
 
University of Florida | Journal of Undergraduate Research | Volume 10, Issue 4 | Summer 2009 

 
1 
 

Art as History and Epic: Re-Examining Hale Woodruff’s 
Talladega College Murals 
 
Amina Naseer College of Fine Arts, University of Florida 

 
 

In the summer of 1938, Buell Gallagher, President of 
Talladega College in Alabama, invited well-known artist 
and educator Hale Aspacio Woodruff to serve as a visiting 
professor of art history at the southern black college. While 
at Talladega, Woodruff was asked to paint a mural for the 
newly constructed William Savery Library. The murals 
were to commemorate the building of the new library and 
showcase Talladega’s dynamic history and its importance 
to African-Americans. According to an interview with 
Woodruff conducted by Albert Murray in 1968, Gallagher 
wanted a mural that would represent the historical event 
that ultimately led to the establishment of black southern 
colleges like Talladega—the mutiny aboard the Amistad.1

In the spring of 1938, Woodruff began work on the 
mural while living and teaching at Spellman College in 
Atlanta. His work resulted in two related sets of images: 
one on the history of the College itself, and the other 
recounting what has come to be known as the Amistad 
incident (fig. 1). Through this mural, Woodruff 
successfully visualized the history of Talladega, the 
American Missionary Association, and most notably, 
African-Americans. By utilizing the Amistad incident as a 
metaphor for the state of contemporary southern racism, 
Woodruff used the murals as an opportunity to address 
concerns of its to address his own concerns as well as those 
of his viewers. Existing literature on Woodruff’s murals 
recognizes that they addressed themes of Africanisms, 
slavery, colonialism, and religious conversion. However, 
through the study of archival materials and an in-depth 
analysis of the murals themselves, it is clear that 
Woodruff’s achievement was still more subtle and 
complex, and that his murals addressed two other concerns: 
challenging the demoralizing perception that African 
Americans had passively accepted slavery; and responding 
to contemporary outrage over a veritable epidemic of 
lynchings that persisted through the 1930s.  Thus, I argue 
that Woodruff went beyond the mandate of providing an 
historical account of Talladega College and the Amistad 
incident, to produce a powerful visual intervention in the 
contemporary racial and political landscape. 

  

                                                
1 Interview with the artist conducted by Albert Murray, “Oral History: Interview 
With Hale Woodruff” Archives of American Art, 1968.  

 

Figure 1: Hale Woodruff, The Amistad Murals in the Savery Library at 
Talladega College, 1938-1939  

 
Born in Cairo, Illinois in 1900, Hale Aspacio Woodruff 

began to develop his art as a young child. In the early 
1920s, Woodruff attended the John Herron School of Art in 
Indianapolis where he studied landscape painting. 
Woodruff also studied at the Art Institute of Chicago and 
Harvard University. Although he resisted moving to New 
York like many of his fellow artists had, Woodruff did so 
in 1926 and entered and won the Harmon Foundation’s 
first competition. The bronze medal awarded him one 
hundred dollars and sponsorship for study in Paris.2 These 
funds, along with contributions from friends and family, 
allowed Woodruff to spend four years in Paris studying at 
the Academie Moderne (in the atelier of Henry Ossawa 
Tanner in 1927) and the Acaedemie Scandinave.3

Upon his return to the United States in 1931, Woodruff 
felt the aftershock of the stock market crash of 1929 and 
suffered the effects artists living in the late twenties bitterly 
struggled with. African Americans were among the many 
visual artists working during the 1930s who became part of 
the intense ideological struggle provoked by the 

  

