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EXHIBITION DESCRIPTION
LIFT: Contemporary Expressions of the 
African American Experience presents 
area contemporary artists’ responses to 
Jacksonville’s rich artistic African American 
heritage, with an emphasis on creating an 
artful platform to discuss issues around race, 
equity, and community. Using the original lyrics 
to Lift Ev’ry Voice and Sing, a song written by 
Jacksonville natives James Weldon Johnson 
and John Rosamond Johnson in 1900 for a 
celebration of Lincoln’s birthday, select local 
artists created works that present their views 
of the complex history of race relations in this 
city and beyond. From literal interpretations of 
the lyrics to more abstract emotional responses, 

these new works inspire, challenge, confront, and uplift, providing a contemporary 
view to the words and social relevance of the Johnson brothers’ masterpiece. The 
exhibition was scheduled in a very intentional way, opening in time for the 146th 
anniversary of James Weldon Johnson’s birth and closing on the 117th anniversary 
of the first performance of Lift Ev’ry Voice and Sing at the Stanton School.

In 1900, James Weldon Johnson (1871 – 1938), principal of the city’s Stanton 
School (at that time the largest African American public school in the state of 
Florida) enlisted his brother, composer John Rosamond Johnson (1873 – 1954), 
to help him write a song to commemorate Lincoln’s birthday. The brothers had 
been raised in Jacksonville’s LaVilla neighborhood by parents who emphasized 
academics and the arts. James graduated from Atlanta University as the 
valedictorian of his class, and then became the first African American to be 
admitted to the Florida Bar. Rosamond graduated from the New England 
Conservatory of Music, and by this time was working in New York as a composer 
of musicals and vaudeville performances.

Together, the brothers wrote Lift Ev’ry Voice and Sing, adopted by the NAACP in 
1920 as its official anthem. James would later recall, “While my brother worked 
at his musical setting I paced back and forth, repeating the lines over and over 
to myself … I could not keep back the tears, and made no effort to do so. … I 
knew that in the stanza the American Negro was, historically and spiritually, 
immanent; and I decided to let it stand as it was written.”1 Their publisher, Edward 
B. Marks, printed copies for a chorus of 500 school children from Stanton. “Shortly 
afterwards,” wrote James, “my brother and I moved from Jacksonville to New York, 
and the song passed out of our minds. But the school children of Jacksonville 
kept singing it, they went off to other schools and sang it ... Within 20 years it was 
being sung over the South and in other parts of the country … the lines of this 
song repay me in elation ... whenever I hear them sung by Negro children.”2

1 James Weldon Johnson, Along This Way: The Autobiography of James Weldon Johnson. New York: Viking Press, 1933, pp. 154-155.
2 James Weldon Johnson, 1935

Although the song may have slipped from the Johnson brothers’ minds, it 
continued to inspire generations of African Americans, including Augusta Savage 
(1892 – 1962). Born outside of Jacksonville in Green Cove Springs, Savage 
cemented a reputation as a gifted sculptor from a young age. She received a 
scholarship to the Cooper Union School of Art, and would open her own school, 
the Savage Studio of Arts and Crafts before becoming director of the Harlem 
Community Art Center, an initiative of the Works Progress Administration. Savage 
received a commission for the 1939 World’s Fair in New York to commemorate 
African American contribution to song. She used the Johnson brothers’ song as 
her point of inspiration.

Standing approximately 16 ft. tall, Savage’s 
sculpture, The Harp, personified the instrument, 
using African American youth as the strings, 
nestled within a sounding board that transformed 
into a hand and lower arm. A kneeling figure at 
front offered the musical score. Although the 
sculpture was one of the most popular at the Fair, 
and celebrated as one of Savage’s major works, 
she did not have enough money to cast it in to 
bronze, and the plaster sculpture was destroyed 
at the conclusion of the Fair. Despite the fact 
that The Harp no longer exists in its final form, its 
legacy continues through numerous photographs 
and smaller souvenir reproductions. 

