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The Four horsemen:
African American Abstract Masters

African American artistic contributions 
that have defined the field of Abstract 
Art can be attributed to the creative 
genius of these four artists.  Their 
experimentation and innovations 
with their chosen mediums have 
distinguished them as modern masters.  
During a time when abstract art 
was considered to be irrelevant to 
Black Life, and the racially charged 
environment of the 1950s and 60s, 
their unapologetic commitment to 
abstraction was more than just an 
aesthetic proposition: it was a way 
of defining art’s role in a society 
undergoing dramatic change. 

All four share an approach to art 
making that is process-driven, 
connecting them to their white 
abstract, minimalist, color field 
contemporaries. Where their work 
becomes truly groundbreaking is in 
the autobiographical context of their 
forms, and the incorporation of shapes 
and materials that reflect the cultural 
heritage of African Americans. The 
dark histories of enslavement and 
Jim Crow, the improvisational and 

expressive qualities of Jazz, the comfort 
of a quilt: this was the bridge that 
transported these artists, and the Black 
Experience, into the major institutions, 
disrupting the white male dominated 
New York art scene. See the drape 
paintings of Gilliam, or Edwards’ 
“Lynch Fragment” series, Hunt’s public 
sculptures, or Williams’ early career 
homage to quilting and it is clear: their 
work was embedded in a politics of 
struggle. Their mere presence and 
practice of art making was an assertion 
of identities misrepresented by or 
excluded from American culture, 
and defied the convention that black 
abstract artists were on the sidelines of 
social change.

The title “The Four Horsemen” 
symbolizes a force of conquest and 
transformation. In the Bible, four is 
a number associated with creation. 
This exhibition presents a selection of 
works created with the use of various 
printmaking techniques and processes, 
and is organized by Curlee Raven 
Holton, master printer and founding 
director of Raven Editions Press. 

Holton has worked with many artists 
of renown including, Gilliam, Williams 
and Edwards who are included in this 
exhibition. Richard Hunt is represented 
by his collaboration with master 
printer, Thom Lucas of Hummingbird 
Press Editions. We are honored to 
present theses unique works by 
such artists of acclaim in association 
with Raven Fine Art Editions, and 
Hummingbird Press.

About Fine Art Prints
Prints are often seen as mass produced 
copies of famous artworks that are 
not valuable or worth investing in, 
but this simply is not the case. Prints 
can be just as valuable as any other 
type of artwork and have been known 
to fetch seven or eight figures at 
auction. Buying limited edition prints 
is a great way to acquire pieces by 
major (meaning unaffordable) artists at 
affordable prices. Even though there 
are multiple prints in an edition, prints 
can grow in value, just like original 
art, because the size of the edition is 
limited to preserve value. Prints are 
an accessible way for both new and 

experienced collectors to discover and 
support new artists while growing their 
collections, and offer the opportunity 
to own pieces with sentimental, art 
historical, and monetary value. This 
exhibition is just that – an opportunity 
to see (or own) a piece of African 
American history, art history, and 
something that is truly moving.

By: Rachel Simon
September Gray Fine Art Gallery



Master Artists:
Printmaking as a Means of Artistic Expression

The printmaking medium can be used 
as a significant form of artistic language 
when mature artists include it as a vital 
part of their creative expression.  Sim-
ply put, printmaking— the use of mul-
tiple images and their matrixes—offer 
artists visual and aesthetic tools that 
allow them to enhance their artistic 
investigation and spark conversations.    

As a visual tool, the physical use of 
a print allows the artist to capture 
his or her creative vision through the 
manipulation of various materials such 
as: stone, metal, wood, ink and paper. 
On the other hand, as an aesthetic 
tool, printmaking as fine art holds an 
inherent collaborative nature with the 
opportunity for technical variations, 
both traditional and experimental. This 
is not only identified by the physical 
print interacting with its components 
(materials along with ink), but also how 
the artist makes conscious decisions 
to create intersections between their 
own experience and their creation. The 
combination of these tools and the use 
of multiple elements, materials, and 
complementary compositions further 

creates visually rich and dynamic 
outcomes. Artists who embrace the 
unique potentials of printmaking as an 
act of communal collaboration find 
that their aesthetic convictions are 
often expanded and enhanced.
 
