
Artist Profile – Hale Woodruff 
 
b. 1900 Cairo, IL; d. 1980 New York City  
 
 Woodruff began his art education at the John Herron Art Institute in Indianapolis in 
1920, but moved to Chicago and enrolled at the Art Institute shortly after to search for 
employment as he need financial assistance. After a short time in Chicago, Woodruff decided to 
move back to Indianapolis and pursue painting on his own while working at the local YMCA. In 
1927, Woodruff won the Harmon Foundation award that took him to Paris for four years to 
study at their museums, it was here that he began seeing the French avant-garde and collecting 
African art.  

While working in Indianapolis, Woodruff was approached by the president of Atlanta 
University to establish an art curriculum at the University Center, allowing him to teach as well 
as pursue his own art. In 1942, Woodruff initiated the Atlanta University Art Annuals, an exhibit 
and competition that were a key venue for black artists and continued on until 1970. Finally, in 
1946, he joined faculty at New York University and stayed in New York until his death in 1980.  
 Woodruff was a painter who was well-known for his murals at Talladega College. After 
studying under Diego Rivera and learning his fresco technique, Woodruff began travelling to 
Talladega College in Alabama to create a series of murals depicting events related to the Mende 
slave revolt on the Spanish Amistad ship. He also completed murals for the Golden State 
Mutual Life Insurance Company in Los Angeles called The Negro in California History. The 
subject matter in these murals showed themes of freedom, education, race, slavery, and 
empowerment, the last being what drew attention to them and to Woodruff.  
 Woodruff’s personal work in the early years was mainly landscape and incorporated 
styles of Post-Impressionism and Cubism. He was influenced by European artists after his trip to 
Paris and continued to draw inspiration from them throughout his career, although his subject 
matter changed to depicting the African American experience. Right after his return from Paris, 
Woodruff began going back to Impressionist influences while still being inspired by Cubist 
abstraction. His works after his return to the U.S. branched out from landscape and began 
including portraiture, with his technique of layering colors and textures to resist complete 
abstraction. Along with his paintings, Woodruff also produced prints that depicted black 
subjects, houses, and animals; life in the South.  
 Examples of Woodruff’s works include Sunday Promenade (1); a linocut print, Two 
Figures in a Mexican Landscape (2); a personal painting he produced while studying with Rivera 
in Mexico, and Mutiny (3); a panel from the murals at Talladega College.  
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