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African American artist Elijah Pierce (1892–1984) carved 
wood sculptures and reliefs that showed his love of 
nature, demonstrated his devout faith, and captured 
important events and figures in American history. Elijah 
Pierce’s America at the Barnes Foundation is the first 
major exhibition of his work held in Philadelphia in 
more than 25 years.

Pierce grew up on a farm in the southern US. Though 
he had good memories of his childhood, Pierce’s father 
was born enslaved and sold away from his mother at a 
young age. As a boy, Pierce carved tree trunks, and his 
interest in woodcarving continued into adulthood. His 
artwork sometimes showed his fondness for growing 
up in the South; at other times, it referenced his 
father’s difficult past. 
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Elijah Pierce. The Statue of Liberty, 1973. Columbus Museum 
of Art, Ohio. Museum Purchase, 1985.003.087

While working as a barber and preacher, Pierce shared 
his ideas about politics, religion, and current events 
through his carvings, which often included messages of 
triumph over wrongdoing. Pierce said of his own work, 
“My carvings look nice, but if they don’t have a story 
behind them, what’s the use of them? Every piece of 
work I carve is a message, a sermon.” Pierce depicted 
important African American figures, such as in Martin 
Luther King, Jr., and Harriet Tubman, and often used 
meaningful symbols, such as the Statue of Liberty.

Elijah Pierce. Love (Martin Luther King, Jr.), c. 1968.  
The Collection of Jill and Sheldon Bonovitz.  
Promised gift to the Philadelphia Museum of Art
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Harriet tubman

This wood relief carving depicts Harriet Tubman, a famous 
abolitionist and political activist. Born into slavery in 
Maryland, she escaped to Philadelphia and then made 
multiple journeys back home to free other enslaved 
people, using a network of secret routes and safe houses 
called the Underground Railroad. Later, Tubman also 
championed for the rights of all women to vote during the 
Women’s Rights Movement.

Elijah Pierce. Spreading the Light, 1933.  
The Collection of Jill and Sheldon Bonovitz

Observation Questions

Let’s take a closer look at Elijah Pierce’s artwork using 
these questions. 

1. What textures do you notice in this carving?

2. What shades of green do you see?

3. How is Pierce using the figure’s pose to communicate?

4. Why do you think the artist named this carving 
Spreading the Light?

5. Why do you think Pierce was inspired by Harriet 
Tubman?

Vocabulary

Relief Carving: A type of wood carving in which figures or 
objects are carved from a flat panel of wood in such a way 
that an object appears to rise out of the wood.

Abolitionist: A person who wants to stop or abolish slavery.

Activity                 Grades 5–8
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Activity                 Grades 5–8

Activity Ideas

• Write about a person you know or historic figure 
that inspires you.

• Draw a portrait of your person or historic figure.

• Create a relief drawing of your person using a 
technique with Styrofoam sheets, pencil, and 
markers (see instructions).

Supplies

• Drawing paper

• Styrofoam sheets

• Pencils

• Markers

Instructions

Step 1. Practice drawing your person or figure 
before drawing on the Styrofoam sheet.

Step 2. Use your pencil to draw on the Styrofoam. 
Make sure to press down to make a mark—you will 
begin to see the relief in your drawing. Tip: Make 
sure your pencil isn’t too sharp, so it doesn’t tear 
the Styrofoam.

Step 3. After you complete your drawing, use your 
markers to color in the image.

Step 4. Have fun!

Additional support for the exhibition is provided by 
Jeanne Ruddy and Victor F. Keen, Amy A. Fox and  
Daniel H. Wheeler, Jack and Barb Hafner, Pamela and 
James Hill, John J. Medveckis, Lisa Roberts and  
David Seltzer, Frank and Kathleen M. Seidman, and other 
individuals.

The exhibition catalogue is made possible by a generous 
grant from the Jill and Sheldon Bonovitz Foundation.

Ongoing support for exhibitions comes from the Jill and 
Sheldon Bonovitz Exhibition Fund, the Horace W. 
Goldsmith Foundation, and Aileen and Brian Roberts.

In addition, support for all exhibitions comes from 
contributors to the Barnes Foundation Exhibition Fund.

Elijah Pierce’s America is sponsored by