Over the years, I have worked with 
hundreds of different artists from 
around the world; few are as talented 
and mature in their use of printmaking 
as artistic expression as Sam Gilliam, 
Melvin “Mel” Edwards, and William T. 
Williams.   

Sam Gilliam has been called one of 
America’s greatest color field abstract 
painters and has had his work collect-
ed by major museums, both nationally 
and internationally, such as the Met-
ropolitan Museum of Art, The Philips 
Collection, The Smithsonian Ameri-
can Art Museum, and the Solomon 
R. Guggenheim Museum. His work 
is often innovative and experimental, 
with qualities of lyricism and abstrac-
tion, that freed his work from the con-
ventional frame structure. The use of 
draping his paint-stained canvasses 

created three-dimensional architectural 
objects. In 2002, as part of the Experi-
mental Printmaking Studio at Lafayette 
College’s Artists-in-Residence program, 
we invited Sam Gilliam to create a se-
ries in his own unique style. 

Our collaborations continued until 
2008, and each year Gilliam further 
used printmaking techniques and 
tools to push the boundaries of the 
print process. He would manipulate 
materials, using the paint and the can-
vas to create his own vocabulary and 
meaning. His layered his work in a 
collage-like manner to create his signa-
ture compositional form and added in 
additional texture with the elements of 
hand stitching. Examples of these tech-
niques during his residencies are repre-
sented in his prints “Sam” (2004) and 
“Chakaia” (2008). 

Mel Edwards is one of the most cele-
brated and respected abstract artists 
of his generation and has been a part 
of, or the sole focus of, major exhi-
bitions around the world.  He is best 
known for his straight-edged triangular 

and rectilinear steel metal sculptures. 
His “Lynch Fragment” series, which 
he began in the 1960s, was inspired 
by the Civil Rights Movement and has 
brought him critical acclaim and rec-
ognition. In addition to his career as 
an artist, Mel is also an educator; he 
received his BFA from the University 
of Southern California and went on to 
a distinguished career in teaching.  In 
2002, he retired from Rutgers Univer-
sity’s Mason Gross School for the Arts, 
where he had been on the faculty  
since 1972.  

Our collaboration began in the print 
studio in 2005 and has continued. This 
partnership was both creatively and 
intellectually stimulating. His passion 
for art, creative thinking, and humorist 
story telling allowed him to bring an 
energy and dynamism into his con-
ceptualization of his work and his art 
making process. While we produced 
several finished editions and many 
experimental trial proofs, we also pro-
duced images that were never fully 
realized but printed as developmental 
images instead. In some cases, selected 

by Curlee Raven Holton
Raven Fine Art Editions



Master Artists:
Printmaking as a Means of Artistic Expression

images were printed in a series of 
variations as a process to experiment 
with different colors and tonalities. This 
process of experimentation allowed 
Mel to determine what conversations 
and intersections his work would 
create. 
 
One of our collaborations resulted in 
the creation of the “Transcendence” 
print edition, which was based on 
Mel’s drawings. These drawings were 
created as the re-imagining of Mel’s 
commission: a four-ton, sixteen-foot, 
stainless steel sculpture installed on the 
Easton, PA campus of Lafayette College 
in 2008. This sculpture honored 
the college’s first African American 
graduate: David Kearney McDonogh 
(1844), who had been a slave. Mel 
drew a connection between this 
commission and the print edition as 
a means of honoring his own family’s 
history—a journey that also began in 
slavery. 

Over the years, Mel has been the 
recipient of multiple awards for his 
work and these accolades include a 

Guggenheim Foundation Fellowship, 
three National Endowment for the Arts 
Fellowships, and a Fulbright Fellowship 
for work completed in Zimbabwe. He 
now spends his time working between 
New York and Senegal.  

My introduction to William T. William 
manifested during a visit with Mel 
Edwards at my print studio in the 
summer of 2005. Mel had begun 
working on a series of images and 
brought his friend William with 
him to show him around. While he 
introduced me, he described the print 
studio “the next best place to heaven 
for an artist” as our mission was to 
provide opportunities to invited artists 
at no cost and without any project 
preconditions or length of time they 
could work. 