                                                
2 Gary A. Reynolds and Beryl J. Wright, Against the Odds: African-American 
Artists and the Harmon Foundation (Newark: The Newark Museum, 1989), 32.  
3 Hale Woodruff: 50 Years of His Art (New York: The Studio Museum in Harlem, 
1979), 74.  
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Depression. Artists like Woodruff had to focus on the 
reality of survival over practicing their art. In the wake of 
the stock market crash, President Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt enacted the Works Progress Administration 
(WPA) as a part of his New Deal domestic reform program 
to provide work to millions of Americans. Under the 
Works Progress Administration, the Federal Arts Project 
was a relief program designed to employ artists who could 
use their talents to raise morale by bringing art into public 
places. Murals were an integral part of the Federal Arts 
Project for they allowed ordinary citizens to see American 
art that reflected nationalist ideals and values in public 
spaces like libraries, schools, and post offices. One of the 
most important artists to appreciate the opportunity to 
reach general audiences with these realistic murals was 
Woodruff. However, according to M. Akua McDaniel, the 
few WPA programs for artists on both the state and local 
levels could not totally alleviate their impoverishment and 
many had to look for teaching jobs to supplement their 
incomes.4

Fortunately at this time, Woodruff received a job offer 
from Atlanta University’s President, Dr. John Hope. In the 
fall of 1931, Woodruff was hired to build a fine arts 
department in the Atlanta University Center. Along with 
developing the art program, Woodruff taught art classes at 
the university and his students assisted him in his various 
FAP projects in the Atlanta area. His first mural, The 
Negro in Modern American Life, installed at David T. 
Howard Junior High School during 1933-34, was designed 
to encourage students at the junior high school during their 
studies. The four-part mural visualized themes such as 
music, art, agriculture and literature, establishing his 
interest in using murals to encourage African-American 
students to defy stereotypes with a solid education.  

  

With the Negro in Modern American Life, Woodruff 
realized that “his murals needed improvement if he was 
ever going to ‘paint great significant murals’”5 At this time 
he applied for and received a fellowship from Columbia 
University’s International Institute of Teachers College to 
serve as an apprentice to Diego Rivera in Mexico during 
the summer of 1936.6

                                                
4 M. Akua McDaniel, “Re-Examining Hale Woodruff’s Talladega College and 
Atlanta Murals” in Hale Woodruff, Nancy Elizabeth Prophet, and the Academy 
(Atlanta and Seattle: Spelman College Museum of Fine Art in association with 
University of Washington Press), 77.  

 Rivera’s revolutionary art resonated 
with American artists during the 1930s for they were able 
to relate Rivera’s political themes with American art that 
was developing amidst harsh societal changes. Under 
Rivera, Woodruff “learned a little about fresco 

5 McDaniel, 78.  
6 Ibid. 

painting”7

Woodruff’s fellowship provided him more knowledge 
than just the tedium of mural painting, however. Woodruff 
and Rivera shared a similar history and Rivera’s influence 
on Woodruff is better measured by his encouragement 
towards Woodruff to utilize his increasing social 
consciousness as the subject for his works. Through this 
experience, Woodruff was able to study the political nature 
and historical significance of mural art as a post-
revolutionary movement. Woodruff articulated his debt to 
Rivera in his interview with Murray, saying: 

—how to prepare a wall, grind colors, etc.—but 
also was inspired to pursue art as a tool for social action. 

 
I’d gone through art school, then the sort 

of structural Cubist concept in Europe, and 
down there went into a social conscious form 
of painting. This was pursued further by my 
going to Mexico and working as an apprentice 
of Diego Rivera, in 1936. He was a social 
conscious painter…So you see I've been 
around in different places, all of which have 
left a chain of various styles in my work. But I 
somehow always come back to the so-called 
black image, however I had tried to portray it.8

 
 

Amalia Amaki argues, “The experience enhanced 
[Woodruff’s] own sensitivity to the implications of the 
southeastern region in the United States—an important 
point of origin for many African-Americans.”9

Woodruff’s experience with Rivera proved to be 
invaluable in 1939 when he was commissioned to paint the 
Talladega murals the new Savery Library. The works were 
commissioned in the one-hundredth year of the Amistad 
incident as a tribute to the American Missionary 
Association for assisting a group of African captives who 
revolted against their captors and commandeered the slave 
ship Amistad. The theme commemorates the violent 
shipboard resistance of a group of West Africans from 
Sierra Leone, the Mende, to forced enslavement at the 
hands of Spanish colonialists, and their subsequent 
juridical resistance after being brought to the United States 

 Woodruff 
was sensitive to the poor living conditions of rural 
Southerners and the negative impact of Jim Crow laws and 
racial segregation. He translated these sensitivities into 
paintings, prints, and drawings that influenced many of his 
students in Atlanta.  