The artists in LIFT, co-curated by the Cummer Museum of Art & Gardens and the 
Ritz Theatre & Museum, carry on the legacy of the Johnson brothers’ song. Much 
like Augusta Savage, they have been tasked with reinterpreting words through a 
contemporary lens, bringing their personal experiences into these new works. The 
Johnson brothers’ call to “lift ev’ry voice and sing till earth and heaven ring … with 
the harmonies of liberty” has been adapted into these new artworks. The artists 
selected come from a variety of backgrounds, and began with varying degrees of 
connection to the song. Some knew the song intimately while others did extensive 
research, whether through reading assorted materials about Lift Ev’ry Voice and 
Sing or by interviewing others about their connections to the song. Through this 
process, they have each developed a personal narrative about their connection 
and reaction to Lift Ev’ry Voice and Sing. Their voices now are lifted, and perhaps 
through experiencing their works, visitors to the exhibition can create their own 
connections to the song and find personal ways to “lift” their own voices, creating 
a community-wide conversation about the contemporary relevance of the 
Johnson brothers’ work.

Funding for several of these programs was provided through a grant from the 
Florida Humanities Council with funds from the National Endowment for the 
Humanities. Any views, findings, conclusions, or recommendations expressed 
in the programs or exhibition do not necessarily represent those of the Florida 
Humanities Council or the National Endowment for the Humanities.



LIFT EV’RY VOICE AND SING
LYRICS BY JAMES WELDON JOHNSON
MUSIC BY JOHN ROSAMOND JOHNSON

Lift ev’ry voice and sing
‘Til earth and heaven ring,
Ring with the harmonies of Liberty;
Let our rejoicing rise
High as the list’ning skies,
Let it resound loud as the rolling sea.
Sing a song full of the faith that the dark past has taught us,
Sing a song full of the hope that the present has brought us,
Facing the rising sun of our new day begun
Let us march on ‘til victory is won.

Stony the road we trod,
Bitter the chastening rod,
Felt in the days when hope unborn had died;
Yet with a steady beat,
Have not our weary feet
Come to the place for which our fathers sighed?
We have come over a way that with tears has been watered,
We have come, treading our path through the blood of the slaughtered,
Out from the gloomy past,
‘Til now we stand at last
Where the white gleam of our bright star is cast.

God of our weary years,
God of our silent tears,
Thou who has brought us thus far on the way;
Thou who has by Thy might Led us into the light,
Keep us forever in the path, we pray.
Lest our feet stray from the places, our God, where we met Thee,
Lest, our hearts drunk with the wine of the world, we forget Thee;
Shadowed beneath Thy hand,
May we forever stand.
True to our God,
True to our native land.

ARTIST STATEMENTS

GLENDIA COOPER

My work explores the relationship 
between people and media. I 
redefine a place in society, creating 
an artistic visual through handmade 
vessels. Each piece gives the viewer 
a look back to a time and place in 
history. In this journey, you will see 
connections with the past and hope 
for the future.

THONY AIUPPY

While there is destruction and violence 
presented in these paintings, there 
lies a glimmer of hope. Each panel 
represents some form of reconciliation, 
whether it is valuing a neighbor’s life, 
showing compassion, or displaying an 
act of love at one’s own expense. These 
paintings express how I see the world 
as it is today, one that is filled with 
great fear and hate, while at the same 
time capable of great love and hope.

INGRID DAMIANI

Each photograph represents a 
characteristic of James Weldon Johnson — 
educator, activist, artist, diplomat — and 
features an individual connected through 
history or vocation to the historic LaVilla 
building I’ve photographed them in. Our 
narratives, personal and communal, have 
the power to shape us into loving citizens 
or into divisive fearful camps. The dozens 
of generous individuals who shared their 
experiences with me give me great hope 
that Jacksonville will find its footing, and 
we will write a story of hope and love.

We Are One

The Hope That The Present Has Brought Us

Bishop Rudolph McKissick, Sr., retired pastor of Bethel 
Baptist Church in front of the pipe organ inside Bethel 
Baptist Church. Rosamond Johnson played this organ 
and also taught piano to Bishop McKissick’s mother.



