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Love Rituals

NYEEMA MORGAN

When thinking of artist couples, many people assume a relationship fraught with
antagonism. The life of artists is colored by folklore. The most pervasive of these stories craft
modernist myths of the self-absorbed, antisocial genius, the outcast, or trickster. Such artists
are romanticized for their heroic self-sacrifice, turning away from the social obligations
of monogamy and family toward a life which exemplifies freedom. Although my parents
wrestled with these archetypes, the balance that they created between family life and their
creative lives provided a freedom of its own, in stark contrast to the centuries-old model of

the artist’s life (fig. 1).

My mother and father were born in Philadelphia in 1950. As young artists raised during the
civil rights era, they later understood that the myth of artistic genius was another transcription
of white supremacy. Even before my own artistic journey began, my relationship to art
history was rooted in suspicion. For me, the figures of art history didn't serve as permissive
examples. My artistic stewards were right in front of me. Although the challenges of being
an artist couple were present, I was blessed to witness how they wove their respective art
practices and family life to create a dynamic /ife practice. Their lives were characterized by
love, patience, empathy, and faith, but also by criticality, collaboration, and an appreciation
for beauty and form. As I watch my own children, who are also the children of artists,
I defer to my own childhood—the practices and principles that were instilled in me. On
the days when my forty-three-year-old body is outmatched by the energy of my four- and
six-year-old children, my father likes to remind me, “Iry doing that in your twenties with
three kids and no money.” He’s right, although they had youth on their side. As a mother, as
an artist, and as the partner of an artist, my appreciation for my parents and their work has

only grown more profound.

My perspective has changed over time, but as a child, being raised by artist parents seemed
conventional. I was never aware of the “peculiarity” of my upbringing because it was all I
knew. It wasn’t until the social blossoming of my adolescence that I gleaned the eclectic
manner in which my parents interacted with the world differed from what I observed of
other parents. My parents marveled at the form and color of banal things like doorknobs and
the texture of soil. I can recall their exuberant joy witnessing the colors in the sky before a
North Carolina storm. In these moments my mother would say, “There is a difference between
seeing and Jooking.” She repeated this lesson throughout the years, along with the advice to
“listen more than you speak.” Both dictums speak to her deeply rooted empathy—her
ability to listen and acknowledge the pain of others without judgment. Since her death,

I've heard countless stories about how she touched the lives of the many people she



encountered throughout her life—students, friends, colleagues, baristas, neighbors.

I'm eternally grateful to my mother for nurturing that acute sense of empathy
in me, which has brought me closer to my loved ones. But that level of deep empathy
is rare, seldom appreciated or reciprocated. As a woman, as a Black woman, our
concern, desire, and ability to nurture is often challenging. Our love is tightly woven
into our care—a care that is not only pragmatic, but emotional and spiritual. It is easy for

us to lose ourselves in the overwhelm of caring for others.

It’s a common conceit that being a parent, or even more egregious, being a mother, is
anathema to the life of an artist. In a society where fathers are encouraged to maintain a
social and professional life, mothers are expected to retreat into the space of the domestic
(fig. 2). As precipitous as the life of an artist is, and as tender as our egos can be, it is
easy for artist mothers to slip into the shadows. When my daughter was born (my first
child and their first grandchild) my father told me, “Whatever you do, don't stop being
an artist.” Though he said this plainly, calmly, the statement was profound. Years later,
the sentiment still moves me to tears. What he didnt know at the time was that,
swirling among the fear, exhaustion, confusion, embarrassment, and excitement of being
a new mother, there was, tucked away in the far recesses of my mind, a sense of relief
in the thought that motherhood could provide “an out”—that all my artist anxiety could be
abated by this newfound preoccupation.

For the artist mother, our work requires an energy and focus comparable in intensity to
that of our care. Amid the beautiful chaos of caring for my two brothers and me, there
was a magical space where my mother’s ingenuity thrived. In our early years in Greenville,
North Carolina, my mother didn’t have a studio. The third bedroom in our apartment was
designated as my father’s painting studio. Her magical space was one shaped by time. It wasn’t

a physical space; rather, it was the confluence of her creative, artistic energy and mothering.

