
 

James Denmark 
James Denmark was friends with, taught by and learned from iconic artists 
throughout his exceptional career.  

 “I was fortunate to be in New York at a time when most of the Harlem 
Renaissance artists were still working,” Denmark recalled. “This allowed for great 
conversations and collaborations about points of interest that I continue to have 
today.” 

Jacob Lawrence became a friend after Denmark, then a graduate student at Pratt 
Institute, recognized Lawrence, who taught there, passed Denmark in the hallway. 
Denmark followed him and struck up a conversation. 

Lawrence taught Denmark the importance of an eraser. 

“I used to watch Jacob work when I was visiting him,” said Denmark. “I was not 
accustomed to an artist erasing a miss-start and starting again on the same piece. 
He would just stop and start over.” 

Romare Bearden, abstract artist Norman Lewis and Hale Woodruff were also 
friends – Woodruff bequeathed Denmark several pieces of African art from his 
collection. 

“Those guys were so tough, and so committed,” Denmark said. “The 
professionalism they displayed encouraged me and made me more determined to 
be an artist. 

“I was lucky to be around them.” 

Lucky, too, to be born into an entrepreneurial, Winter Haven, Fla. family, where 
his grandmother taught the six year old Denmark how to cut patterns and cloth 
for her quilts, and where his elementary school teacher, Shirley Staton, with 



whom he is still in touch, persuaded his grandmother to encourage his drawing 
talent rather than punish him for sketching in his school workbooks when he 
should have been doing homework. 

But there had to be a degree of fate involved when Denmark went to Florida 
A&M College and fell under the tutelage of famed artist and educator Dr. Samella 
Lewis. 

“She had a doctorate in art history and another in fine arts,” Denmark said. “She 
taught us not only about art, but about the times we were living in. She told us 
“You can’t be docile. You have got to be militant.” 

Denmark’s biographer is too rich in its entirety to tell in this space. To hear some 
of it in his own words, watch his two-part interview with Phillip Harvey, 
conducted at a Mackey Twins Art Gallery weekend event here.  

Now living in Yemassee, SC, the 83-year-old Denmark still works two to six hours a 
day. A master collagist, Denmark has returned to that art form, though he’s 
enjoyed success in many mediums, including oils, watercolors and sculpture. 

And he’s still following his many distinguished friends’ advice. 

“Another thing I learned from Jacob is that when the day is not right, you’re your 
spirituality is not right, don’t do it,” Denmark said. “When you’re clicking, you feel 
wonderful. And when you’re not, you know it’s a day to go sit down and because 
if you try you’re going to run into trouble. 

“When the muse, the creative muse, returns, then you back up and start again. 

So how does he know when the muse is with him? 

He can see it. 

“When it (a piece) comes out and it’s right, if you look at it, and say “Oh, did I do 
that? I know I can’t do it again,” then you’ve made art, because you know you 
can’t do it the same way again. 

It’s this tangible intangible element an artist infuses in a work that gives it an 
individual identity, Denmark said.  

http://mackeytwinsartgallery.com/index.php/videos


“I can feel it and see it,” he said. “There is something you want to get in your art 
that makes it rise above a common object. The way Romare Bearden put it was 
that there are common themes in the appearance and the imagery of the art that 
people are going to know that it’s African American. 

“But Romare said you gotta give it a soul, and to do that, you have to infuse it 
with your touch, your sensibility. And when it has a soul, it speaks loudly to other 
people. 

“Romare compared it to a woman or man in church who confesses ‘Oh Yes Lord!’” 
Denmark said. “When you hear that scream and it comes from deep, from the 
bottom of the belly and into existence, it’s true. Everything else has been wiped 
away. 

“When you look at African American art, there are distinctions, but the main 
distinction comes to which pieces have a soul,” Denmark said. 

Denmark said he learned another lesson from the late entertainer and activist 
Eartha Kitt, who he met as they were being honored with tennis legend Arthur 
Ashe and jazz phenomena Dexter Gordon at New York’s Lincoln Center. 

“Eartha Kitt said she was who she was because she could not be anything else, 
and nothing else ever appealed to her,” Denmark said. “That stuck with me, 
because that was how I always tried to live my life. 

“That was the power of having these encounters,” he said. “You don’t how and 
why you’re there, but the power of these encounters adds to your stock in life in 
terms of what you want to do. 

“These are the things I learned in my encounters with these great men  and 
women who were my friends, and they stayed with me.” 
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