DUSTIN HAREWOOD

For this exhibition, I decided to present a range of work that transitions from 
the completely non-objective to traditional portraiture. My abstract paintings 
hopefully will communicate the action of leaving behind anger, hopelessness, 
confusion, and frustration in favor of clarity, determination, and optimism. 

As I read through the 
lyrics of James Weldon 
Johnson’s song, a few 
lines in particular jumped 
out at me. “Out from the 
gloomy past, till now 
we stand at last, where 
the white gleam of our 
bright star is cast.” These 
lyrics were the starting 
point for my work. 

MARSHA HATCHER

We sing songs all the time but rarely 
think twice about what is being sung or 
what message the artist is trying to get 
across. Lift Ev’ry Voice and Sing was the 
song we sang on the first Sunday and on 
special occasions. As a child, I knew that 
it was on page 477 in The New National 
Baptist Hymnal with the burgundy cover. 
I knew that this was “our” song and we 
were to hold hands when we sang it. 
That would be all that I knew about this 
wonderful anthem. 

It was my intention to use the words of 
the song as the background for each 
canvas. As a visual artist, I hope that 
my visual interpretation of this uplifting, 
inspiring song will help others see and 
understand what this song means to me.

HIROMI MONEYHUN

The struggle of the black man 
to find a place in a white world 
has been at the heart of the 
American experience since the 
beginning. While the names of 
certain participants in the struggle 
have become household words, 
others have remained obscure. 
The 12 individuals in this series, 
while known to some, remain off 
the radar to most. These portraits 
of African Americans depicted in 
white paper on a white background 
represent complete immersion 
in a foreign and often hostile 
environment. These are but a 
dozen members in a much larger 
chorus that lifted its voice and 
sang of freedom in the face of 
overwhelming odds.

Out of the Gloomy Past, Kendrick, Nina, Peter Black in White

Stanza III

Martin Luther the King

OVERSTREET DUCASSE 

As a Haitian immigrant, 
Overstreet Ducasse has faced 
many trials growing up in 
America. Ducasse often turned 
to music as a refuge, saying 
“Music is what inspired me 
to be an artist to begin with. 
It’s had a huge impact on my 
consciousness.” He found a 
similar connection with James 
Weldon Johnson’s devotion 
to music and used that as his 
inspiration for LIFT. Ducasse’s 
pieces depict the faces of 
noteworthy African Americans 
from history and culture, some 
of which are on targets similar 
to what one might see at a gun 
range, along with cryptic text 
that gives reference to a  
deeper meaning. 



CHIP SOUTHWORTH

Like James Weldon 
Johnson, I consider 
myself an activist as 
much as an artist. My 
work seeks to use my 
voice to sing as loudly as 
I can for those who have 
had their rights limited 
or taken away. The 
Harmonies of Liberty are 
not ringing for all. Justice 
is blind, but she has an 
incredible sense of color. 

Jordan Davis

Tabono’s Tempo: Spirits over Soldiers (Presto de Negro)

COLLEY FAMILY

“As white parents to our older two children, 
our eyes have been opened to how their 
journey through life is so diff erent than our 
younger two and our own. When our white 
son can feel safe walking down the street in 
a hoodie and our black son might not, when 
strangers touch our black daughters curly 
hair, when we read statistics about how our 
black children have a lower life expectancy 
than our white children … As parents, we 
simply cannot ignore the need for more 
conversation and understanding around 
race relations.

We believe that Art has the ability to shift 
people’s perspectives without using any 
words. We believe the arts serve as a 
powerful mirror refl ecting what is happening 
in society, and it can infl uence us all to make 
changes for the better. Lift Ev’ry Voice and 
Sing asks us to ‘sing a song full of hope,’ 
yet still ‘march on ‘til victory is won.’ This 
message is as relevant in 2016 as it was in 
1899 when Mr. Johnson fi rst wrote these 
lyrics. We are honored to stand alongside 
the Cummer Museum to celebrate James 
Weldon Johnson and ask the simple 
questions: How far have we come?”