Fig. 1 (left) - Arlene Burke-Morgan and
Clarence Morgan, 1974. Athens, Greece.

Courtesy of the Morgan family.

Fig. 2 (right) - Nairobi Morgan, Arlene
Burke-Morgan, Nyeema Morgan, 1979.
Stratford Arms Apartments, Greenville, NC.

Courtesy of the Morgan Family.

Fig. 3 - Nairobi Morgan, Arlene Burke-Morgan,
Aswan Morgan, Nyeema Morgan, 1982.
Stratford Arms Apartments, Greenville, NC.

Courtesy of the Morgan family.

These were some of my most vivid childhood memories—my mother commandeering my

third-grade project with a cutting board, utility knife, and 48-inch T square in hand to build
a tiered pyramid out of cardboard. The times she sat on the carpet with her drawing board,
paper, and pastels, fervently drawing us as we were entranced by the television, though I
stole glances, watching her more than she realized. Or the time she entered us in a kite-
building contest because she was convinced that she could engineer the perfect kite out of

black garbage bags and scraps of wood.

Undoubtedly, upon reflecting on my mother’s life, my father imparted that gentle
encouragement for me to continue making my art while keeping my family close. Prior to
the pandemic it was more of an emotional struggle to find the confluence between family
life and my professional life as an artist. During the last two years, sequestered at home
with my family in Chicago for days, weeks, and months on end, I found myself in moments
making art alongside my children. Those moments echoed memories of my childhood—
memories of my mother stringing beaded necklaces, knotting raffia, or drawing while we ran
circles around her. I recount these memories to articulate that my mother, the artist, didn’t
have the luxury of time to herself while caring for a baby, a toddler, and a young child—not
until we were all in school (fig. 3). Thanks to familial and social support, I have the privilege
of time. My parents chose to raise their family away from Philadelphia. They were self-
sufficient, which for artists is a noble virtue but not pragmatic when it comes to raising a
tamily. What their self-reliance crafted was a sort of bubble around our nuclear family—to
keep us safe, to guide us. We were, after all, living in the South, where my grandmother fled
and about which she scarcely talked. My parents, having been raised in Philadelphia, were

very cautious about our environment.

But wherever we were, the value of family wasn't lost on me. A year before she died, my

mother also echoed my father’s sentiment, telling me to keep my family close. My parents



were a beautiful example of that closeness, which was not just about time or space. There

was a quality to that closeness. I understood from them how a loving partnership between
artists could work. Their relationship was not perfect, if such a thing exists. As I navigate
life alongside my partner, my recollection of their life together provides a foundation for
learning how to compromise, support, and collaborate with one another. Until my mother’s
death, my parents had shared a studio for thirty-five years. Their first studio was a bare-bones
800-square-foot space in the Butler Building, an unheated commercial storage building
with concrete floors that became filled to the brim with my father’s large paintings,
my mother’s sculptures, and miscellaneous storage. There were no dividing walls in any
of their studios over the years, no door to close on the other’s work. Everything was in
the open—their barely conceived works, their mistakes, failures, and experiments laid
bare. Conversely, they could share openly in their triumphs. The only discernible boundary
in that shared space was my mother’s persistent and methodical labeling of her name in
indelible marker on all her supplies (rulers, paper, hammers, books, drills, etc.). This may
have had more to do with her upbringing in a household with three sisters than my

father’s communal habits.

In 1992 my family made another move—from North Carolina to Minneapolis—
precipitated by my father joining the Department of Art at the University of Minnesota.
I had just started high school and was beginning to seriously consider my future as an
artist. My parents moved into a 5,000-square-foot sixth-floor studio in the California
Building, an underdeveloped mixed-use creative space. I remember this studio fondly—
this is what it looks like to be an artist! (fig. 4) The space was wide open with colossal
windows boasting a 360-degree view of Northeast Minneapolis. My parents thrived there
for fourteen years, responding to the space by making large paintings and installations of
drawings and ceramic sculptures. In such a sprawling studio, they were able to carve out
their own sanctum. Most of their time in the studio was spent in silence, but there was
always music. They openly enjoyed the sounds that invigorated their day—on my mother’s
side, Jennifer Holliday, Anita Baker, Oleta Adams, and on my father’s, the local jazz and
classical music stations. For one to enter the other’s area was intentional, an invitation to
break for lunch or collect the other at the end of the studio day.

