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THIS SPREAD: “DAWOUD BEY: THE BIRMINGHAM PROJECT” Sept. 8-Dec. 2 Dawoud Bey symbolically commemorates the four young girls killed in the 16th Street 
Baptist Church bombing, as well as two Birmingham boys who died that day. Bey photographed Birmingham boys and girls who are the same ages as those children 
were in 1963, as well as adults who are the ages they would be today. Bey spoke to the city council and reached out to barber shops, beauty parlors and churches in 
an effort to find subjects for the portraits. The photo shoot locations were also significant; Bethel Baptist Church was where the Rev. Fred Shuttlesworth, a civil rights 
leader, preached. Birmingham Museum of Art, on the other hand, only welcomed black patrons one day a week. “The project was also an opportunity for some of the 
subjects to reflect on that moment,” he says. A second component of the project is “9.15.63,” a two-channel video that recreates each girl’s path that day from their 
viewpoint leading up to the event, shown side-by-side with video following the path of the adult women in the photograph as they move through an average day. 
Photos by Dawoud Bey.



bBirmingham of the 1950s and early ’60s truly was black and white. 
Neighborhoods, schools, lunch counters and water fountains were segregated. 
The Lyric Theatre saw integrated audiences, but black people were relegated to 
balcony seating. And at the Birmingham Museum of Art, blacks were allowed 
through the institution’s doors once a week on Negro Day. 

That division was abolished in June 1963, when Birmingham removed seg-
regation ordinances. And in the 50 years since, BMA and other institutions 
have wrestled with questions of how to be more inclusive with regard to who 
walks through their doors and what they see once inside.

Andrews says. “We already know civil rights 
through photography,” adds Jeffreen Hayes, who 
was hired as the Andrew W. Mellon Curatorial 
Fellow for African American Art in 2012 and cu-
rated both “Etched” and the series kickoff, “Tis So 
Sweet or I Need Sugar Lawd,” a performance by 
Theaster Gates held in April. 

Prior to arriving in Birmingham, Hayes earned 
a doctorate in American Studies from the College 
of William and Mary, where she specialized in 
contemporary African-American art and visual 
culture. As she familiarized herself with the 
Birmingham Museum of Art collection, Hayes 
considered the viewpoints of artists who were 
creating work and participating during the 
civil rights movement, as well as younger artists 
whose work is a response to the events of that 
era. “Etched” draws from the museum’s and 
other collections to present work that is intend-
ed to provoke dialogue. 

“It’s not about shock value. It may appear that 
way because the work is shocking,” Hayes says. 
“There’s no easy way to deal with racism. There 
just isn’t. It’s an ugly topic, it hurts, it’s painful. 
So it’s not supposed to be a ‘Kumbaya’ moment. 
It was really thinking about the works, how the 
artist responds, and thinking about them being 
sensitive to the topic.”

At the same time, Hayes wanted to curate a 
series that would challenge traditional views of 
black art and art in general. “If you can understand 

Those concerns have taken center stage dur-
ing 2013, the 50th anniversary of the civil rights 
movement. BMA’s three-exhibit series “Art 
Speaks: 50 Years Forward” is certainly not the 
museum’s first effort toward that end. But the 
lineup, which includes performances, multimedia 
and contemporary art exhibits, is an attempt 
not only to remember, but to encourage the 
community’s advancement.

“For years we have been perceived as part of 
the power establishment in Birmingham, with 
primary private support from the wealthier white 
suburban communities. However, it is matched with 
the unflinching public support of a city that is now 
75 percent African-American and primarily con-
sidered a ‘low to middle income’ community,” 
Director Gail Andrews writes in the foreword 
to the catalog for “Etched in Collective His-
tory,” an Art Speaks exhibit that opened in Au-
gust. “How do we involve this whole spectrum 
of citizenry, creating an environment where 
individuals feel they can talk, look, share their 
stories and perhaps develop a new perspective?” 

Sparking ConverSation
The museum chose not to focus on historical 
photographs, although a few provide context in 
“Etched,” because they knew other institutions 
would present those. Instead, the series highlights 
work created in response to the movement. “Our 
goal has been: How do we have conversations,” 

the struggle of a person of color, then you can 
understand the struggle of a lot of other people,” 
she says. “I guess that’s part of why my focus 
particularly is on the black civil rights struggle 
rather than just civil rights. You can’t get to 
that place without black folks. You just can’t.” 

engaging the Community
“Etched” features a number of Alabama artists, 
including Thornton Dial, Lonnie Holley, Art Ba-
con and Chris McNair, whose daughter Denise 
was a victim of the 16th Street Baptist Church 
bombing. But the series also pulled in artists 
from far beyond the state’s borders. “You have 
to walk a fine line because there are attitudes 
that an outsider should not be speaking about 
what’s going on here,” Hayes says. 

