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Sculptor Edmonia Lewis shares message
of human dignity through time

By Dennis Sadowski Catholic News Service

Edmonia Lewis, the first African American and 
Native American sculptor to achieve international 
recognition through works that reflected her 
Catholic faith and the dignity of people, is being 
commemorated on a new postage stamp.

The stamp, the 45th in the U.S. Postal Service’s 
Black Heritage series, was issued Jan. 26 at the 
Smithsonian American Art Museum in Washington.

The stamp’s design features a painted portrait based 
on an Augustus Marshall photograph taken between 
1864 and 1871 while Lewis was in Boston, the USPS 
said.

Lewis overcame multiple obstacles before arriving in 
Rome in 1865 and opening a studio where she incor-
porated the neoclassical style popular at the time and 
establishing herself as one of the most significant 
sculptors of the 19th century.

Her work is in the permanent collections at the 
Smithsonian American Art Museum and the Howard 
University Gallery of Art in Washington. Works also 
are scattered in church institutions in the U.S. and 
Europe. Some continue to be discovered after being 
missing for decades.

Art historian Elizabeth Lev, who grew up in Boston 
and has lived in Rome for 30 years, said it was in the 
Eternal City, where its cosmopolitan atmosphere 
meant skin color mattered little, that Lewis found 
inspiration to pursue sculpting in her preferred medi-
um of marble.

“Rome becomes a place where she can truly not just 
discover herself but become everything she always 
dreamed to be,” Lev told Catholic News Service. 
“The limitations she felt and were real in many ways in 
the U.S. were not limitations (in Rome).”

Lev described Lewis’ worked as reflecting her mixed 
ancestry as she created sculptures of notable abo-
litionists as well as figurative images that reflected 
experiences of people of color, particularly following 
the abolition of slavery.

Lewis also portrayed religious images, at times imitat-
ing neoclassical and Renaissance artists. One such 
work from 1875 depicts Moses in an imitation of 
Michelangelo’s 16th-century statue of the man who 
led the Israelites out of oppression.

An 1874 piece portrays Hagar, an Old Testament her-
oine who was the maidservant to Sarah, Abraham’s 
wife. Hagar is shown after Sarah banished her to 
the wilderness in a jealous rage over Hagar’s son 
Ishmael, whom Abraham fathered. Hagar has an 
empty jug at her feet while looking heavenward as 
she seeks water. Art experts have surmised that 
Lewis chose Hagar as a symbol of courage and sur-
vival, a symbol of her own experiences.

Details of Lewis’ early life are limited. She was born in 
1844 in Greenbush, New York, near Albany. Later in 
life, Lewis maintained she was born July 4 that year. 
Her father was Haitian American and her mother was 
Chippewa. Both died before Lewis was 5.

Lewis was raised by her mother’s family until she 
was 12 and was known as “Wildfire,” according to 
a Smithsonian American Art Museum biography. In 
1859 at age 15, her older brother, who had become 
a successful gold miner in California, helped Lewis 
enroll at Oberlin College in Ohio, one of the first insti-
tutions in the country to admit African Americans. 
She took the name Mary Edmonia Lewis.

(CNS photo/courtesy U.S. Postal Service)



She did not graduate, however. Despite the school 
welcoming African Americans, Lewis was subjected 
to racism and sexism. In 1862, two friends became 
ill after Lewis served them wine, opening the way to 
charges that she poisoned them.

The charges were dismissed at trial, but soon after 
Lewis was severely beaten by white vigilantes who 
left her for dead. About a year later, she was accused 
of stealing artists’ materials from the school, but 
again was acquitted because of a lack of evidence. 
Lewis left Oberlin in 1863 for Boston, again with her 
brother’s assistance. There she studied under portrait 
sculptor Edward Brackett.

In the resolutely anti-slavery atmosphere of Boston, 
Lewis was inspired to create busts of abolitionists 
John Brown, who led the doomed slave rebellion at 
Harper’s Ferry, West Virginia, and Col. Robert Gould 
Shaw, who was killed while leading the all-Black 
54th Massachusetts Regiment in the Union Army’s 
unsuccessful second assault on Fort Wagner near 
Charleston, South Carolina, in 1863.

Lev said Lewis’ work in Boston and Europe was 
inspired by her experiences as well as by the faith of 
the abolitionists, whose belief in human dignity was 
rooted in their deeply held religious principles.

Having saved enough money from the sale of her 
work, Lewis traveled to Europe in 1865 at age 20 in 
the hope of establishing her sculpting career. After 
stops in London, Paris and Florence, Italy, Lewis set-
tled in Rome, where she opened a studio during the 
winter of 1865-1866 collaborating with other female 
sculptors in a male-dominated discipline.

Lewis’ work caught the eye of several benefactors, 
including John Patrick Crichton-Stuart, known as 
the 3rd Marquess of Bute, a Scottish magnate who 
became Catholic at age 21.

Crichton-Stuart financially supported Lewis, allowing 
her to craft works that gained enthusiastic reviews. 
Lev, other art historians and scholars continue to 
study and teach about new understandings and dis-
coveries about Lewis and her sculptures.