Fig. 4 (left) - Arlene Burke Morgan, undated.
California Building studio, Minneapolis, MIN.

Courtesy of the Morgan family.

Fig. 5 (right) - Nairobi Morgan and Clarence
Morgan, 1975. Pennsylvania Academy of Fine
Arts graduate exhibition, Philadelphia, PA.

Courtesy of the Morgan family.

Fig. 6 - Nyeema Morgan and

Arlene Burke-Morgan, 1996.Como

Avenue studio, Minneapolis, MN.

Courtesy of the Morgan family.

In the early aughts, my father’s studio subsidy was revoked, and all the faculty were moved

into one building. It was also a beautiful, bright workspace, although the size diminished
immensely, from the spacious 5,000 square feet to 1,000 square feet, which my father was
reluctant to share. He'd later tell me that growing up as an only child meant sharing didn’t
come easily for him. I saw him struggle with the classic artist tropes as a young male artist—
a haughty demand for solitude and space and a clear delineation of what is his. In spite
of this, what prevailed was a profound generosity of creative spirit, and he shared that
studio with my mother. Although cramped, the space was still filled with vitality and music,

classical and jazz at my father’s behest while my mother, donning headphones, immersed



herself in her praise and worship tapes. Music always had a presence, in the studio and in our

home. In our household, music was the saving grace cutting through the turbulent earlier
years of their marriage. In the eighties, the throwback sounds of Shuggie Otis, Sly, and
Nina coming out of the tape deck would start my parents dancing together—a rare and
ecstatic moment. The songs they danced to hinted at a love and an optimism not yet
complicated by youthful anxiety and frustration about how to provide for three children.
It sparked my imagination about Philly, about the seventies, about celebration, resistance,

about young artists in love.

Their love of art sparked their relationship and nurtured their love for one another. Art
was what brought them together in 1971 as my father, a young art student at Hussian
College (before he attended the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts), went to visit Moore
College of Art where my mother was enrolled. As the story was told to me, they had a
mutual instructor who taught at both schools. When she brought her students (including
a handful of eligible, young, gifted Black bachelors) to her class at Moore, a class that was
predominantly women, a stealth frenzy rang through the halls—zhe men are here! That was
the first time my parents laid eyes on one another—a chance encounter in art school. My
mother was raised in a conservative Christian home where there was zero tolerance for
frivolity. To my grandmother, art was the exception. In my mother’s youth she played the
guitar, piano, violin, and viola—those nimble fingers and strong hands later shaped clay, bent

wires, tied knots, painted meticulous forms, and oiled my dry scalp.

My parents never compartmentalized their life. Their art practice and life practice were,
and are, inextricably woven together. I can’t remember a time when there was ever a
distinction. There was no space where art was not present. My brothers and I were suffused
in it—literature, music, poetry, craft, fine art. We might have caught the occasional “don’t
bother me,” but what they were making, or reading, or listening to was never hidden from
us. My father’s record collection and mother’s library of books filled milk crates that were
stacked floor to ceiling in the living room—Richard Wright, Toni Morrison, Shakespeare,
Doug Carn, Thelonious Monk. I remember while listening and dancing to Prince, asking my
mother what “wham, bam, thank you, ma’am” means. She and my older brother laughed and

teased, telling me I didn’t need to know until I was older.

Fig. 7 - Arlene Burke-Morgan and Clarence
Morgan, undated. Penland School of Craft,

Penland, NC. Courtesy of the Morgan family.

Fig. 8 (left) - Arlene Burke Morgan and
Clarence Morgan, 2010. Visiting artist lecture,
Brigham Young University, Provo, UT.

