
Jacob Lawrence
Jacob Lawrence was the first 
African-American artist to 
exhibit in a mainstream New 
York gallery, and his  Migration 
Series became the first work 
by a black artist to be part of 
the Museum of Modern Art’s 
permanent collection. Much 
of Lawrence’s artwork is in 
series form (multiple works 
meant to be seen as a whole) 
including The Legend of John 
Brown, and the War Series.

Lawrence employed gestalt 
principles to tell a narrative, 
both within each artwork 
(such as The Cabinet Makers 
at top) and across an entire 
series. When creating the 
Migration Series, (middle and 
bottom images) Lawrence 
pa in ted a l l t he images 
simultaneously, applying one 
color to every panel in the 
series before moving on to the 
next color, all in order to create 
a unified appearance.

Lawrence’s use of visual unity 
goes beyond ho ld ing a 
c ompo s i t i o n t o g e t h e r . 
Sometimes the visual unity or 
repetition is so strong, it 
becomes the plot of the story. 
It is this intense use of visual 
un i ty that makes Jacob 
Lawrence’s art about the 
history of people rather than a 
person.

Communicating with Unity

Lawrence, Jacob.
Top: Cabinet Makers, 1946. Hirshhorn Museum of Art, Washington, DC
Middle: Installation view of The Migration Series at the Phillips 
Collection, Washington, DC. Photo from hyperallergic.com
Bottom: Installation view of The Migration Series at MOMA, New York, 
Ny. Photo from homegirlstyle.wordpress.com.



Here are more images of Jacob 
Lawrence’s work. How is each 
image visually unified? Are there 
e lements tha t a re g rouped 
together through proximity? Where 
do we see repeated or similar 
shapes and colors? Are there 
shapes that surround or contain 
multiple elements? How do lines 
and edges lead our eyes through 
the image (a use of continuity)? 
How does the unity affect our 
feelings or interpretation of what’s 
going on? Are there elements 
which are not unified, that stand 
out? How might this help tell the 
story?

Larwence, Jacob. Clockwise from top: 
“In every home people who had not gone North met and tried to decide if they should go North or not”, 
from The Migration Series. 1941. Museum of Modern Art, New York, NY.
“To the people he found worthy of his trust, he communicated his plans.” from The Legend of John Brown. 
1977. Washington State Art Collection.
“The Typists.” 1966. Herbert F Johnson Museum of Art, Ithaca, NY.
“Pool Parlor.” 1942. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY.
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