                                                
7 Murray Interview, 1968.  
8 Ibid. 
9Amalia Amaki, “Hale Woodruff in Altanta: Art, Academics, Activism and 
Africa” in Hale Woodruff, Nancy Elizabeth Prophet, and the Academy (Atlanta 
and Seattle: Spelman College Museum of Fine Art in association with University 
of Washington Press, 2007), 30.  
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in 1839. Following their widely publicized trial, the Mende 
captives were repatriated to West Africa in 1842. The 
mural pays tribute to the men who escaped the horrors of 
slavery and honors those who defended them (including 
former US President John Quincy Adams) while on trial in 
New Haven, Connecticut. Woodruff captures the highlights 
of these events in three separate panels on the west wall of 
the Savery Library lobby. 

In 1839, some forty Mende Africans were kidnapped 
and taken to Havana on a Portuguese slave ship to be sold. 
While they were transported onto a Spanish carrier, 
ironically dubbed El Amistad (friendship), the Mende 
mutinied against their captors (fig.2). Led by their chief 
and captain, Cinque, the Mende ordered the Spanish to turn 
the ship back toward Africa. According to Alvia Wardlaw, 
the Spanish obeyed their orders—during the daylight 
hours. Through the night, they steered the ship northwards 
across the Atlantic along the Eastern seaboard of the 
United States and eventually docked in New Haven, 
Connecticut. The battle between the Mende and the 
Spaniards continued in the courtroom as the slaves and 
their captors went to trial for over two years in the 
Connecticut Supreme Court (fig. 3). Then Attorney John 
Qunicy Adams defended the Mende’s rights to freedom 
while the Spaniards accused them with murder and mutiny. 
Adams’ emphasis on the fact that the United States 
ultimately had no jurisdiction in the matter in the first place 
helped the Mende win their case, and also earned the 
Amistad incident recognition as one of the first human 
rights trials in America.  

Abolitionists helped raise funds for the Mende to return 
to Sierra Leone in November 1841 (fig. 4) and many 
whites traveled with them in order to establish a Mende 
mission in Africa (some of the West Africans had 
converted to Christianity during their stay in New Haven). 
Through this initiative, the American Missionary 
Association was founded. The association is still in 
existence today and is credited with the founding of many 
black colleges in the south, including Talladega.10

With this commission, it became Woodruff’s 
responsibility to fully acquaint himself with the events and 
the people involved with the incident. He traveled to New 
Haven to study a series of drawings in the collection of the 
New Haven Historical Society which included: actual 
depictions of the vessel the Amistad, representations of 
costumes and weapons, and architecture of the period. 
Also, Woodruff extensively studied over thirty-two pencil 
drawings of the African captives, done by William 
Townsend who worked as a sketch artist during the trial, in 
the possession of the Yale University Library. These 

  

                                                
10 Alvia Wardlaw, “A Spiritual Libation” in Black Arts—Ancestral Legacy (New 
York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1990), 66.  

served Woodruff in his effort to establish a foundation of 
historical accuracy for his murals, which as Alvia Wardlaw 
argues, bear clear connections to the Townsend 
likenesses.11

Despite his research and attention to detail, Woodruff 
took some liberties, for instance, including his own self-
portrait as a figure sitting amidst the captives. By 
deliberately placing himself in this pivotal chapter of 
African-American history, Woodruff   implied continuity 
between the present and such dramatic moments in the 
history of the African-American battle for freedom in the 
United States. Through this gesture, Woodruff insists that 
his viewers need to embrace emotionally the pain and 
struggle associated with slavery. In doing so, Woodruff 
hoped that his viewers would celebrate the Mende’s 
courage and perseverance and try to emulate those traits in 
their daily lives.  