But she argues that outside artists also intro-
duce a new perspective while reflecting local 
residents. “Question Bridge,” a multimedia ex-
hibit that includes black men asking and answer-
ing questions, includes many interviews held in 
Birmingham. Dawoud Bey’s “The Birmingham 
Project” is comprised of portraits of residents 
who are the ages of the four girls who died in 
the church bombing and two boys who died in 
related violence later that day, juxtaposed with 
adults who are the ages the children would be 
today. Shinique Smith created for “Etched” a 
site-specific piece, made of children’s objects 
donated by Birmingham residents, to honor the 
four girls and two boys.  

“Community engagement is crucial because 
there were many years that we weren’t issuing 
that invitation,” Andrews says.  

artiStiC power
Although exhibits of historical information pres-
ent a clear educational benefit, those involved 
with the Art Speaks series believe there is also 
an advantage in responding to history and social 
issues through a variety of media. “Art resonates 
with you in a way that’s different from reading 
history and studying history, or even study-
ing contemporary culture through reading or 
through the news or journalism,” says Bayeté 
Ross Smith, one of the “Question Bridge” art-
ists. “It becomes information that has an impact 
on something because it means more than just 
being data. I think that’s the power of art.”

The museum staff and the artists involved in 
each exhibit aim to harness that power to culti-
vate conversation about where Birmingham and 
humanity at large are 50 years after the civil 
rights movement.

“At the core of getting to the issues, you actu-
ally have to talk,” Hayes says. That was one of 
the aims of Theaster Gates’ April performance 
at the museum, which drew a racially and gen-
erationally diverse crowd. “In addition to mak-
ing objects that provoke conversation of thought, 
I also try to create experiences or encounters that 
get people talking to each other,” he says. “I try to 
use my artistic practice to point to the fact that 
there is still very much work to do.”

ABOVE: “QUESTION BRIDGE” Oct. 6-Dec. 29 “Question Bridge” is a transmedia art project that counters 
established notions of black masculinity in the United States. The project presents more than three hours of 
videotaped interviews with several dozen black men. Presented on multiple screens, the interviews are deftly 
edited into sections of dialogue. Men from Birmingham are included in this dialogue that encompasses issues 
of race, class, sexuality and economic status. “Question Bridge: Black Males” was created by Chris Johnson 
and Hank Willis Thomas, in collaboration with Bayeté Ross Smith and Kamal Sinclair.
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being sensitive to the topic.” 

—Jeffreen Hayes

THIS PAGE: “ETCHED IN COLLECTIVE HISTORY” 
Through Nov. 17 The exhibit presents artists who 
interrogate, depict and memorialize the civil rights 
movement. The movement inspired a number of 
artists to participate physically, in marches and sit-
ins, as well as creatively, through the act of making 
art. This exhibition acknowledges these artists, the 
generations that came after, and most importantly 
the four young girls — Addie Mae Collins, Denise 
McNair, Carole Robertson and Cynthia Wesley — who 
died in the 16th Street Baptist Church bombing. 
TOP LEFT: Ernest Withers, “I Am A Man,” 1968, 
gelatin silver print, from the collection of the 
Birmingham Museum of Art. 

BOTTOM LEFT: Wadsworth Jarrell, 
“Revolutionary,” 1972, screenprint, from  
the collection of the Birmingham Museum of Art.
Wadsworth Jarrell was involved in the 1960s 
formation of AfriCOBRA, a black art movement 
that aimed to create an aesthetic and school of 
thought. “We thought we would be remiss just 
to paint pretty pictures and just make pictures 
that only included black faces, but were still 
steeped in European aesthetics.” Work such as 
“Revolutionary” includes words — sometimes taken 
from a public figure’s speeches and incorporated 
into their portrait — to communicate beliefs.
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MORE EVENTS
Art history associate professor Jessica Dal-

low and history instructor Michele Forman will 
teach a class at the University of Alabama at Bir-
mingham, “Race and Representation,” designed 
to prompt such discussion. Dallow has taught 
the course several times before, always focus-
ing on area art exhibits. This semester’s class 
is designed thematically, rather than chrono-
logically, and will use the Art Speaks series and 
UAB photo exhibits as a way to understand the 
civil rights movement. 

“(Art is) almost like a piece of evidence, even 
if it’s not from that particular time period,” Dal-
low says. “It’s almost like a trigger. It’s a way to 
tell many of those stories.” 

“It can get people’s attention and get people 
fascinated in ways that people just don’t en-
counter a lot in a public setting,” adds Hugh 
Kaul Curator of Modern and Contemporary Art 
Ron Platt, who has worked on “The Birming-
ham Project” and “Question Bridge.” “I think 
it can often really prompt people to think about 
things in different ways.”

