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1895ς1990 

William Hawkins was born in Kentucky on July 27, 1895, as he declared in the signature on nearly all his 

ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎǎΦ IŜ ƎǊŜǿ ǳǇ ǘŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƭƛǾŜǎǘƻŎƪ ŀƴŘ ŘƻƛƴƎ ŎƘƻǊŜǎ ƻƴ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ǇǊƻǎǇŜǊƻǳǎ ŦŀǊƳΣ ŀƴŘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ 

those formative years he developed a deep love of animals. His grandfather was the son of a white 

landowner and his black housekeeper. Hawkƛƴǎ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ǘŀƭŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŜǊƎȅ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ άŎǊƻǎǎŜŘ ǳǇέ 

heritageτa mix of African American, Native American, and European American. 

At the age of 21, Hawkins moved to Columbus, Ohio where he became a jack-of-all-trades, working as a 

handyman, truck driver, and construction worker, among other things. Although his formal education 

had ended with the third grade, his curiosity and interest in experimentation stayed with him 

throughout his life. He began to draw in the 1930s, though what known art works remain are from much 

later in his career. Using house paints and other scavenged materials, Hawkins first created bold and 

vibrant renditions of animals and architecture. He constantly scanned newspapers, books, calendars, 

magazines, advertisements, and other print media for inspiration, amassing a suitcase full of clippings he 

ŎŀƭƭŜŘ Ƙƛǎ άǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ.έ This visual archive was the starting point for nearly all his paintings. 

Columbus dealers became aware of IŀǿƪƛƴǎΩǎ work in the 1980s, after one of his paintings was awarded 

two prizes at the Ohio State Fair. Soon after, he was picked up by a New York gallery, which brought his 

work to the entire country. Even with this newfound attention, Hawkins continued to prefer working 

with modest, and often found, materials. His single brush was nearly bristleless, and his suitcase 

continued to brim with scraps of printed materials.  

IŀǿƪƛƴǎΩǎ work is distinguished by its bold color and design and directly engages twentieth-century and 

contemporary artistic practices and issues. For example, his handling of paint is similar to Jackson 

tƻƭƭƻŎƪΩǎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƻŦ ŀǇǇƭȅƛƴƎ Ǉŀƛƴǘ ƻƴ ŀ ƘƻǊƛȊƻƴǘŀƭ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳŜǊŎƛŀƭ ƛƳŀƎŜǊȅ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ Ƙƛǎ 

work in dialogue with artists such as Stuart Davis, Andy Warhol, and Ed Ruscha. Hawkins, however, 

developed these techniques himself, typically for reasons unlike those of trained artists. 

Of the hundreds of artworks created during IŀǿƪƛƴǎΩǎ life, this guide explores nine works included in the 

landmark exhibition, William Hawkins: An Imaginative Geography, organized by the Figge Art Museum 

(Davenport, IA) in 2018, and curated by Susan Mitchell Crawley. IŀǿƪƛƴǎΩǎ work, with dual roots in 

everyday surroundings and popular media, has strong appeal to audiences of all ages. As a self-taught 

artist of color, his accomplishments serve as inspiration for people of all ages and ethnicities, 

demonstrating that they too can contribute their creative voices to evolving visual conversations. 

  



 

Jerusalem of the Bible #1, 1984 

Enamel on Masonite 

33 x 46 ¼ inches 

Collection of Siri von Reis 

  



Jerusalem of the Bible #1, 1984 
William IŀǿƪƛƴǎΩǎ Jerusalem of the Bible #1 takes in a sweeping view of the biblical city of Jerusalem, 

inspired by a painted panorama of a scene from Smithsonian magazine. Throughout his career, the main 

catalyst for IŀǿƪƛƴǎΩǎ art was the collection of mass media images stored in his research suitcase.  For 

this work, he reinterpreted the source, painting a scene that transcends time, yet is rooted in reality. 