 

Yet, beyond historical accuracy, Woodruff also shaped 
his mural series to instill young black students of Talladega 
College with an understanding of the historical legacy of 
slavery. He wanted to encourage students at Talladega, and 
the students he taught in Atlanta, to resist contemporary 
challenges to black enfranchisement. Amaki explains, “He 
pushed the boundaries of traditional teaching by 
challenging students to consider art as a tactical conduit of 
ancestral legacy and a strategic impetus for social 
change.”12

 
  

 
 

Figure 2: Hale Woodruff, Panel I: The Mutiny, Savery Library at Talladega 
College, 1938-1939 

 

                                                
11 Wardlaw, 67.  
12 Amaki, 29 
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Figure 3: Hale Woodruff, Panel II: The Trial, Savery Library at Talladega 
College, 1938-1939 

 

 
 

Figure 4: Hale Woodruff, Panel III: The Return, Savery Library at Talladega 
College, 1938-1939 

 
Just as the slaves aboard the Amistad freed themselves 

from their bondage, Woodruff hoped that blacks in 1930s 
America would fight for their basic human rights. If John 
Adams and other fore-fathers could see the importance of 
freeing people who were controlled against their will, then 
why couldn’t contemporary politicians lift the 
discriminatory, disheartening restrictions placed on African 
Americans in the South and elsewhere?  

Woodruff's figurative style of the 1930s was bold and 
muscular. The curvilinear rhythms of the murals are 
reminiscent of Rivera, as are the bold uses of color and 
vegetation in the work. The earthiness of the colors in the 
mutiny panel is suggestive of the natural tones of Africa, as 
well as the wood tones of much of the continent’s art. By 
referencing Africa through the wood tones of the boat, the 
dark skin of the Mende against the pale skin of the 
Spaniards, and the brute strength of the men, Woodruff is 
linking contemporary African-Americans to the 1838 
Mende. Rather than suggesting that African-Americans 
passively accepted slavery, Woodruff is utilizing aspects of 
African-American heritage to encourage students at 
Talladega to resist victimization and discrimination. In 
choosing the library as the location for the murals, 
Woodruff hoped that the information which served as the 
murals’ subject matter would be instilled in the students’ 

minds and serve as a frame of reference for their resistance 
to negative discriminatory practices in the South. He is 
warning students that history may soon repeat itself and 
without strength, courage, and a strong leader like Cinque, 
they would become slaves themselves—restricted to the 
bondage associated with segregation and lynchings.   

While Woodruff may be best known for his Amistad 
murals, the artist also produced at this time  additional 
works commenting on Negro life in the South. These 
works, along with an understanding of Woodruff’s 
commitment to black history and also to art as a tool for 
political action, help elucidate the ways in which he used 
the historical subject of the Amistad to address 
contemporary concerns. 

Southern lynchings of blacks stirred Woodruff’s 
conscience deeply, and inspired him to design a series of 
block prints that were just as impressive and poignant as 
his murals (yet in a much more harsh and scathing 
manner). Woodruff's linocut images document shack 
homes, black churches, outhouses, chain gangs and most 
notably, lynchings. Woodruff was one of thirty-seven 
artists to display in the exhibit, An Art Commentary on 
Lynching held at the Arthur Newton Galleries in New York 
in 1935. The exhibition organizers hoped that visual art 
could play a significant role in opposing lynching by 
increasing public awareness and moving viewers toward 
support for proposed legislation to illegalize lynching. 
Woodruff’s prints combine references to black 
victimization and Christian redemption (both of these 
themes are traced in the Amistad murals).13

In the linocut Giddup!, c. 1935 (fig. 5), the victim is 
clothed and strong in the face of his white attackers. 
Woodruff delineates a cross on his chest—a sign that his 
faith would sustain his dignity. Langa asserts, “Woodruff’s 
depiction of this figure powerfully communicated his 
desire to preserve the dignity of his subject. His 
iconographic choices also implied that black men 
functioned as morally innocent scapegoats in white men’s 
violent efforts to enforce their social control.”

