
Art Enrichment  

Artist Biography 

Grade 5 
***Please do not read the biographical information word for word to 

the class.  Paraphrasing would be best.   

 

Romare Bearden (pronounced ro-MAYRE BEER-den) 

American, 1911-1988 

Collage Artist 

 
 Romare Bearden was born in Charlotte, North Carolina on September 

2, 1911 to a middle class African American family.  His parents were both 

college educated.  In 1914, he and his family were part of the Great 

Migration of southern blacks to the North and West.  At the time, the Jim 

Crow Laws were created to keep ‘non-whites’ separate but equal.  These 

laws kept many blacks from voting and from having equal opportunities for 

jobs, education, health care, business, land, and more.  Romare’s family 

settled in Harlem, a section of New York City.  His mother was a prominent 

social/political figure in Harlem.   

 Bearden graduated from New York University with a degree in 

education and took night classes from German artist George Grosz at the Art 

Students League.  He also studied at The Sorbonne in Paris.  In Paris, he was 

inspired by the European artists like Picasso and Matisse.  He admired 

African art and Chinese landscapes.  He also wrote songs professionally. 

 In 1954, he married Nanette Rohan, a dancer and choreographer.  In 

1963, he founded Spiral, a group of African American artists that met to 

discuss how they could help contribute to the Civil Rights Movement.  

Bearden thought it might be a good idea to somehow make an art piece 

together using collage.  Nobody seemed that interested but he was intrigued 

and this is how he began to create his collage works.  

 Collage was Romare’s signature technique.  He used cut-outs from 

magazine photos, painted papers, foil, posters, art reproductions, etc. as his 

materials.  They were his ‘paints’.  He also would add paint to these 

collages, mixing his own, unique colors.  Bearden’s main subjects were 

about African-American life and about places that he spent time in (rural 

North Carolina, steel industry in Pittsburgh, Pa, black culture in Harlem, 



NYC, tropical images in the Caribbean) and things that meant something to 

him. 

 Besides his art, Romare worked in book illustrations, record album 

covers, stage sets/costumes, and public murals.  His objective was to 

improve the standing of African-American artists.  He believed that 

everyone should be treated equally and fairly, but was critical of special 

treatment for African-American artists. 

 Romare Bearden was 5’11” and known for among his friends as 

Romie.  He loved his cats: Gypo, Tuttle (after King Tut), Rusty (after 

Persia’s Hercules Rusteum), and Mikey (short for Michelangelo).  While 

becoming a prominent artist from the 1960’s until 1988, he had a career 

helping others as a social worker.   

 Growing up, poets, writers, and intellectuals visited his home in 

Harlem all the time.  Reading ended up being a large part of his life as a 

youngster as well as an adult.  He wrote about exhibition reviews, articles 

about his art style and beliefs, and many books including a children’s book, 

Lil’ Dan the Drummer Boy, which he illustrated as well.  He loved Jazz and 

Blues music.  Bearden lived above the famous Harlem landmark, The 

Apollo Theatre, for 16 years.   

 Bearden constantly gave back to the African-American arts 

community and the world.  He co-founded Cinque Gallery, dedicated to 

young minority artists that needed a place to show their art.  He spent his 

later years with Nanette in St. Martin, a Caribbean island.  He liked the 

brilliant effects of island sunlight on nature. 