Courtesy of the Morgan family.

Fig. 9 (right) - Arlene Burke Morgan, 1988.
Greenville studio, Greenville, NC.

Courtesy of the Morgan family.

My parents dragged us to their openings (fig. 5), our lives threatened as we chased each other

precariously past fragile ceramic sculptures. Sharing their creative endeavors with us may
have only been out of the necessity that limited space and childcare posed, but it profoundly
shaped my world. Now, as a parent, I've shamefully caught myself setting a divide between
the sanctity of my studio practice and my life as a mother. The memories of my parents,
particularly my mother, who I spent much of my time with, serve as a reminder of how
important it is that my children see my creativity and intellectuality as an artist, as a Black
woman artist in the world (fig. 6). My parents took my siblings and me with them when they
traveled to artist residencies and openings, conversing with us about art, materials, process,

and the world. Most importantly, they kept each other close.

After my brothers and I left home my parents seldom went anywhere without each other—
traveling for exhibitions in China, Italy, and Alaska or teaching at Anderson Ranch in
Colorado and the Penland School of Craft in North Carolina (fig. 7). When they were
home, they were together, seldom social. They had a routine which was unbroken for
decades. They'd wake early in the morning, around 6:00 a.m., pray together, then get in
the car and go for a scenic drive to get coffee. Then off to the studio, where they worked
side by side, invested in their exploration of abstraction. Wherever they worked, whether
in their studios in Greenville, Minneapolis, or in an artist residency in upstate New York,
there was an irrefutable energy surrounding them (fig. 8). The music they played was a sonic
vibration, their love for each other and their art making a psychic vibration. And in their
respective explorations of dynamic forms of abstraction, their visual fields swirled with a low

meditative hum. Undoubtedly, sharing a studio space strongly influenced their work.



My mother moved very easily between two-dimensional and three-dimensional work—
drawing, painting, sculpture, and craft. Drawing was always present in her life, but from the
seventies to the late eighties, her sculpture practice was robust and provocative (fig. 9). It was
during this period that I identified her as a sculptor even as she leaned into making works
on paper. Although she worked less in painting, this became her main area of focus later
in life. Mly father has always been committed to drawing and painting but, over the years,
the forms and the spaces within his images have become more dimensional. The density of
the visual fields in both their work always struck me as a peculiar synchronicity. There were
similarities in their work, in their respective building up of layers on top of layers of color,
pattern, and line. Also, in their processes of graphic mark making, often sharing discoveries

with new materials and tools.

In 2013 a longtime family friend mentioned coming across an exhibition of my work in
Miami which featured a selection of rule-based drawings with a graphic sensibility that
reminded him of my father’s work. At that time, I had never thought about any similarities
between my work and the work of my parents. After all, I had intentionally avoided painting
to forgo the scrutiny of my father! I had also considered myself a conceptualist, far removed
from the disciplinary concerns of painting. But here I am now, in my interdisciplinary art
practice, sorting through the dense cacophony of visual imagery and information to locate a

stability point—both internal and external, much like my parents.

I am, in many proud and complex ways, my parents’ daughter. I don’t remember making an
explicit decision to become a visual artist like the two of them. Yet I spent my entire childhood
making things, excited and encouraged by what I had seen of their lives in and outside of our
home—the curiosity, the thrill of the unexpected, the camaraderie, the reverie. Even after I
left for college, I'd often visit and watch them with silent awe, the same way they’'d marveled
at the sky ablaze with colors at sunset. As my mother would say, I was “seeing” them. I saw
how they turned the trials and tribulations of a decades-long partnership into tenderness,
much like how they shaped form out of raw material—with agility, consideration, and time.
How they made space for each other when there was very little room, both literally and
figuratively. That kind of generosity was laid on a foundation of empathy which was hard-
won. But it shaped, for me, an understanding and a way of participating in the world—with
a keen sense of observation, patience, and a sense of obligation to one another. These have
become the values that underlie my creative practice as well. I am eternally grateful to my

parents, and forever encouraged by the beauty of their partnership. =




