
Artist Profile – David Hammons  
 
b. 1943 Springfield, IL; lives and works in New York City and Yonkers, NY  
 
 Hammons was born the youngest of ten children, to a single parent home that was 
visited by his father only twice a year. Hammons was exposed to African culture at a young age, 
not by his mother, but by his foster-grandfather who decorated his yard and home with 
everyday Kongo and Angolan spiritual objects. He had been kicked out of liberal arts schools 
before making his way to Los Angeles City College to study commercial arts, after just a year he 
left to attend Los Angeles Trade Technical College where he also stayed for only a year. In 1966 
Hammons attended the Chouinard Art Institute until 1968 and started taking weekend classes 
at Otis Art Institute in 1968. After seeing Melvin Edwards art in 1970, Hammon’s goal was to 
create assemblage pieces that evoked blackness with the use of symbols.  

Hammons went on to assemble pieces using materials that alluded to black culture, 
specifically the local economies and sites where things were produced. Hammons goal was to 
prove that it is impossible to see found objects without conditions shaped by race, class, and 
gender. He often explores the idea of African Americans and commodities; a relationship exists 
between the two because there is a history of African Americans being commodities in 
America. Hammons also uses black pop culture icons, bringing up the dialog of the role of black 
laborers and consumers in the production of value. One example of the types of materials 
Hammons used is a spade, this is because many African Americans, Hammons included, were 
called “spades”. Common themes in Hammons works include the Black Panther movement, the 
Civil Rights movement, and African American culture.  

In 1974 Hammons made a distinct change in his art; from figurative to abstract. He 
began making pieces that he knew would not sell, he wanted to make people discuss why 
someone would create art like that. It still took almost twenty years after this shift in style for 
Hammons to become well-known in the art world. In the 70s and the 80s, Hammons was 
sleeping on couches and living without credit cards or sufficient funds to create his works or 
take care of himself. In 1991 Hammons began showing work internationally, and by 1993 he 
had turned down the Whitney Biennial at least four times.  

Hammons has works in the permanent collection at the MOMA and the Whitney as well 
as at other museums in the U.S. and in Europe. A notable award that Hammons received was 
the MacArthur Fellowship (Genius Grant) in 1991. Some examples of Hammons works include 
Spade (1); demonstrating his use of the symbol to bring up issues of racism, Untitled (Night 
Train) (2); showing his use of found materials, and Hair is for Pulling (3); an example of a work 
where Hammons used real hair during his time of creating art that he knew would not sell.  
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