That approach will show up in other com-
memorative events held in Birmingham, and a 
number of events, including the city’s Empow-
erment Week, will actively facilitate dialogue. 

“People want to have the conversation. Peo-
ple are ready,” Hayes says. “You just have to give 
them the platform.”  

TOP: Jefferson Pinder, “Invisible Man,” 2005 video, part of “Etched.” CENTER: “Civil Tapestries,” 
2011, Theaster Gates, decommissioned fire hoses and wood. © Theaster Gates, Part of “Etched.”  
BOTTOM: Theaster Gates performance images, courtesy of the Smart Museum of Art. “An artist has a 
capacity to not only reflect on historical moments, but artists also have the agency to tease out parts of 
history that were maybe overlooked, or add effect, add emotion, add tremor, change the story so that not 
only is it clearer, it’s also more poignant, more compassionate,” says Theaster Gates. His performance and 
visual works reflect that theme. During his April performance, “Tis So Sweet or I Need Sugar Lawd,” the 
refrain “walk with me” connected to the idea that conversation and friendship must form in order for  
people to move forward. “The beautiful thing about art is it doesn’t always have to be a facsimile of life,” 
Gates said after the performance. “I no longer have the capacity to separate creativity from how I live 
life. They’ve aligned.”

Civil Rights CalendaR KeY    16        16th Street Baptist Church

at        Alabama Theatre

asC     Alys Stephens Center

BCt     Birmingham Children’s Theatre

BCRi   Birmingham Civil Rights Institute 

BhC      Birmingham History Center

BJCC  Birmingham Jefferson 
               Convention Complex

BMa     Birmingham Museum of Art

BPF     Birmingham Pledge Foundation

BPl     Birmingham Public Library

KiP       Kelly Ingram Park

lP        Linn Park

RR       Railroad Park

RF       Regions Field
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MORE EVENTS
Although the Birmingham Museum of 
Art series “Art Speaks” is a significant 
part of the city’s commemoration of 
the 50th anniversary of the civil rights 
movement, many other events will also 
share stories of and reflections on the 
era. Find additional details and more 
events as they are announced  
at 50yearsforward.com.

SepT. 1  
third avenue north International Street Fair: 
Look How Far We’ve Come

SepT. 1 -7 
Fourth avenue north The Taste of 4th Avenue 
and The Spike Lee Civil Rights Film Festival

SepT. 1 -30 
BPF A Continuing Conversation: Project Citizen
BPF Birmingham Pledge Teen Summit
BPF Lifetime Achievement Awards
BPF National Birmingham Pledge Week 
BhC “1963: The Year Everything Changed” 
(see  page 12 for more information) 
BPl “Unseen ... Unforgotten: Civil Rights Photos 
from the Birmingham News” (see  page 12 for 
more information)

SepT. 1 -NOV. 17 
BMa “Etched in Collective History”

SepT. 1 -NOV. 30 
BCRi “Marching On: The Children’s Crusade @ 
50.” Museum admission charged.

SepT. 3  
BMa noon-12:30 p.m. Artbreak: 
Ernest Withers’ “I am a Man” 
16 5-7 p.m. Book Launch: “Last Chance 
for Justice” by T.K. Thorne

SepT. 3-DeC. 3  
BCRi “Remembering Four Little Girls: 
A Gallery of Creative Expressions” High-School 
Art Exhibit Museum admission

SepT. 5  
UaB 6 p.m. “Order in the Midst of Near Chaos:” 
Tim Pennycuff on the integration  
of the Birmingham medical center 
BMa 7 p.m. Film: “Booker’s Place: 
A Mississippi Story” 

SepT. 8-DeC. 2  
BMa “Dawoud Bey: The Birmingham Project”

SepT. 11  
KP A Day of Service: With food and 
entertainment in addition to community clean up.

SepT. 12  
BMa 10:30-11:30 a.m. Art and Conversation: 
“Etched in Collective History” $15; $10 members  
16 A Day of Reflection Panel Discussion
at “The Watsons Go to Birmingham: 
Roadtrip of a Lifetime” 
lP A Walk to Freedom Concert

SepT. 12-14  
BJCC 50 Scholars Speak on the 50th

SepT. 12-22  
vst To Kill A Mockingbird play $25-$30; 
students 18 and younger, $20

 

SepT. 13  
16 A Day of Restoration speeches, with 
appearances by national leaders including 
Condoleezza Rice