Lev said that how Lewis became Catholic is uncer-
tain. Lev related one story which finds that the Native 
American tribe that raised her in New York was being 
ministered to by Jesuit missionaries. Lev, however, 
doubts that was the case and points to Lewis’ time in 
Rome as likely being more influential in the develop-

ment of her Catholic faith. “There’s the Catholicism 
of this Scottish convert who is very excited about her 
work and she is brought into this world of Catholic 
patronage in Rome. Part of it is the welcome of the 
Catholic community,” Lev said.

One of Lewis’ most well-known sculptures is 
“Forever Free,” created in 1867. It depicts a Black 
man and woman emerging from the bonds of slav-
ery. Lev said that while the man is standing, the 
woman is shown on her knees praying in thanks-
giving for being freed of the bonds of slavery.

That sculpture and oth-
ers, Lev said, is how Lewis 
used her art to com-
municate in a subtle and 
nuanced way to address 
issues of social justice.

“That’s where I think we 
can learn from someone 
who knew about racism 
really, the woman who was 
beaten to within an inch 
of her life at Oberlin. The 
woman who every step of 
the way had to overcome 
obstacles,” Lev told CNS.

Lewis died in London in 1907 at age 63. She never 
married and had no children. She is buried in St. 
Mary’s Roman Catholic Cemetery in city’s borough of 
Brent.

Edmonia Lewis, an African American and Native American 
sculptor who was Catholic, is pictured sometime around 1870.  
(CNS photo/Henry Rocher, courtesy National Portrait Gallery)
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VATICAN CITY (CNS) -- Highlighting the importance of 
the Bible in the life of faith and the role of lay women 
and men in sharing the Gospel, Pope Francis formally 
installed eight men and women in the ministry of lector 
and eight others in the ministry of catechist. During Mass 
Jan. 23, the church’s celebration of Sunday of the Word of 
God, the pope used a revised rite for formally installing lec-
tors, a ministry he opened to women a year earlier, and the 
new rite for the ministry of catechist, which he established 
in May. Pope Francis installed six women -- from South 
Korea, Pakistan, Ghana and Italy -- and two Italian men 
in the ministry of lector, telling them they were placing 
themselves “in the service of the faith, which is rooted in 
the word of God.” Three women from Spain, Brazil and 
Ghana and five men from Italy, Peru, Brazil and Poland 
were installed as catechists, and Pope Francis told them 
they were called “to live more intensely the apostolic 
spirit, following the example of those men and women 
who helped Paul and the other apostles to spread the 
Gospel.”

PHOENIX (CNS) -- Imagining what the Rev. Martin Luther 
King Jr., might say if he were alive today, retired Bishop 
Edward K. Braxton of Belleville, Illinois, delivered a homily in 
the voice of the slain civil rights leader to address how racism 
continues to impact the church and society as a whole. The 
bishop was the guest homilist for the Diocese of Phoenix’s 
annual memorial Mass for Rev. King celebrated Jan. 17 at 
Ss. Simon and Jude Cathedral. Noting that Rev. King would 
have turned 93 Jan. 15, the bishop said the Baptist minister 
knew what it meant to follow Jesus’ command to “Go and do 
likewise,” from the parable of the good Samaritan that was 
the day’s Gospel passage. “Despite the undeniable and 
remarkable strides that have been made to bridge the 
racial divide in this country, the bloodstained headlines 
of almost every morning’s newspaper make it clear how 
much we still need the voice and the deeds of this drum 
major for justice, this trumpeter for peace,” said Bishop 
Braxton, one of 12 African American Catholic bishops. “Yet, 
for many Americans -- and yes, for many American Catholics 
-- the murder of Dr. King means little more than a day off in 
January. He would surely say America is still learning who 
their neighbors are and what it means to go and do likewise.”

WALDORF, Md. (CNS) -- Resuming his pub-
lic ministry following a period of quarantine 
after testing positive for COVID-19 Dec. 31, 
Washington Cardinal Wilton D. Gregory in an inter-
view said he was doing well and happy to be back 
at work. “I’m doing fine,” he said following a Jan. 23 
Mass he celebrated at Our Lady Help of Christians 
Church in the Washington suburb of Waldorf. He also 
dedicated the church’s new altar, designed and built by 
parishioners. On Jan. 21, he celebrated the Washington 
Archdiocese’s annual Mass for Life at St. Matthew’s 
Cathedral just before the national March for Life. The 
Mass was preceded by a youth rally. Three weeks 
before that, the cardinal had issued a statement say-
ing that as part of his regular pandemic routine, he had 
taken a rapid antigen test given by a lab technician and 
tested positive for COVID-19. “I am fully vaccinated 
and boosted. I am experiencing no symptoms at this 
time and overall I feel quite well,” he said in that Dec. 31 
statement, adding, “Following my doctor’s guidance, 
I will now quarantine at home.” So the cardinal had to 
cancel his participation in Masses at the beginning of 
the year at the cathedral, miss a Mass he had planned 
to celebrate for local Haitian Catholics and not attend 
a regional retreat with his brother bishops. “I was very 
fortunate. I was completely asymptomatic. I had 
no cough, no fever, oxygen level was fine. I had 
no aches and pains,” he told the Catholic Standard, 
Washington’s archdiocesan newspaper, in the Jan. 23 
interview in Waldorf.. MD.

Twenty-three priests lie prostrate during their ordination 
to the priesthood at a Mass at Myongdong Cathedral in 
Seoul, South Korea, Jan. 28, 2022. 
(CNS photo/Archdiocese of Seoul) 
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