ROOSEVELT WATSON III

Though black contributions are wide 
reaching, there is still a weary union and 
limited exposure to or adoration of their 
specifi c achievements. The introduction of 
the Johnson brothers fed my creativity to 
want to create a composition of my own. 
An artistic visualization of an anthem, if 
you will, that could be saluted and sung. 
The painting is directly infl uenced from 
a color study of Jacob Lawrence’s work 
from “The Touissant Series.” This is my 
homage to the strength, confi dence, and 
persistence of the slaughtered.

PRINCESS SIMPSON RASHID

Most African American children 
of my generation were raised 
with Lift Ev’ry Voice and Sing as 
an anthem to our community. 
We learned and recited it at 
school along with the Pledge 
of Allegiance. It is part of our 
lived experience. It’s lodged in 
our collective memory. The song 
embodies our history but also 
our hope and pride as an ethnic 
American minority. When the 
lyrics are juxtaposed with current 
events in this country, it is clear 
that the poem is still relevant 
and necessary. Our country is 
strengthened when empathy 
causes us all to stand up and lift 
our voices together for justice 
and the harmonies of liberty.

Stanton Lines on loan from the Richard K. Shafer collection.



GARDEN CONCERT: FEATURING PATRICK EVAN & MAMA BLUE  
Saturday, September 10 
Doors at 6 p.m., show at 7 p.m. | Members $25, Non-Members $35, Table of 10 $500

Experience the music of Patrick Evan and Mama Blue in the Cummer Gardens. 
Guests are invited to bring chairs, picnics, and beverages, or the Cummer Café 
can prepare your meal to pick-up when you arrive. To pre-order, please call 
904.899.6022. Beer, wine, sodas, and light snacks will also be available for purchase.

ART FOR TWO: LIFT 
Saturday, September 10  
10:30 a.m. to Noon | Members $15 per pair, Non-Members $20 per pair

Students will learn how music and songs influence art from the permanent 
collection and LIFT, highlighting the song Lift Ev’ry Voice and Sing. Students will 
return to the studio to create their own music-inspired artwork.

JACKSONVILLE’S AFRICAN AMERICAN HISTORY TOUR  
Saturday, September 17  
9 a.m. to 1 p.m. | Members and Non-Members $70

Take a guided trip through three Jacksonville museums while learning about the 
city’s rich African American history. Lunch, transportation via bus and water taxi, 
guided tours, and admission to all three Museums are included in your ticket price.

ART ADVENTURES: LIFT EV’RY VOICE AND SING 
Saturday, September 17 
10:30 a.m. to 12:30 p.m. | Members $10, Non-Members $15

In this class, students will visit LIFT, which celebrates the well-loved song Lift 
Ev’ry Voice and Sing. They will create works that explore how art and poetry can 
connect to issues around race, equity, and community. 

LUNCHING WITH THE RITZ: A LUNCHTIME CHAMBER CONCERT 
Wednesday, October 19 
12:30 p.m. | Free

Make your lunch hour more enjoyable with a concert from the Ritz Chamber 
Players. Pre-order a box lunch from the Cummer Café (for an additional fee) and 
enjoy a special performance curated specifically with inspiration from LIFT.
 
TALKS & TEA: LIFT 
Thursday, October 20 
1:30 p.m. | Members and Non-Members $6

Join a selection of participating artists for an intimate discussion around LIFT, from 
conception to implementation, while enjoying a sweet treat and a cup of tea.

PROGRAMMING
FIRST LOOK: MEMBER & COMMUNITY OPENING CELEBRATION  
Tuesday, June 14  
4 to 9 p.m. | Free 
No registration required

Celebrate LIFT: Contemporary Expressions of the African American 
Experience. This evening is free to the public as part of Florida Blue Free 
Tuesdays, and will include a first look at the exhibition with a cash bar and 
live music from local performers.

LIFT: FREE FAMILY DAY 
Saturday, June 18 
10 a.m. to 3 p.m. | Free

You are invited to a special family day to celebrate the opening of LIFT at 
both the Ritz Theatre & Museum and the Cummer Museum of Art & Gardens. 
Enjoy art-making, painting demonstrations by participating artists, spoken 
word, and live music. 

