
Artist Profile – Thornton Dial  
 
b. 1928 Emelle, AL; d. 2016 McCalla, AL 
 
 Dial grew up on a farm in Alabama to a single mother who was an assemblage artist 
focused on the symbol of the wheel. He grew up surrounded by different aspects of African 
American tradition, notably, the décor of strip quilts. Before Dial turned thirteen he moved 
away from the rural area of Emelle and into an industrial area, Bessemer, where he began 
building things for work and for enjoyment. When Dial was living in Bessemer, he came across a 
number of sculptural art works displayed in neighbor’s yards, and paid close attention to the 
shotgun houses; houses built by companies for their workers, and so the house became a 
common symbol in his works.  

Dial worked with large-scale assemblage, sculpture, drawing, and painting, and often 
used found materials in his works. Major influences on Dial’s works were his own experiences, 
commonly the time period when he worked at the Pullman Standard Boxcar Company in the 
1950s and when he was working in Bessemer, Alabama. His later works made a shift to being 
created for display, while his earlier works were focused on national and global events, his 
personal experiences of being a black, self-taught artist, spirituality, and African American 
history. Many of Dial’s works focus on struggle, poverty, homelessness, and war as well as 
strength and power.  

Dial never learned to write and in the beginning of his art making career, he never titled 
his pieces. Slowly he began giving his works titles, they were simple at first, like Deer, but later 
they developed to have a personal or historical meaning. Once he became more established as 
an artist the longer titles and political meanings behind his pieces became clear to viewers. 
They encompassed issues like black history, slavery, racism, discrimination, urban and rural 
poverty, industrial or environmental collapse, and spiritual salvation. Dial’s style, with his 
assemblages, was full of texture, layers, and color and occasionally included a human or animal 
figure; a tiger was often used as a symbol of survival and the struggle for civil rights.  

Dial has works at the MOMA, the Whitney, the Smithsonian, and numerous other 
museums and institutes. A few examples of his works include Lady Know How to Hold the 
Jungle Cat (1); which demonstrates his use of the tiger as a symbol, Looking out Windows (2); 
an example of a piece that uses many different objects to create his assemblage piece, and The 
Beginning of Life in the Yellow Jungle (3); which shows his use of the human figure in 
assemblage, although it was more common in his paintings.   
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