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Biography: Faith Ringgold 

Faith Ringgold (born October 8, 1930, in Harlem, New York City) is a painter, writer, mixed 
media sculptor and performance artist, best known for her narrative quilts. 

Mrs Ringgold was born Faith Willi Jones in 1930 in the Harlem neighborhood of Manhattan. Her 
mother, a fashion designer and seamstress, encouraged Faith’s creative pursuits from a young 
age. Ringgold earned a bachelor’s degree from City College of the City University of New York 
in 1955. She then taught art in New York City public schools and worked on a master’s degree at 
City College, which she completed in 1959. 

Ringgold’s artistic practice was extremely broad and diverse, and included media from painting 
to quilts, from sculptures and performance art to children's books. As an educator, she taught in 
the New York City Public school system and at the college level. In 1973, she quit teaching 
public school to devote herself to creating art full-time. 

Tar Beach Paintings/Quilts Series Story 

Tar Beach, the first quilt in Ringgold’s 
colorful and lighthearted series entitled 
Women on a Bridge, depicts the fantasies of 
its spirited heroine and narrator Cassie Louise 
Lightfoot, who, on a summer night in Harlem, 
flies over the George Washington Bridge.  

“Sleeping on Tar Beach was magical . . .” 
explains Cassie in the text on the quilt, “only 
eight years old and in the third grade and I 
can fly. That means I am free to go wherever I 
want to for the rest of my life.” For Ringgold, 
this phantasmic flight through the urban night 
sky symbolize the potential for freedom and 
self-possession. “My women,” proclaimed 
Ringgold about the Women on a Bridge 
series, “are actually flying; they are just free, 
totally. They take their liberation by 
confronting this huge masculine icon—the 
bridge,” said Ringgold. 
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Creative Inspirations Growing Up 

Ringgold was raised in an environment that encouraged her creativity. After the Harlem 
Renaissance, Ringgold’s childhood home in Harlem was left with a vibrant and thriving arts 
scene. 

Because of her chronic asthma, Ringold explored visual art as a major pastime through the 
support of her mother, often experimenting with crayons as a young girl. In a statement she later 
made about her youth, she said, “I grew up in Harlem during the Great Depression.  

Creative Inspirations Growing Up (cont.) 

This did not mean I was poor and oppressed. We were protected from oppression and surrounded 
by a loving family.”. With all of these influences combined, Ringgold’s future artwork was 
greatly affected by the people, poetry, and music she experienced in her childhood, as well as the 
racism, sexism, and segregation she dealt with in her everyday life. 

Figures such as Duke Ellington and Langston Hughes lived just around the corner from her 
home. Her childhood friend, Sonny Rollins, who would later become a prominent jazz musician, 
often visited her family and practiced his saxophone at their parties.  

QUOTES 

“Anyone can fly. All you need is somewhere to go that you can't get to any other way. The next 
thing you know, you're flying among the stars.” 

“Creativity helps us realize that we don't have to understand everything. We can enjoy something 
-feel it and use it- without ever fully comprehending it.” 

“No other creative field is as closed to those who are not white and male as is the visual arts. 
After I decided to be an artist, the first thing that I had to believe was that I, a black woman, 
could penetrate the art scene, and that, further, I could do so without sacrificing one iota of my 
blackness or my femaleness or my humanity.” 

“I had something I was trying to say and sometimes the message is an easy transmission and 
sometimes it's a difficult one but I love the power of saying it so I'm gonna do it whether it's hard 
or easy.” 
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