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Henry Ossawa Tanner is a significant figure in the American art scene, known for his contributions
as a painter and his unique perspectives as an African American artist in the late 19th and early 20th
centuries. Tanner's works often reflect themes of spirituality, humanity, and the African American
experience, making him a pivotal figure in both American art history and the narrative of African
American biographies and autobiographies.

Early Life and Education

Born on June 21, 1859, in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, Henry Ossawa Tanner was the son of a former
slave who became a minister, and a mother of mixed African and European descent. His upbringing
in a religious household played a crucial role in shaping his artistic vision. Tanner showed an early
talent for drawing and painting, which led him to pursue formal art education.

In 1879, Tanner enrolled at the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts in Philadelphia. Here, he
faced the challenges of being an African American artist in a predominantly white institution.
Despite these challenges, Tanner was determined to hone his craft, studying under prominent artists
such as Thomas Eakins, who profoundly influenced his approach to realism and the human figure.

Artistic Development

Tanner's early works were characterized by realistic portrayals of African American life, often
depicting scenes of everyday life and the struggles faced by his community. However, his style
evolved as he traveled and experienced different cultures, particularly during his time in Paris,
where he moved in 1891.

Influence of Europe

In Paris, Tanner encountered a vibrant art scene that inspired him to explore new techniques and
themes. He was influenced by the works of the French Impressionists and Symbolists, which led to a
softer palette and a greater focus on light and atmosphere in his paintings. This period marked a
significant turning point in his career, as he began to gain recognition for his unique style.

Some of Tanner's most notable works from this period include:

"The Banjo Lesson" (1893)

"The Thankful Poor" (1894)



"The Resurrection of Lazarus" (1896)

These pieces showcase his ability to blend narrative with emotional depth, illuminating the dignity
and humanity of his subjects.

Thematic Exploration

Tanner's art often explored themes of spirituality and faith, reflecting his own beliefs and
experiences. His depiction of biblical scenes resonated with both religious and secular audiences,
bridging gaps between cultures and communities. His works often included:

Spirituality: Tanner's religious upbringing influenced his focus on spiritual subjects, often1.
depicting scenes from the Bible with an emphasis on light and atmosphere.

Humanity: Many of his paintings celebrated the everyday lives of African Americans,2.
portraying their struggles and triumphs with dignity.

Cultural Identity: Tanner's works often reflected his own experiences as an African American3.
artist, exploring themes of race and identity in a broader context.

Legacy and Impact

Henry Ossawa Tanner's contributions to American art extend beyond his paintings. He broke
barriers for African American artists and served as a role model for future generations. His success
in Europe and the United States emphasized the potential for African American artists to achieve
recognition and respect in a predominantly white art world.

Recognition and Awards

Tanner’s achievements were recognized through numerous awards and honors, including being the
first African American artist to gain international acclaim. Among his accolades are:

The 1898 Gold Medal from the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts

The 1900 Gold Medal from the Paris Exposition Universelle

Membership in the National Academy of Design in 1927



These recognitions not only celebrated Tanner's artistic skill but also served to challenge the
prevailing notions of race and art.

Biographies and Autobiographies

The life and work of Henry Ossawa Tanner have been documented in various biographies and
autobiographies, which provide insight into his experiences as an African American artist. These
texts highlight his struggles, his triumphs, and the historical context in which he created his art.

Notable Biographies

Several biographies delve into Tanner's life:

"Henry Ossawa Tanner: American Artist" by David C. Driskell - This book provides a
comprehensive overview of Tanner's life and artistic journey, examining the social and cultural
influences that shaped his work.

"Henry Ossawa Tanner: A Life" by Richard J. Powell - This biography explores Tanner's artistic
development and the impact of his work on American art.

"The Life and Art of Henry Ossawa Tanner" by Sarah J. Moore - This text focuses on Tanner’s
significant contributions to art and his role as a pioneer for African American artists.

Autobiographical Elements

While Tanner did not pen a formal autobiography, his letters and correspondence provide glimpses
into his thoughts and experiences. These writings often reveal his struggles with identity, race, and
his place within the art world. They also reflect his commitment to his craft and his desire to convey
the beauty of the human experience through his art.

Conclusion

Henry Ossawa Tanner's legacy as an American artist is profound and enduring. His ability to
transcend cultural barriers through his art has left an indelible mark on the landscape of American
art history. As a pioneer for African American artists, Tanner's journey serves as a testament to the
power of creativity and resilience in the face of adversity.

His contributions continue to resonate today, as contemporary artists draw inspiration from his work
and experiences. The biographies and autobiographies documenting Tanner's life offer valuable
insights into the challenges and triumphs of an artist who dared to envision a more inclusive future



for the art world. As we reflect on Tanner's life and legacy, it is clear that he not only changed the
perception of African American art but also enriched the broader narrative of American culture and
history.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Henry Ossawa Tanner and why is he significant in
American art history?
Henry Ossawa Tanner was an African American painter born in 1859, known for his realistic and
emotional depictions of biblical scenes and African American life. He is significant for being one of
the first African American artists to gain international recognition, breaking racial barriers in the art
world.

What themes are prevalent in Henry Ossawa Tanner's
artwork?
Tanner's artwork often explores themes of spirituality, race, and identity. His paintings frequently
depict biblical narratives with a focus on light and color, reflecting both his technical skill and his
deep religious faith.

How did Tanner's background influence his artistic career?
Tanner was born to a prominent African American family, which provided him with a supportive
environment for his education and artistic pursuits. His experiences with racism and his travels to
Europe also shaped his perspective and artistic style, allowing him to blend American themes with
European techniques.

What are some notable works by Henry Ossawa Tanner?
Some of Tanner's most notable works include 'The Banjo Lesson,' 'The Resurrection of Lazarus,' and
'The Good Shepherd.' These pieces are celebrated for their emotional depth and innovative use of
light.

How has Henry Ossawa Tanner's legacy influenced
contemporary African American artists?
Tanner's legacy has inspired contemporary African American artists by demonstrating that it is
possible to achieve success in the art world despite societal challenges. His work paved the way for
future generations to explore and express their identities and experiences through art.
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