Jerusalem of the Bible #1 bursts with energy and life. Fields painted in rich hues of brown and bright 

green surround warm yellow buildings crowded on the rolling hillsides. Areas of color and shape are 

stacked one on another in horizontal layers. Fields, buildings, and roads are outlined, which not only 

defines and controls the shapes but also adds vibrant patterns to the overall image. The painting 

achieves an asymmetrical balance through the visual tension found in the carefully spaced cypress trees 

in the lower right of the canvas, which is juxtaposed with the crowded buildings in the upper right of the 

canvas. 

IŀǿƪƛƴǎΩǎ practice of making his name, birthplace, and birth date part of his art is unique. In Jerusalem 

of the Bible #1, the dynamic addition of his signature at the bottom of the canvas is repeated in the bold 

red title line across the top of the image. These opposing lines cap the top and bottom of the picture, 

but it is the wood strips, nailed directly to the painting, that frame and contain the entire artwork. The 

multiplicity of shapes, directional lines and stacked images could result in visual chaos, but IŀǿƪƛƴǎΩǎ 

clever black and brown patterning of the painted frame is like the blinking lights of a Broadway sign, 

ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŜǿŜǊΩǎ ŜȅŜ ǘƻ travel around the picture but always return to the central image. 

 

 ASK students why they think 

William Hawkins included his 

birthday when he signed his 

paintings, and whether they 

have a personal signature for 

their own artwork. 

DISCUSS the value of 

source imagery and the role it 

can play in making art. 

CREATE a personal image in 

a shoebox or on a phone or 

computer. 



 

Conquest of the Moon #1, 1984 

Enamel on Masonite 

48 x 56 1/8  inches 

High Museum of Art, T. Marshall Hahn Collection, 1996.27 

  



Conquest of the Moon #1, 1984 
Certain moments in history define an era, signifying a major 

turning point toward an expanded future. One such landmark 

moment happened on July 20, 1969, when astronauts Neil 

!ǊƳǎǘǊƻƴƎ ŀƴŘ .ǳȊȊ !ƭŘǊƛƴ ǿŀƭƪŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƻƴΩǎ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜΣ 

placed the flag of the United States of America into the 

ƎǊƻǳƴŘΣ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŎƭŀǊŜŘ άƻƴŜ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǎǘŜǇ ŦƻǊ man, one giant leap 

ŦƻǊ ƳŀƴƪƛƴŘΦέ CǊƻƳ ǘƘen on, people had a different perception 

of the cosmos and our place within it.  

While some artists search for obscure subject matter to bring into the light, Hawkins celebrated the 

moments and scenes that were at the forefront of our consciousness. Partly, he wanted to highlight 

subjects he thought would help sell paintings. But it is important to note that he never lapsed into 

redundancy. Instead, Conquest of the Moon #1, exploding in a fantastic and painterly scene looks 

completely different from his second version of the same subject as well as from his inspiration. For 

both paintings, Hawkins used as his source another ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎΥ wƻōŜǊǘ aŎ/ŀƭƭΩǎ ƳǳǊŀƭΣ A Cosmic View, 

installed at the National Air and Space Museum in Washington, D. C. 

Hawkins used vivid colors that contrast with the black background, which evokes a feeling of the 

boundless void that is space. The rocket blasting off behind the astronaut creates a scene that speaks to 

ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘȅΩǎ ǳƴǿŀǾŜǊƛƴƎ ŀǿŜ ƻŦ ǎǇŀŎŜ ǘǊŀǾŜƭΦ 5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛƎƘǘ ƎǊŜŜƴǎΣ ǊŜŘǎ ŀƴŘ ȅŜƭƭƻǿǎ Hawkins 

imposed on the scene, the image is iconicτwe recognize it immediately. And we are left with a final 

puzzle: did Hawkins simply paint facial features on the blank black surface of the helmet shield? Or did 

he intend to make his astronaut African American?  And if so, why? 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

ASK students what major 

ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ 

experienced. 

DISCUSS how private 

citizens use cell phones and 

technology to record events as 

they are occurring. 

CREATE an imaginative 

moonscape that is inspired by 

other forms of art. 



 

Red Dog Running #1, 1984 

Enamel on found board 

40 x 49½ inches 

Collection of Siri von Reis 

 

 

 

 

 