 

14

                                                

13 Helen Langa, “Two Antilynching Art Exhibitions: Politicized Viewpoints, 
Racial Perspectives, Gendered Constraints,” American Art vol. 13, no. 1 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press & The Smithsonian American Art 
Museum, 1999), 1-2.   

 This 
argument illustrates how lynching violence was a way for 
white Americans to maintain solidarity across divisions of 
national origin and class. The Spaniards use a similar mob 
mentality of physical violence to exert control over the 
Mende. 

14 Langa, 29.  
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Figure 5: Hale Woodruff, Giddup!, 1935. From the Selections from the Atlanta 
Period 1931-1936, printed by Robert Blackburn in 1996, linocut on chine-collé  

 
Just as in Giddup!, moral strength is visualized in the 

panel about the trial of the Mende—the victims, especially 
their leader captain Cinque, stand strong and poised in the 
face of their antagonists. Before living in New Haven, the 
Mende were characterized by the brute strength of their 
semi-nude muscular bodies, but after their conversion to 
Christianity the Mende were Westernized and their 
strength now existed within their redeemed Christian souls. 
When Woodruff depicts the revolt, he takes advantage of 
the maritime iconography of taught and coiled ropes to 
evoke contemporary concerns about lynching which were 
so often expressed through similar forms (fig. 6). And 
when depicting the return of the Mende, Woodruff is sure 
to include images of the bible as a symbol of hope and 
redemption (fig. 7). The use of Christian iconography also 
serves as a visualization of the missionary work of the 
abolitionists who would later form the American 
Missionary Association.  

Such ropes and Christian references appear, for 
instance, in By Parties Unknown, c. 1935 (fig. 8). In this 
image, a hanging victim lies dead on the steps of a run 

down church. Helen Langa argues that lynch violence 
served primarily as a “state sanctioned terrorism” that 
allowed whites to enforce control across racial and class 
divisions.15

Woodruff’s lynch victims can be seen as martyrs as 
well. Just as the Mende did, these victims remained poised 
and strong in the face of their antagonists. Despite the 
tribulations they faced as a result of the color of their skin, 
and their violent deaths, Woodruff suggests that they 
overcome these circumstances in a spiritual realm. Both of 
Woodruff’s lynch victims were depicted in a pious way: 
one with a cross on his chest, and the other on the steps of 
a church. The Mende’s redeemed Christian souls would 
return to Africa and spread the word of God to other West 
Africans. Although harsh and violent, the lynching prints 
and the murals, provide hope and optimism to 
contemporary African-Americans. Woodruff illustrates that 
with faith, good can always come to those who fight for 
their freedom.  

 By depicting the victim on the steps of a 
dilapidated African-American church, Woodruff comments 
on how lynching affected the dignity of the African-
American community as a whole.  

Woodruff’s contemporary prints at the Anti-Lynching 
exhibit and the Talladega Murals, both speak of the modern 
enslavement of African American people (some of whom 
remained quiet in the face of White terrorism and racial 
persecution). While on the surface it may seem that the 
murals were just an account of history visualized, they 
served as calls to action about contemporary events. The 
murals at Talladega served as a reminder to students that 
not all Africans passively accepted slavery and that they 
should not passively accept theirs—segregation and racial 
violence in the South. Lynching imagery would demand 
action from African-Americans to fight against their 
contemporary enslavement just as the Mende did. 

