawrence documented the injustices of the world, he also wanted to promote 
a positive dialogue to celebrate the accomplishments of African Americans and continue to 
champion equality.
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Voting Rights
For many African Americans living in the South after the Civil War life proved just as difficult 
as it had been before they were freed from slavery. Racial violence and lack of economic 
opportunity left people destitute and desperate. Fortuitously, an opportunity for change 
presented itself with the outbreak of World War I in 1914. The war stemmed the constant flow 
of European immigrants, which resulted in a shortage of labor for industrialized urban areas in 
the northern United States. Recruiters for these companies targeted African Americans in the 
South, promising economic opportunities in cities like New York and Chicago.
 Eager to escape the dismal living conditions 

in the South, blacks relocated to New York, 
Chicago, Detroit, and Philadelphia in huge 
waves. By 1919, one million African Americans 
had left the South, and they were followed by 
five million more over the next decade. This 
mass movement, today known as the Great 
Migration, went nearly undocumented even 
though it had a significant impact on our 
nation’s history and on the lives of millions, 
including Jacob Lawrence. His parents were 
among the migrants that fled from southern 
states, and later he witnessed the struggles 
of many families moving to his New York 
neighborhood, Harlem, with nothing but the 
clothes on their backs.

Lawrence explained, “I didn’t know the term ‘migrant,’ but I would remember people used to tell 
us when a new family would arrive. People in the neighborhood would collect clothes for these 
newcomers and pick out coals that hadn’t completely burned in the furnace to get them started.”  
 Even though stories similar to this one were common, they were rarely discussed in 
schools. Lawrence wanted his art to educate others, and he used the Great Migration as the 
subject for his most famous series- The Migration of the Negro. Each of the 60 panels focused 
on a different aspect of the mass-migration and told the stories of the millions of African 
Americans who made the brave journey in search of freedom. 

The Great Migration

Jacob Lawrence, n.d. [before 2000], 8 x 10 in., 
black-and-white print, Pratt Institute Archives 
Images Collection. 

Teachers: go to www.joslyn.org/education for this poster’s academic standards and related lesson plans. 

Discussion Questions
   How does Jacob Lawrence’s The Migration Series Panel No. 59 compare to and 

  contrast The 1920’s...The Migrants Cast Their Ballots? 
m

How did Lawrence’s relationship with “Professor” Charles Seifert affect his life? 
m

What improvements did the Civil Rights Movement and Voting Rights Act accomplish, 
and what still needs to be done today to achieve equality?

American civil rights activist Dr. Martin Luther King and his wife Coretta 
Scott King lead a black voting rights march from Selma, Alabama, to 
the state capital in Montgomery on March 30, 1965. Credit: William 
Lovelace/Express/Getty Images

 Jacob Lawrence, The Migration Series, 1940–1941,Panel No. 23, 
“The migration spread.” Casein tempera on hardboard, 18 x 12 in., 
The Phillips Collection, Washington, D.C., acquired 1942.

Jacob Lawrence in his home studio. Photo by Spike Mafford © 1993

Jacob Lawrence, Confrontation on the Bridge, 1975, silkscreen printed in color on 
paper, 24 7/8 x 31 7/8 in., Smith College Museum of Art, Northampton, MA, Gift 
of Andrew Dintenfass and Ann Dintenfass, SC 2006:54-4

Jacob Lawrence, Self-Portrait, 1977, gouache and tempera 
on off-white wove paper, 22 1/8 x 30 in., National Academy 
Museum, New York, 1977.15
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The 1920’s...The Migrants Cast Their Ballots
 1974

serigraph print on paper, 34 3/8 x 26 in.
Gift of Lorillard, A Division of Loews Theatres, Inc., 1975.97

Background detail: Jacob Lawrence, Poster Design for Whitney Museum Exhibition “Jacob Lawrence,” 1974, 
screenprint, 34 1/8 x 25 3/4 in., Saint Louis Art Museum, Gift of Terry Dintenfass, Incorporated, 96:1974

2000 Lawrence dies on June 9 
in Seattle, Washington

Jacob Lawrence, The Migration Series, 1940–1941, Panel 
No. 59, “In the North they had the freedom to vote.” Casein 
tempera on hardboard, 18 x 12 in., The Phillips Collection, 
Washington, D.C., acquired 1942.
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1938 Works for the 
WPA/FAP easel division

1941 Completes The 
Migration of the Negro 

Series; begins exhibiting 
with Downtown Gallery 

in New York
1942 The Migration of 

the Negro purchased by the 
Museum of Modern Art and 

Duncan Phillips
1943 Inducted into 
the U.S. Coast Guard

1971 Moves to Seattle to teach full-time 
at the University of Washington

1974 Commissioned to  
create a print for the Kent 

Bicentennial Portfolio

1983 Retires from teaching

images (left to right): Jacob Lawrence, The Life of Toussant L’Ouverture, No. 34: Toussaint at Ennery, 1989, silkscreen, 
22 x 32 1/8 in., The Phillips Collection, Washington, D.C., Gift of Lou Stovall, 1992;  Jacob Lawrence, Poster Design for 
Whitney Museum Exhibition “Jacob Lawrence,” 1974, screenprint, 34 1/8 x 25 3/4 in., Saint Louis Art Museum, Gift of 
Terry Dintenfass, Incorporated, 96:1974

1965  The Voting Rights 
Act is signed into law
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THE 1920’S...THE MIGRANTS CAST THEIR BALLOTS
1974, serigraph print on paper, 38 3/8 x 26 in.
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