
Artist Profile – Faith Ringgold  
 
b. 1930 New York City; lives and works in Englewood, NJ 
 
 Ringgold was raised in Harlem by a single mother after her parents divorced when she 
was near age three, but still saw her father once in a while on holidays. When Ringgold was ten 
her family moved out of Central Harlem, signifying the end of the depression and the start of 
World War II. In 1950 Ringgold started classes at City College in New York where she wanted to 
select art as her major but was unable to do so because women were not allowed to declare a 
major in the School of Liberal Arts. To get around this, Ringgold registered in the School of 
Education, majoring in art and minoring in education. In 1955 Ringgold received her B.A. from 
City College and later went on to receive her honorary doctorate in fine art. Ringgold taught at 
the New York City Public school until 1973 when she quit to devote herself to her art full-time.  
 Ringgold creates paintings, mixed media sculptures, performance pieces, and narrative 
quilts, taking inspiration from writings of James Baldwin and Amiri Baraka, African Art, 
Impressionism, and Cubism. In her early works she used flat figures and shapes that discussed 
the underlying racism in everyday activities, the political pieces reflected her experience 
growing up but did not attract attention from galleries or collectors. Other topics and themes 
Ringgold addressed in her later works were feminism and women’s roles, the black aesthetic, 
African American histories, and identity.  
 Ringgold’s quilts began when she switched from painting to fabric to get away from the 
association of painting with Western/European traditions. After visiting a museum in 
Amsterdam, Ringgold was inspired by the framed cloth on display and decided to start creating 
paintings with fabric borders. The Slave Rape Series was the first series where Ringgold 
employed this new technique, she imagined what it would have been like to be captured and 
sold into slavery and used this as her main subject. Ringgold brought her mother in on the 
project since she was a seamstress during the 1950s and this collaboration eventually lead to 
the well-known quilt works.  
 The quilts include Ringgold’s stories that she had put into an autobiography but no one 
would publish. Along with her own personal narratives, Ringgold also addresses more universal 
issues and topics like the black female stereotype, the male gaze, African American women who 
want to change the world, and historical fantasy and childlike imagination. Shortly after the 
start of her quilt work, Ringgold began experimenting with sculpture. She created soft 
sculptures and costumed masks that documented local and national events, the masks were 
also able to be worn, tying them to African rituals. In Ringgold’s performance pieces, she 
focuses on a lot of similar topics; racism, autobiography, and the African American experience. 
These pieces often included storytelling, singing, and dancing.  
 Examples of Ringgold’s work includes The American People Series #1: Between Friends 
(1); an early painting, Nigerian Face Mask Brocade #2 (2), and Maya’s Quilt of Life (3).  
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