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Amy Sherald Born in 1973 in 
Columbus, GA, and now based 
in Baltimore MD, Amy Sherald 

documents contemporary African-
American experience in the United States 
through arresting, otherworldly portraits. 
Sherald subverts the medium of portraiture 
to tease out unexpected narratives, inviting 
viewers to engage in a more complex 
debate about accepted notions of race 
and representation, and to situate black 
heritage centrally in the story of American 
art. 

Among her influences, Sherald has cited 
photographs that W.E.B. Du Bois compiled 
to be displayed at the Paris Exposition in 
1900, depicting African-American men, 
women, and children in ways that countered 
discriminatory representations of the day.

In particular, Sherald is drawn to the 
way in which African-American family 
photographs served as intimate, personal 
portraits, during a time when only white 
individuals or groups were being iconized 
in paintings. While her subjects are always 
African-American, Sherald renders their 
skin-tone exclusively in grisaille – an absence 
of color that directly challenges perceptions 
of black identity.’ Sherald offsets this 
against a vibrant palette: eye-popping 
clothes and ephemera float in tension 
against abstracted backgrounds. The depth 

created by the pastel backgrounds are not 
confined to any specific time or space, 
but seem to exist beyond the facts of 
recorded history and national borders. 
. But the persistent sense of privacy 
and mystery maintained in Sherald’s 
work requires viewers to ponder the 
thoughts and dreams of the black 
men and women she has depicted. 
Sherald was the first woman and first 
African-American ever to receive first 
prize in the 2016 Outwin Boochever 
Portrait Competition from the National 
Portrait Gallery in Washington D.C.; in 
February 2018, the museum unveiled her 
portrait of former First Lady Michelle 
Obama. Sherald has also 
received the 2018 David 
C. Driskell Prize from 
the High Museum 
of Art in Atlanta 
GA. Alongside her 
painterly practice, 
Sherald has worked 
for almost two 
decades along-side 
socially committed 
creative initiatives, 
including teaching 
art in prisons and 
art projects with 
teenagers.

Amy Sherald
First black woman to paint an official 

First Lady portrait
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As a child I was very quiet. I always drew, 
or I was painting or looking at paintings 
in encyclopedias. I kept myself busy with 
pencil and paper all the time. Art is the 
thing that I knew I had to do with my life. 
The first time I went to a museum on a 
school field trip, I saw a painting of a black 
person. I remember standing there with 
my mouth open and just looking at it. I 
knew in that moment that I could do what 
I wanted to do.

I was diagnosed with congestive heart 
failure coming out of graduate school 
at 30 years old. They really didn’t know 
where it came from. I was running an eight-
minute mile and had no idea that my heart 
was failing. Ten years later I received my 
transplant at 39. The decision that I made 
during those ten years was to focus solely 
on my art. People who don’t quit eventually 
rise to the top.

In March 2016, I found out that I won 
the National Portrait Gallery Competition. 
I remember giggling to myself because I 
complained about having to spend $50 on 
the application fee. I had to borrow money 
to get a dress from Rent the Runway and 
to get to D.C. It was one of those moments 
where you’re at the precipice and you’re 
about to fall over, and then all of a sudden 
something happens. It got my work seen.I 
paint everyday people and want the images 
to be recognized as universal. For black 
viewers, it’s a place of rest and a place to 
receive love, to walk into a space like a 
museum and see an image of a person that 
looks like you looking back at you. People 
take for granted that not seeing yourself 
can lead you to not loving yourself.

I found out that Michelle Obama 
chose me to paint her official portrait in 
September 2016. I tend to be like really 
stoic in times where everyone else is like, 
oh my god. I was like, alright, this is cool. I 
can do this. And then I had to forget about 
it, because it’s just a lot to carry around, 
having to make this painting basically for the 
world. I had moments when I was driving 
in my car and I would let myself feel it 
and cry a little bit. I joke around and I say 
I didn’t survive a heart transplant not to 
do this. Working with Michelle Obama was 
really fun. There are people who don’t 
normally go to museums that are interested 

Amy Sherald , First Lady Michelle Obama, Oil on linen painting is hanging in the National Portrait  
Gallery in Washignton, D.C. 

in art now. They are seeing themselves in 
different ways. That’s the most important 
part and focus for myself. Parker Curry, 
the little girl who went viral looking at the 
painting, thinks Michelle is a queen and that 
the National Portrait Gallery is her castle. 
She has a real, live person to look up to, 
versus a cartoon character.  

While the dress was originally designed 

National Museum of African American
History and Culture Is reopening

While it won’t yet have an exhibition 
on recent protests against racism and 
police violence, its founding director 
acknowledges that it 
is reopening against 
the backdrop of “a 
changed America. 
The National Museum 
of African American 
History and Culture in 
Washington will reopen 
to the public on Friday — one of four 
Smithsonian Institution museums that are 
involved in the latest phase of reopening, 
the Smithsonian announced on Monday 
For the museum, which is dedicated to 
telling the African-American story for all 
Americans, the reopening comes just a few 
months after new developments began to 
unfold in the nation’s history. 

The museum was closed in March amid 
by the pandemic, and since then the nation 
has erupted in social justice protests 
addressing racism and police violence after 
George Floyd was killed in police custody 
in May. The protests will give the museum 

a new chapter in its narrative.
He said that cultural institutions have a 

greater role to play in the current historical 
moment, helping 
people find beauty 
and understanding. 
“But what they 
have really got to 
do is help people 
find hope, which 
is what the African 

American Museum does, because the 
story it tells is the notion that America 
can be made better,” Mr. Bunch said in 
an interview.

To eventually be able to tell the story of 
the last several months, the Smithsonian’s 
curators have begun collecting the art, 
signs, photographs and other artifacts that 
multiplied during the protests, including 
items from protesters at Lafayette Square 
near the White House.

Those objects will not be not ready for 
display when the museum reopens, but it 
is offering some online initiatives that deal 
with recent events, including an online 

project, “Voices of Resistance and Hope,” 
that encourages people to share their 
responses to the rising of the Black Lives 
Matter movement and their experiences 
coping with the coronavirus pandemic.

All  four museums — the others are the 
Smithsonian American Art Museum, the 
National Portrait Gallery and the Renwick 
Gallery of the American Art Museum — 
will be reopening with health and safety 
measures, including reduced days or hours 
of operation, mandatory face coverings for 
visitors over 6 years old and timed-entry 
ticketing. The African American Museum 
said it would initially limit the number of 
passes to 250 a day but that the number 
would increase to 1,100 a day in the third 
week of reopening.There will be one-way 
paths and directional guidance for social 
distancing in the museums, as well as hand-
sanitizing stations. Museum cafes and retail 
shops will not be open.

Like other museums across the country, 
the Smithsonian outposts, including the 
National Zoo, closed to the public as the 
pandemic struck. They are now reopening 
in phases. The National Zoo and a part of 
the National Air and Space Museum opened 
in July, and the sculpture garden at the 
Hirshhorn opened in August. 

News

Lonnie Bunch, founding director of the Smithsonian

By Graham Bowley

“It is definitely a  
changed America,”

    Lonnie G. Bunch III, 

by Smith with modern art, such as Pop 
and Op art, in mind, Sherald recognized 
its visual affinities with the quilts of 
Gee’s Bend, Alabama. The quilts of Gee’s 
Bend, a remote black community of the 
descendants of former slaves, are bold 
and improvisational, and reference the 
independence and resourcefulness of the 
African American experience.


