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 Catlett was born in Washington DC, the granddaughter of slaves and born into a single 
parent family after her father’s death just months before she was born. In 1931 Catlett 
attended Howard University where she was able to study a variety of studio arts. After Howard, 
Catlett went on to attend the University of Iowa where she was heavily influenced by Grant 
Wood; a landscape and figure painter, and became the first student to earn an M.F.A. in 
sculpture. In 1942 Catlett and Charles White, her soon to be first husband, moved to New York 
where they both worked on there at until 1946. In 1946 Catlett was able to travel to Mexico 
City with a fellowship where she began working on her printmaking, a series showing the 
conditions under which African Americans work.  
 Common themes that show up in Catlett’s sculptures are the mother and child trope, 
maternal love, black maternity, and womanhood. Along with these themes, Catlett enjoys 
storytelling, African American and Mexican styles, and her work has also covered politics by 
using African American revolutionary figures in her activist works in the late 1940s. The 
sculptures Catlett produces don’t just bring up the previously mentioned themes, but also bring 
up religious themes as well. Many of her sculptures are a mother with child and allude to Mary 
and Christ. Catlett’s printmaking works are where her activism comes out. Opposed to the 
maternal feeling of her sculptures, Catlett’s prints are about protest, justice, resistance, and 
solidarity. Catlett’s work focuses on the history and daily struggles of African Americans relating 
to the previously mentioned themes, but she also used her work to explore identity, not just 
her own as an African American woman, but the identity of African American and Mexican 
culture as a whole.  
 Catlett often uses bronze, mahogany, and other various woods as a medium for her 
sculptures, her work can be either abstract or figurative but she is known for the modernism 
and social realism she puts into her pieces. Her sculptures look soft and tender, even though 
they are made with a hard material, and she often creates sculptures that resemble previous 
ones. In Catlett’s printmaking she uses linocuts to find textural and tonal qualities that can 
transform her political message into a work of art easily understood by the public.   
 Along with being the first student to graduate with a sculpture M.F.A., Catlett became 
the first woman sculpture professor in 1959 at Mexico’s National Autonomous University where 
she taught until 1975. In 1961 Catlett delivered the keynote address at the Third Annual 
Meeting of the National Conference of Negro Artists in Washington, and in 1971 had a solo 
exhibition in a studio museum in Harlem. The event in Harlem was after the time when Catlett 
applied for Mexican citizenship; she had been living in both the U.S. and Mexico up until this 
time, and had to obtain a U.S. visa to attend her show because the U.S. had denied her entry as 
a Mexican citizen.  
 An example of Catlett’s printmaking work that demonstrated her typical style with 
political themes as well as her exploration with color is Sharecropper (1), a well-known work of 
hers. For sculpture, Catlett was known for creating female figures that represented maternal 
love and womanhood, an example of a representational piece is titled Oh Freedom! (2), and an 
example of a more abstracted piece would be Mother and Child #2 (3). 
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