SepT. 14  
lP International Civil Rights 
Food Festival
KiP 4 p.m. “Four Spirits” sculpture unveiling
KiP Light and Sound Show
BJCC Birmingham Diversity Fair
BMa Emerging Young Leaders Forum presented 
by Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority 
BJCC The BBVA Compass Concert for Human 
Rights featuring Charlie Wilson and Jill Scott with 
host Jamie Foxx
the ClUB 50 Years Forward Awards Ceremony 
and Banquet 
BCRi 5:30 p.m. Memorial Fund for the Four 
Children Reception

SepT. 15  
KiP 10 a.m. NAACP Wreath Laying 
BMa 2-3 p.m. Slow Art Sundays: “I Am a Man” by 
Ernest Withers 
16 1 p.m. Remembrance Worship Service
16 6 p.m. Candlelight Vigil
KiP Trinity Broadcast Network’s Hour of Power 
concert 
lP American Idols concert
RF Family Reunion/Expo
KiP Civil Rights Foot Soldiers Salute
RR Empowerment Week Closing Fireworks
Ramsay High School 7 p.m. Reading of “Four 
Little Girls: Birmingham 1963” by Christina Ham

SepT. 17  
BMa noon-12:30 p.m. Artbreak: “Art in Action: 
Photographic Evidence in the 16th Street Baptist 
Church case.”  
UaB 7 p.m. Keith D. Miller, author of “Martin 
Luther King’s Biblical Epic: His Final, Great 
Speech” and “Voice of Deliverance: The 
Language of Martin Luther King Jr. and its 
Sources”

SepT. 19  
asC 7 p.m. Eric Essix “Evolution” concert $36.50 
(see page 50 for more information)

SepT. 21  
asC 8 p.m. “A More Convenient Season” $39.50-
$69.50 (see page 147 for more information)

SepT. 27-0CT. 31  
UaB “Bob Adelman and his Civil Rights 
Photographs”

OCT. 3  
BMa 7-8 p.m. Sixth-Annual Morton Photography 
Lecture: Dawoud Bey

OCT. 6-DeC.29 
BMa “Question Bridge”

OCT. 7-19 
BCt “The Watsons Go To Birmingham — 1963” 
play $11; $9 children

OCT. 10 
UaB 7 p.m. Christopher Paul Curtis, author of 
“The Watsons Go to Birmingham — 1963” 

OCT. 13 
asC 5 p.m. Band of Angels Concert performed 
by choirs from the Magic City Choral Society, 
Ramsay High School, the University  
of Alabama at Birmingham and others  
around the region. 

OCT. 15 
BMa noon-1 p.m. Artbreak: Arthur Bacon

OCT. 22 
BMa noon-1 p.m. Artbreak: “From the Sitters’ 
Point of View”

NOV. 1-30
shiloh Baptist Church Community Harvest 
Rally hosted by the Birmingham Metro Chapter of 
the Southern Christian Leadership Conference.

NOV. 2 
BMa 10 a.m.-noon Saturday Studio: 
“A Picture is Worth a Thousand Words” 
photography workshop, part one.  
For children grades five to eight.  
$50; $40 Bart’s Kids Club members  
BMa 9-11 a.m. Bart’s Art Cart 
Portrait Project

NOV. 3
BMa 2 and 4 p.m. Etched in Collection Movement 
Dance Performance

NOV. 7 
BMa 6-7 p.m. Generational Talk in response 
to “Etched in Collective History”
BMa 7-8 p.m. Chenoweth Lecture: 
Author Margaret Wrinkle

NOV. 9
BMa 9-11 a.m. Bart’s Art Cart 
Portrait Project 
BMa 11 a.m.-4 p.m. Museum Day: 
Art Speaks Activities

NOV. 15
BCRi 7-9 p.m. Fred L. Shuttlesworth Human 
Rights Awards Dinner. Ticket price charged.

NOV. 16
BMa 9-11 a.m. Bart’s Art Cart 
Portrait Project
BMa 11 a.m.-noon Bart’s Books: 
“Hooray for You” 
BMa 10 a.m.-noon Saturday Studio: 
“A Picture is Worth a Thousand Words” 
photography workshop, part two.  
For children grades five to eight. $50; $40  
Bart’s Kids Club members 

NOV. 19
BMa noon-1 p.m. Artbreak: “The Barber 
of Birmingham” film screening

NOV. 22
BMa 6-10 p.m. Question Bridge: Black Male Artist 
Panel and BMA Speaks! Spoken Word Series
UaB 7 p.m. Eric Foner, author of 
“The Fiery Trial: Abraham Lincoln  
and American Slavery”

NOV. 23 
BMa 9-11 a.m. Bart’s Art Cart Portrait Project

NOV. 30
BMa 9-11 a.m. Bart’s Art Cart Portrait Project

DeC. 13
Bethel Baptist Church 51st Anniversary of the 
Third Bombing of Bethel Baptist Church

civil rights 


