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D. Bernstein, 1998, 1998-65-1

LET’S LOOK
Who do you see in this  

painting? What are they  
doing? How can you tell?

Are they moving fast or slow?

What kind of music do  
you think they are dancing  

to? What instruments could  
be playing? What does the  

title, Jam Session, mean?

What time of day or night is it?

Where is the light in this painting 
coming from? What colors are the 
shadows on the girl’s white dress?

What is the mood of this scene?

How would this scene look and 
sound different if it were taking 

place today (clothing styles, 
dance movements, music, etc.)?

JAM SESSION

These two dancing figures have large, flexible legs and arms flung 

wide, almost filling the entire painting. Their clothing reflects bright 

light, in contrast to the dark background—can you see another figure  

there, clapping and swaying in time to the music? The dancers are  

doing the jitterbug, an acrobatic jazz dance invented by African 

Americans that involves standard steps and splits, twirls, and somer-

saults. The title, Jam Session, refers to times when jazz musicians get 

together to play for their own enjoyment.

This energetic couple almost mirrors one another. The two figures 

both bend their knees, lift and lean back through their torsos, and 

raise their arms. Their strong legs, the woman’s swinging skirt, and 

the folds in the man’s pants emphasize their movements. Can you 

find places where the artist, Claude Clark, scraped off some of the oil 

paint, leaving lines that highlight the legs, heads, and clothing?

ABOUT THIS ARTIST

When Claude Clark was eight years old, his family joined the Great 

Migration of African Americans moving from the rural South to the 

urban North. They settled in the Philadelphia neighborhood of 

Manayunk, where Clark attended Roxborough High School, which 

had a predominantly white student population. He joined the art 

club there and attended free Saturday art classes at the Samuel 

S. Fleisher Art Memorial. After graduation, he won a scholarship 

to the Pennsylvania Museum and School of Industrial Art (now the 

University of the Arts).

In 1939, Claude Clark’s first job was with African American print-

makers Raymond Steth and Dox Thrash at the Fine Print Workshop 

in Philadelphia, part of the Federal Art Project (FAP) of the Works 

Progress Administration (WPA). Also, he was accepted into a unique 



education program at the Barnes Foundation, in Merion, Pennsylvania, that emphasized the parallels 

between modernist artists, African art, and American material culture (everyday objects). Dr. Barnes 

purchased a painting by Clark, making him the second living African American artist (after Horace 

Pippin) to have his work displayed at the Foundation.

In Jam Session and throughout his career, Clark depicted scenes of ordinary African Americans. 

Drawing on his experiences of growing up poor during the Great Depression and encountering 

racism, he devoted his art to helping and honoring his people.

THE JITTERBUG AND TRADITIONAL AFRICAN DANCE

Look closely at Jam Session. Read the list of characteristics of traditional African dance below and 

note the ones that you can find in this painting of African American dancers.

• Full-body movement, not just arms or legs

• A wide, solid stance with feet firmly planted on the earth

• Improvisation (giving new interpretations to traditional forms)

• Groups of dancers who form circles and lines

• Support from onlookers who sing and clap

• Moving shoulders, hips, and knees simultaneously to different beats

• Percussion (drums, hand clapping, foot tapping, and body patting)

• Pantomime (imitating people working, animals, or spiritual powers)

• Using special objects (masks and costumes or handkerchiefs, canes, and hats)

• Competitions (In the United States, this tradition continued with cakewalk contests, jitterbug 

competitions, and break dancing.)* 

*Adapted from Barbara Glass, ed., When the Spirit Moves: African American Dance in History and Art 

(Wilberforce, OH: National Afro-American Museum and Cultural Center, 1999), 8–9.
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CURRICULUM CONNECTIONS

LANGUAGE ARTS/ENGLISH

Elementary School

What kinds of dancing do you do with your friends and/or family? Describe how you move, the music 

you dance to, and whether you like to dance, or not.

Middle School

Write a description of hip-hop dancing. Include a glossary of terms.

High School

Compare hip-hop and jitterbug moves, using Jam Session as a primary source.

SOCIAL STUDIES

Elementary School

When he was a child, Claude Clark’s family moved from the South to the North. Which states are 

southern states? Which ones are northern? Why did the Clark family move?

Middle School

Learn about the Great Migration through the paintings and poetry of Jacob Lawrence. Find 

references to Jim Crow laws, lynchings, and the Ku Klux Klan in the paintings.

Recommended resources:

• See Jacob Lawrence’s paintings of the Great Migration at columbia.edu/itc/history/odonnell/

w1010/edit/migration/migration.html or in his book The Great Migration: An American Story (New 

York: Museum of Modern Art; Washington, D.C.; Phillips: Collection; New York:  

HarperCollins, 1993)

High School

Learn more about the Great Depression through the artwork of Philadelphia artist Dox Thrash and the 

Federal Art Project of the Works Progress Administration.

Recommended resource:

• The Museum’s exhibition Dox Thrash: An African American Master Printmaker Rediscovered
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ART

Elementary School

Experiment with dancing to music and “freezing” like statues at two- or three-minute intervals when 

the music stops. Have everyone observe one another when frozen. Then draw, paint, or use cut-out 

shapes (paper or cardboard) or sculpture wire to create dancing figures.

Middle School

Take turns posing and making quick action sketches. Using construction paper, cut out figures based 

on the dancers in Jam Session. After experimenting, glue them into a final composition.

High School

Compare Jam Session to art by Aaron Douglas and William Henry Johnson. Investigate The Dance 

(Merion Dance Mural), 1932–33, by Henri Matisse, at the Barnes Foundation. Create an abstract 

version of Jam Session using simplified, flat shapes and a new color scheme.

Recommended resources:

• Learn more about Aaron Douglas at artic.edu/artaccess/AA_AfAm/pages/AfAm_3.shtml.

• Richard J. Powell, Homecoming: The Art and Life of William H. Johnson (Washington, D.C.: The 

National Museum of American Art, Smithsonian Institution, 1991), “Jitterbugs I–V,” 170

• Great French Paintings from the Barnes Foundation: Impressionist, Post-Impressionist, and Early 

Modern, (New York: Knopf, in association with Lincoln University Press, 1993), 274–291  

(Henri Matisse)
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