TRUST: CREATING COMMUNITY CONNECTIONS 
Wednesday, June 29  
6 to 8 p.m. | Free, Registration Required

In partnership with Generation W, this community conversation will 
emphasize creating connections to issues around race, equity, and 
community, using trust as the starting point.

JACKSONVILLE’S CONNECTIONS TO THE HARLEM RENAISSANCE 
Tuesday, July 12 
7 p.m. | Free

Hear an insightful lecture from Director Hope McMath and Chief Curator 
Holly Keris on the role Jacksonville played during the Harlem Renaissance 
and the importance of the Johnson brothers to the community.
 
A NIGHT OF STORYTELLING 
Tuesday, August 23 
7 p.m. | Free

The Museum presents a multi-arts evening of the stories behind the  
artwork, from the mouths of selected artists featured in LIFT.  
Directed by Barbara Colaciello.



ADULT 
READING LIST
BOOKS
African American Art: Harlem 
Renaissance, The Civil Rights 
Era, and Beyond 
By Richard J. Powell and 
Virginia Mecklenburg

James Welden Johnson: Writings
By James Weldon Johnson

Lift Ev’ry Voice and Sing: A 
Celebration of the Negro National 
Anthem; 100 years, 100 Voices
By Julian Bond and 
Sondra Kathryn Wilson 

The Warmth of Other Suns 
By Isabel Wilkerson

Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting 
Together in the Cafeteria: And 
Other Conversations About Race
By Beverly Daniel Tatum

Everyday Acts Against Racism: 
Raising Children in 
a Multicultural World
By Maureen Reddy (editor)

Autobiography of an 
Ex-Colored Man
By James Weldon Johnson

It Was Never About a 
Hotdog and a Coke
By Rodney L. Hurst

How it Feels To Be Colored Me 
By Zora Neale Hurston

Color Stories: Black Women and 
Colorism in the 21st Century 
(Intersections of Race, Ethnicity, 
and Culture)
By Jeff riAnne Wilder

WEBSITES
www.cummermuseum.org/Lift
Includes an exhibition description, 
artist highlights, and supplemental 
materials and resources.

www.nypl.org
Digital Schomburg section 
provides access to cultural 
materials about the 
black experience.

www.ted.com/topics/race
Includes a variety of TED Talks 
about race, ranging from “How 
art gives shape to cultural 
change,” to “How to raise a 
black son in America.”

www.netimpact.org/blog
Article: The 8 R’s of Talking 
About Race: How to Have 
Meaningful Conversations

www.tolerance.org
Teaching Tolerance is dedicated 
to reducing prejudice, improving 
intergroup relations, and supporting 
equitable school experiences for 
our nation’s children.

www.civilrights.org
Article: Talking to Our Children 
About Racism & Diversity

www.raceconscious.org
A resource to support adults who 
are trying to talk about race with 
young children.

ERRTHANG WITH AL LETSON 
Thursday, January 16
7 p.m. | Free

Be part of a studio audience for a live recording of Al Letson’s latest endeavor, 
Errthang. Letson, an accomplished storyteller, poet and performer, will take you 
on a journey through spoken word and music.

LUNCHING WITH THE RITZ: A LUNCHTIME CHAMBER CONCERT
Wednesday, January 18
12:30 p.m. | Free with paid admission

Make your lunch hour more enjoyable with a concert from the Ritz Chamber Players. 
Preorder a box lunch from the Cummer Café (for an additional fee) and enjoy a 
special performance curated specifi cally with inspiration from LIFT.  

ROSENWALD: MOVIE AND DISCUSSION
Wednesday, February 1
Doors at 6:30 p.m., fi lm at 7 p.m. | Members and Non-Members $10

Join the Museum for a special collaboration with MOSH to present the fi lm, 
Rosenwald. Hear the story of Julius Rosenwald, a Jewish philanthropist who 
never fi nished high school but rose to be the President of Sears. In the early 
part of the 20th century, Rosenwald joined forces with Booker T. Washington 
and African American communities to build more than 5000 schools for African 
American children. This fi lm sheds light on a silent partner of the Pre-Civil Rights 
Movement and his ties to Jacksonville. Discussion to follow the movie. 

