Slide Four: Aaron Douglas
1. Of Douglas’s rhythmic images, the artist said “I tried to paint the sounds from hymns, change,
lullabies, and work songs.” In this study, what sounds do students imagine? How did Douglas evoke
them? Ask students to compare these sounds with those that Archibald J. Motley, Jr.’s Nightlife
evokes.
2. Harlem Renaissance spokesperson Alain Locke declared that “nothing is more galvanizing to a
people than a sense of their cultural past.” Have students investigate their own cultural past and the
struggles, triumphs, and traditions that have impacted their lives today. Have students design studies
for a mural on some aspect of their heritage.
3. Douglas is said to be the first African American artist that consciously used African imagery, culture,
and history as inspiration for his work. Using the Art Institute collection of African art and related
teaching manuals, explore with students this rich influence and it’s evidence in Douglas’s art.
4. Douglas was one of many artists who completed murals under WPA sponsorship. Have the students
investigate WPA murals in their community—in schools, post offices, or other buildings that serve
the public. How do these murals compare with Study for Aspects of Negro Life: The Negro in an
African Setting in subject matter and style? What relevance did/do they have to the community?
5. Read the Langston Hughes poem below and discuss it in relation to Douglas’s study. How do the
words and composition create the same image and rhythm as the painting?
African Dance
The low beating of the tom-toms,
The slow beating of the tom-toms,
Low…slow
Slow…low –
Stirs your blood.
Dance!
A night-veiled girl
Whirls softly into a
Circle of light.
Whirls softly…slowly,
Like a wisp of smoke around the fire –
And the tom-toms beat,
And the tom-toms beat,
And the low beating of the tom-toms
Stirs your blood.