 

 
 

Figure 6: Hale Woodruff, Detail of Panel I depicting ropes, The Mutiny, 1938-
1939 

                                                
15 Ibid.  
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Figure 7: Hale Woodruff, Detail depicting the Holy Bible, The Return, 1938-
1939 

 
In addition to the scathing lynching prints completed 

before his Talladega years, Woodruff completed some 
paintings in the same style as the Amistad during his 
residency at Talladega. As seen in the prints, Woodruff’s 
use of line helps him visualize bold movement in his 
works. His figures are dynamic, poised, and Woodruff uses 
line and shading to highlight the masculine contours of the 
men’s bodies. In stark contrast however, is Woodruff’s 
Negro Boy, c. 1939 (fig.9).16

                                                
16 Also known as Little Boy.  

 The boy is weak and quiet, 
and symbolizes the African-American community in the 
South. While there is no dynamism or conflict in the 
painting, the high-key color palette, dramatic folds of the 
clothing, attention to wood details, and overall style are 
very reminiscent of the figures in the Amistad mural. The 
boy is somber and lonely, and he represents the entire 
African-American community living in the South during 
the 1930s and 40s.  

 
 

Figure 8: Hale Woodruff, By Parties Unknown, 1935. From the Selections from 
the Atlanta Period 1931-1936, printed by Robert Blackburn in 1996, linocut on 
chine-collé  

 
Woodruff used bold and vivid colors to create exciting, 
powerful images in the Amistad mural. He may have hoped 
that with this exciting mural the students would be roused 
to action. However, in the Negro Boy, Woodruff depicts 
loneliness and sadness. Woodruff exhibited the painting in 
1942 at the Exhibition of American Portrait Painting.17

                                                
17 Amaki, 32 .  

  
Perhaps Woodruff was concerned that his desire for social 
change would not be realized or that the students would not 
heed his call to action. A proper understanding of their 
ancestral legacy would ensure that the students would work 
courageously to end racial violence. By exhibiting Negro 
Boy in a nationally circulated exhibition, Woodruff 
visualized the emotional state of African-Americans. 
Woodruff provided hope and optimism to his audience in 
Talladega, for they were mostly all southern blacks. The 
exhibition that circulated the Negro Boy was operated by 
the American Federation for the Arts, a national art 
organization, which primarily drew a white audience. By 
circulating the painting nationally, Woodruff was showing  
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Figure 9: Hale Woodruff, Negro Boy, 1938 
 

white Americans the negative impact of racial violence in 
the South. By choosing a young boy as his subject, rather 
than a strong West African man, Woodruff poignantly 
illustrates his desire for social reform. He also avoids 
presenting this white audience with an image of violent 
resistance by blacks. Instead he appeals for sympathy. This 
suggests his canny tactics for addressing different 
audiences. By displaying his art to people of all races and 
social classes, Woodruff showed Americans that in order to 
achieve reform, strength and a drive for change was needed 
from all Americans, black and white alike. 

Future murals such as, The Art of the Negro c. 1950 
for Atlanta University’s Trevor Arnett Library explored 
themes similar to those in the Amistad series although in a 
more direct way. Wardlaw contends that The Art of the 
Negro mural was conceived between two periods in which 
African-Americans looked to Africa as a source for their 
heritage: the New Negro Movement, started by Alain 
Locke in the 1920s, and the politically and culturally 
charged Civil Rights Movement that emerged in the 1950s. 
Both of these movements would attempt to stir black 
consciousness and it was Woodruff’s goal in his artwork to 
do the same.  In 1970 Woodruff claimed, “I’d hoped the 
work would be an inspiration to all the students who 

entered the AU (Atlanta University) library. I’d hoped 
they’d look up and wonder about what they saw.”18

In conclusion, Woodruff’s Amistad murals and other 
artworks remain a testament to the skill of a great artist. He 
served as an inspiration as he perfected the use of art as an 
impetus for social reform. While he is not alive to see it 
toady, it can be said that the in light of the most recent 
presidential election, much of Woodruff’s dream for 
freedom was realized.  
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