
Art Enrichment  

Artist Biography 

Grade 6 
***Please do not read the biographical information word for word to 

the class.  Paraphrasing would be best.   

 

Jasper Johns  

American, 1930-present 

Painter 

 
 Jasper Johns was born on May 15, 1930 in Augusta, Georgia.  He was the son of a 

farmer.  He moved around a lot as a youth in Allendale, South Carolina, living with different 

relatives after his parent’s separation.  At a young age, Jasper had a drawing talent which helped 

him through this difficult time. 

 He graduated high school in 1947 and went to the University of South Carolina for a 

time.  Then, he moved to New York City.  He would paint whenever he could and designed 

window displays for money.  He was doing this for several years and then, Johns did something 

drastic…..he destroyed all of his work and started over!!!  After this, he had a dream that he 

painted a large American flag.  He started on this flag the very next morning and it ended up 

being his most recognizable work.   

 In 1958, flags were in most places: schools, post offices, parades, etc.  The image 

appealed to him because it was so familiar and everyone knew what it represented.  He also felt 

like no one had seen the way the American flag looked for a long time.  By filling an entire 

canvas with the flag image, he forces us to think about it in a new way.  Jasper would make the 

flag and place it in different ways and use different colors. 

 Jasper John’s style of art was new to this era of art.  Abstract Expressionism was 

considered to be the fine art of the 1950’s.  It was painterly and non-representational, which 

means the images did not look like an object or landscape.  So the site of the flag or a paint-

splattered coffee can (see Painted Bronze) in an art gallery was a shock to most people.  John’s 

art inspired the Pop Art, Minimal and Conceptual Art movement (see Vocabulary on lesson 

sheet).  He would repeat the same subjects with different techniques to examine the relationship 

between an image and its medium.  He used encaustic or wax-based paint for most of his 

paintings.   

 Besides flags, Jasper painted targets, numbers, letters, and maps: typical images in his 

school classrooms.  The Museum of Modern Art bought some of his artwork and he immediately 

became a world sensation.   

FYI: 

 The Art Institute has Jasper John’s painting, Grey Flags. 

 Jasper John’s guest starred on an episode of The Simpsons as himself. 

 Flags 1968 (see Ventriloquist MOMA) is an orange, green, and black flag.  If you stare at 

the positive shape of the colored flag, the after-image will make the negative space on the 

bottom of the flag red, white, and blue.  Some people interpret this painting as a political 

protest to the Vietnam War. 