ARTS & CIVIL RIGHTS: A PANEL DISCUSSION
Tuesday, February 7
7 p.m. | Free

Enjoy a free panel discussion featuring leaders from the Civil Rights Movement 
alongside current community activists, including those who incorporate the arts 
in their activism. 

LIFT: CLOSING CELEBRATION
Sunday, February 12
12 to 3 p.m. | Free

LIFT comes to a close on the 117th anniversary of the very fi rst performance of Lift 
Ev’ry Voice and Sing in 1900. Come visit this powerful exhibition one last time. Enjoy 
live music and visit with participating artists as you say goodbye to this show. 

REGISTRATION IS REQUIRED FOR ALL PROGRAMS, UNLESS OTHERWISE 
NOTED. FOR A FULL LISTING OF RELATED PROGRAMS OR TO REGISTER, 
PLEASE VISIT CUMMERMUSEUM.ORG OR CALL 904.899.6038.



ACTION STEPS
PERSONAL

Listen more, talk less — the next time you meet someone who has a different 
perspective than you do, take the time to hear that person out and really try 
to see the world through their eyes.

Learn about implicit bias and complete an implicit bias test:  
implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/takeatest.html

Become more acquainted with Lift Ev’ry Voice and Sing by reading the lyrics, 
listening to recordings, and attending performances of the song.

FAMILY

Read and discuss one of the suggested books with your children or other 
family members.

Do a creative project with your family using the lyrics of Lift Ev’ry Voice and 
Sing, that could include art-making, poetry, playacting, etc.

Learn more about Jacksonville’s rich cultural history by visiting places such 
as the Ritz Theatre & Museum, MOSH, MOCA, and others. 

NETWORKS

Suggest one of the books on this list for your next book club meeting.

Bring at least one friend, coworker, or neighbor to see the LIFT exhibition and 
talk about it together afterward. 

“See something, say something” — speak up when someone makes a 
comment that makes you uncomfortable.

Be deliberate about expanding your social networks. 

Think about ways your workplace might become even more welcoming 
to people of different races, genders, abilities, or religions. What habits or 
practices might unintentionally create separation or exclusion?

COMMUNITY

Join a study circle   — email Chevara Orrin and Daniel Locke at  
chevara@whitespaceconsulting.info or call the Jacksonville Human Rights 
Commission at 904.630.4911.

Attend events with an intersection of culture and diversity, like those hosted 
by OneJax, the Center for the Study of Race and Ethnic Relations, CoRK 
exhibitions and events, museums, etc.

Become more civically engaged with local and national government by 
voting, attending meetings, and contacting your representatives about issues 
that matter to you.

CHILDREN’S 
READING LIST
BOOKS 
Picture Books 
In Her Hands: The Story  
of Augusta Savage 
By Professor Alan Schroeder  
and JaeMe Bereal

Josephine: The Dazzling Life of 
Josephine Baker 
By Patricia Hruby Powell

We Came to America 
By Faith Ringgold

If a Bus Could Talk:  
The Story of Rosa Parks 
By Faith Ringgold

My People 
By Langston Hughes

Harlem’s Little Blackbird:  
The Story of Florence Mills 
By Renée Watson

Kenya’s Art 
By Linda Trice

Amazing Grace 
By Mary Hoffman

Grandpa, Is Everything Black Bad? 
By Sandy Lynne Holman

Skin Again  
By bell hooks

The Color of Us  
By Karen Katz

Let’s Talk about Race  
By Julius Lester

The Skin You Live In  
By Michael Tyler

The Other Side  
By Jacqueline Woodson

Child of the Civil Rights Movement 
By Paul Young Shelton and  
Raul Colon

Harlem’s Little Blackbird 
By Renée Watson

The Name Jar 
By Yangsook Choi

Henry’s Freedom Box: A True Story 
from the Underground Railroad 
By Ellen Levine

Poetry 
I, Too, Am American 
By Langston Hughes

Chapter Books 
Glory Be 
By Augusta Scattergood

The Lions of Little Rock 
By Kristin Levine 

Ruby Lee & Me 
By Shannon Hitchcock




