
 

 

 

 Kerry James Marshall: Along the Way 
 
 
Notes to the Exhibition 
 
Along the Way is the first solo exhibition in the UK by American artist Kerry James 
Marshall. The show focuses on Marshall’s paintings, collages, prints, drawings and 
sculptures from the late 1970s to the present. These works combine African-American 
history and popular culture with influences from Western art history. 
 
At an early age, Marshall was struck by the absence of black representation in museum 
collections. Influenced by the artist and teacher Charles White, he decided to reduce his 
figures to “their essential presence as black”, in order to secure a more prominent position 
for black artists within the discourse of art history. The resulting images fuse painterly and 
conceptual approaches to image making. Classical forms and techniques are combined 
with contemporary themes to create what has been described as “a meditation on black 
aesthetics”. 
 
The events that started the Civil Rights Movement in America began in Birmingham, 
Alabama, the birthplace of Kerry James Marshall. In the mid sixties Marshall was in 
California experiencing the Watts Riots, a significant moment in the history of the United 
States which resonated around the world. Marshall’s Junior High School was only a few 
blocks from the headquarters of the Black Panthers and it was against this backdrop that 
Marshall began to shape his worldview. Seeing the struggle of black people to gain 
recognition and to affect some change Marshall began producing work that reflected their 
social and political reality. 
 
 
John Piper Gallery 
 
Presented here is Marshall’s Vignette series. Vignette (2003) examines the Afrocentric, 
and in Marshall’s view, sentimental idea that Africans’ original state of harmony with nature 
will be restored when oppression is removed. This painting prefigures the more recent 
works in the series, on the theme of love and pleasure inspired by the art of the eighteenth 

century Rococo period. Marshall describes Vignette II-VI as being “.. less like art and more 
like some other kind of picture” - elegantly painted in a deliberately pared down style the 
black subjects, incorporated into the historical painting genre, reflect Marshall’s interest in 
the desire for a romanticised past and the reality of the future. 
 
Stylised portrayals of black beauty are explored in a series of collage paintings from the 
early 1990s, including Black Goddess of the Silver Screen (1992), a portrait of the 1950s 
screen idol Dorothy Dandridge amongst covers of modern romance novels that flaunt 
stereotypical images of white female beauty. So This Is What You Want (1992) extends 
and explores the inner and outer notion of black beauty. In Could This be Love (1992), 
Marshall depicts an interior littered with symbols and meticulously detailed objects which 
draw the viewer into a clandestine world in which the naked lovers confront our gaze. 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 

Middle Gallery 1 
 
Since the late 1970’s Marshall has worked with collages and printmaking techniques which 
he has incorporated into the structure of later paintings. At The End of the Wee Hours 
(1985-86), a series of collages using cubist techniques was inspired by a refrain from Aimé 
Césaire’s epic poem A Notebook of a Return to my Native Land (1939). Marshall was 
drawn to Césaire’s blend of politics and poetry.  
 
Marshall’s ongoing Rhythm Mastr series, begun in 1999, takes the form of a comic strip in 
which all the superheroes are black. Set in inner city American society, it tells the epic tale 
of the struggle between tradition and modernity. This series is part of an ongoing project 
called Dailies, in which the prints will be eventually produced as a graphic novel. 
 
Middle Gallery 2 
 
In the small gallery to the left are some of Marshall’s early works in which the issues of 
racial representation and invisibility, which began in the collages and monoprints, led to 
the figurative painting Two Invisible Men Naked (1985), inspired by the 1952 literary novel 
Invisible Man by Ralph Ellison. 
 
Upper Gallery  
 
A range of work in series dating from the mid-1990’s are presented in this gallery. 
The Mementos series commemorates the legacy of political and cultural figures from the 
American Civil Rights Movement of the 1960’s. The act of commemorating through 
souvenirs, in particular memorabilia associated with the icons of the Civil Rights 
Movement, is celebrated in a suite of paintings which include Souvenir II (1997) and We 
Mourn Our Loss (1997). Portraits of political and cultural figures of the era, including John 
F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King and Robert Kennedy, are shown within African-American 
homes whose décor is typical of the 1960s and 70s.  
 
Included in this series is the sculptural installation Untitled (1998) of oversized, embossed 
stamps that recreate the slogans of the Civil Rights Movement – Black Power, We Shall 
Overcome, By Any Means Necessary – which are reproduced in the accompanying series 
of five relief prints. Like Souvenir II and We Mourn Our Loss, the installation memorialises 
a momentous period in African-American history.  
 
Marshall adopts the composition of traditional landscape painting in Campfire Girls (1995) 
from his American Dream series, while the Scout paintings use the genre of portraiture. 
These paintings present a utopian vision of the social mobility of the black middle-classes 
explored through the theme of leisure. C.H.I.A. (1994), from the Garden Project series, 
portrays the realities of everyday urban living, in a comment on the 1960s American 
experiment in modern social housing. 
 
The Lost Boys series (1993-1995) is a modern take on J.M. Barrie’s novel Peter Pan. It 
includes a group of iconic portraits of youths and a monumental painting of the same name 
that deals with the themes of loss of innocence, youth and death. In the large-scale 
painting collage, drawing, abstract and figurative motifs come together in a composition 
inspired by classical Renaissance painting. 
  