I was very aware of William T.’s 
established fame as an artist—he was a 
renowned painter and printmaker who 
has received numerous awards for his 
work. His worked is featured in major 
collections like that of the Museum of 
Modern Art, the Whitney Museum, 

the Fogg Art Museum, and the Studio 
Museum of Harlem. He was also 
known to be very private around his 
practice and in-process work. During 
that meeting, he began to question me 
about the amount of work he could 
create during a residency and was 
surprised to hear that in addition to 
not imposing a time limit on an artist’s 
work, we also did not limit the quantity 
of an artist’s work. That summer began 
our collaborations together, with 
William T visiting once a week from 
New York City. He would stay for a 
day and sometimes bring his son and 
wife to witness his creations. 
  
William T.’s work that summer was 
based on creating several ink-wash 
images reminiscent of the Japanese 
Sumi ink drawing style but with 
more lyrical elements and visual 
structures. Known for his complex 
images composed of graceful lines that 
intertwine and overlap, his masterful 
gestural marks in ink resulted in images 
that visually shift from foreground 
to background. He would create 
variations upon variations of these 

ink wash images and even carried 
a journal around with him from 
which he would draw from. This 
summer collaboration resulted in the 
production of “Ron’s Tale” (2006).

In 2008, the David D. Driskell Center 
organized a retrospective of William 
T.’s work and we were commissioned 
to produce two limited editions. While 
we explored printing reliefs on laser-
cut aluminum plates, we settled on 
utilizing the serigraph process. We 
produced a series of related images, 
similar in form and structure but 
distinct in their color palette, titled 
“Karen’s and Bee’s Quest” (2008).
 
I have been honored to work with 
these artists and feel privileged to 
witness firsthand the way in which 
printmaking has served them as a 
means of artistic expression. This 
exhibition highlights a range of work 
that is not only experimental in 
unique and unconventional ways, 
but equally collaborative and diverse 
while creating a lasting and resounding 
impact on its audience. 

by Curlee Raven Holton
Raven Fine Art Editions



A mAsTer PrinTer’s Journey wiTh 
mAsTer ArTisT, richArd hunT

Richard Hunt is a world-recognized 
sculptor with more public commissions 
at the any other American artist. 
His signature abstract works capture 
the essence of form by his skillful 
manipulation of positive and negative 
space. He and his work are often 
paced in the company of many of the 
world’s most acclaimed sculptors. 
I first met Richard while working as 
an assistant to the Philadelphia artist 
John Dowell. We were working on a 
commission to be installed in Chicago. 
Richard attended the reception when 
we staged the commission in John’s 
Philadelphia studio, and we were 
introduced.   
I would later attend The School of the 
Art Institute of Chicago for Graduate 
School. Richard and I reconnected and 
began to make prints together.  After 
graduate school, I began to pull prints 
at the Anchor Graphic’s workshop 
in Chicago.  I had the opportunity 
to collaborate with other artists and 
produced prints for institutions, such 
as The National Museum of Mexican 
Art and The Art Institute of Chicago 
Museum on projects and programs.  

In 2001, Richard invited me to work 
with him on what would be our 
first lithograph project.  Richard had 
worked with a number of other master 
printers beginning in the 1960’s such 
as Tamarind, Lakeside Press and Pluck 
Chicken Press in Evanston Illinois.  
Richard and I have worked together 
at my workshop, Hummingbird Press 
editions on and off since.  
Lithography has been the most regular 
print process employed by far for 
Richard, although he has experimented 
other mediums including cast paper 
and silicon carbide intaglio prints.  
Richard has produced dozens of 
prints, which he has often referred to 
as he created his signature sculptures 
produced throughout his prolific career 
as an artist. 
 Richard’s aesthetic sensibilities and 
creative thought processes are as easily 
recognized in his sculptural works as 
his drawings and prints.  My goal in 
the collaborative process with Richard 
is to push the envelope of the print 
medium, if at all possible.  Two of the 
works in this exhibition by Richard are 
relief prints.  Part of a series of three, 

these are the only relief prints Richard 
has ever created. This project came 
about as the result of a project to etch 
a series of drawings done by Richard 
onto the surface of silicon bronze 
medallions for a sculptural baptismal 
pool at a church in Valparaiso, Indiana.  
In a previous visit at his studio, I was 
discussing with Richard the possibilities 
of printing directly from the surfaces of 
his sculpture. This was our opportunity 
to do something different so, we 
decided to pull impressions off the 
surface of the etched silicon bronze 
plates before they were installed to 
create a series of unique relief prints for 
Richard. We pulled two small editions 
of 6 with different papers. 
Our most recent project is one 
of the largest prints Richard has 
ever produced.  It uses a refined 
collagraphic process which produces 
an intaglio-based plate. The plate is 
roughly 24 x 36 inches printed on 30 
x 40 paper. Now in his mid-eighties, I 
am still amazed that Richard continues 
to push the boundaries with his 
studio practice and still possesses the 
technique of expressing his passion for 

exploring the fullest variety of ideas, 
concepts and approaches to his art. 

By: Master Printer, Thomas Lucas
Hummingbird Press Editions 



Melvin Edwards (b.1937) is a pioneer in the history of contemporary 
African American art and sculpture. Born in Houston, Texas, he began 
his artistic career at the University of Southern California (USC), Los 
Angeles, CA, where he met and was mentored by the Hungarian 
painter Francis de Erdely. In 1965, the Santa Barbara Museum of Art, 
CA organized his first solo exhibition, which launched his professional 
career. Edwards moved to New York City in 1967, shortly after his 
arrival, his work was exhibited at The Studio Museum in Harlem; in 
1970, he became the first African American sculptor to have a solo 
exhibition at the Whitney Museum of American Art.

melvin edwArds
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Sam Gilliam grew up in Tupelo, Mississippi, and studied art in 
Louisville, Kentucky. In 1962 he moved to Washington, D.C., and 
created abstract paintings inspired by the Washington Color School 
artists Morris Louis and Kenneth Noland. These artists, among 
others, broke the rules of abstract expressionism by pouring thinned 
paint directly onto unprimed canvas instead of applying thick, 
vigorous brushstrokes. Gilliam pushed this method even further by 
folding and draping the canvas before it dried, creating unusual 
“tie dye” effects. He started working with very large canvases in the 
late 1960s, hanging vast pieces of painted cloth across walls and 
ceilings to emphasize the relationship between the work and its 
environment.

sAm GilliAm
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richArd hunT
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Richard Hunt started welding in his parents’ basement, and today his 
studio is a converted trolley station on the north side of Chicago. The 
sculptor needs this enormous space to hold the industrial welding 
material he uses to create his works. Hunt scours junkyards for old 
car parts that he can combine to form sweeping organic shapes. 
Back in his studio, he spends up to ten hours a day cutting, burning, 
beating, and plating scrap metal to create the forms “that nature 
would use if only heat and steel were available to her” (Flanigan, 
Going Forward, 1996). Hunt makes monumental sculptures for 
public spaces, and has works in Washington, D.C., his hometown of 
Chicago, New York, and as far away as Vienna and Jerusalem.
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William T. Williams (born July 17, 1942, in Cross Creek, North 
Carolina, United States) is an American painter. He is Professor of Art 
at Brooklyn College, City University of New York, whose faculty he 
joined in 1971. Williams is a recipient of numerous awards including 
a John Simon Guggenheim Fellowship, two National Endowment for 
the Arts Awards, and a Joan Mitchell Foundation Award. He is also 
a recipient of the Studio Museum in Harlem’s Artist Award in 1992 
and received The James Van Dee Zee Award from the Brandywine 
Workshop for lifetime achievement in the arts in 2005. He received 
the 2006 North Carolina Award for Fine Arts, the highest civilian 
honor the state can bestow. Williams is represented in numerous 
museum and corporate collections including the Museum of Modern 
Art, the Whitney Museum of American Art, the Governor Nelson A. 
Rockefeller Empire State Plaza Art Collection, North Carolina Museum 
of Art, the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, the Menil 
Collection, Fogg Art Museum, the Studio Museum in Harlem, the 
Library of Congress, Yale University Art Gallery, Chase Manhattan 
Bank, AT&T, General Mills Corporation, UnitedHealth Group, 
Southwestern Bell Corporation and Prudential Financial Insurance 
Company of America. He has exhibited in over 100 museums and 
art centers in the United States, France, Germany, Russia, Venezuela, 
Nigeria, Ivory Coast, People’s Republic of China and Japan.

williAm T. williAms
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For purchasing information please email 
rachel@septembergrayart.com or 
september@septembergrayart.com
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