PANORAMA

Journal of the Association of Historians of American Art

ISSN: 2471-6839

Cite this article: Elaine Y. Yau, “The Love in Labor: Reconsidering Amateurism in
Sister Gertrude Morgan’s Performances and Paintings,” Panorama: Journal of the Association of
Historians of American Art 5, no. 1 (Spring 2019), https://doi.org/10.24926/24716839.1684.

The Love in Labor: Reconsidering Amateurism in
Sister Gertrude Morgan’s Performances and Paintings

Elaine Y. Yau, Andrew W. Mellon Postdoctoral Curatorial Fellow, Berkeley Art
Museum and Pacific Film Archive, University of California, Berkeley

Sister Gertrude Morgan (1900-1980) entered a buzzing, celebrity-filled orbit when she
appeared in the September 1973 issue of Andy Warhol’s Interview magazine. This entrance
on the surface appears incongruous and unlikely: Morgan was an African American
southern woman from the outskirts of New Orleans who was steeped in Holiness-
Pentecostal religious traditions, while Warhol, by then the best-known American Pop artist,
established his career in the pulsating cityscape of Manhattan, producing likenesses of
Elizabeth Taylor and Elvis in iconic silkscreen paintings. The pages of the September issue
heighten this contrast as well, inserting Rosemary Kent’s story about her visit to Morgan’s

“tiny mission” between photos of glamorous models and interviews with movie stars and
porn actors.t
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Fig. 1. Sister Gertrude Morgan, A POEM OF MY CALLING, undated.

Crayon, tempera, graphite, and ballpoint ink on paper, 8 1/4 x 9 in. The
New Orleans Museum of Art, Gift of Maria and Lee Friedlander, 2000.108
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Interview was shifting its focus from the New York underground film scene to popular
entertainment under Kent’s editorship; still, her portrayal of Morgan’s rough-hewn novelty
and authenticity suited its trendsetting readership.2 Morgan was seventy-three years old at
the time of Kent’s visit, and she was a missionary who could typically be found evangelizing
on the streets of New Orleans or in services she hosted in her Lower Ninth Ward home.
What interested the editor, however, was Morgan’s amateur, nonacademically trained status
as a painter and musician; especially noted are her lack of interest in professional growth

“success as an artist is really and truly the last thing on her mind”); her seeming immunity
to commercial markets (as “Louisiana’s super-best tourist attractions that will never get
over-commercialized”); and her tendency to use cheap materials (“dimestore paints,
crayons, and occasionally a ballpoint pen”).3 Like her irregular handwriting reproduced for
Kent’s title, these details frame Morgan’s modest ambition and unschooled practice into a
discovery of an unlikely artist from an unlikely place. One could say Morgan fascinated
precisely because she was a “nonartist artist,” reinforcing the kinds of paradoxes that ran
through Warhol’s art and the quixotic artistic identity he fashioned for himself.4

This essay does not position Morgan as an underrecognized Pop artist; it instead explores
some of the implications that follow from art practices that are more informed by vernacular
culture than by academic or high modernist discourse—objects taking on fine art forms but
emerging outside schooled traditions and the collective activity of established art worlds.5
Indeed, recent scholarship has shown how these characteristics of amateurism and
fine/vanguard/modernist art are discursively co-constitutive, one inextricably—if not also
problematically—tied to one another. Marci Kwon and Kim Grant have demonstrated how
mid-twentieth-century gatekeepers of modernism in the United States, such as the Museum
of Modern Art and ARTnews, historically resisted the incursion of amateurs into their
ranks, despite an egalitarian ethos of individual originality that both institutions valued and
briefly championed.® John Ott further demonstrates the reductive, biased effects of
amateurism when intersected with race. In his probing analysis of Palmer Hayden’s career,
Ott defines amateurism not only as a sociological fact for many African American artists
who had limited opportunities for consistent training and exhibition—necessitating that
they find occupations other than fine artist—but also a discourse heightened by white
philanthropic organizations to reinforce the marginality of black artists and obscure their
professional achievements.” Kent’s interest in Morgan hinges on the discovery of artistic life
at the margins. But unlike Palmer Hayden, whose painting The Janitor Who Paints (c.
1930; Smithsonian American Art Museum) satirizes the politics of amateurism when
defined in terms of technical deficiency (and condescending patronage that follows), Sister
Gertrude Morgan’s different positionality urges us to consider other dimensions of this
malleable discourse. Her artistic practice is situated farther away from the gravitational
center of professionalism, which highlights ways that amateurism can be understood in
positive and more nuanced terms.

The 2018 exhibition organized by Lynne Cooke, Outliers and American Vanguard Art, aids
such a prospect. It reorients the high/low and insider/outsider binary that reverberates in
the discourse on amateurism by recasting marginality in terms of variance that invites
inquiry, rather than difference that triggers categorization. As Cooke writes, in thinking in
terms of “outliers,” this paradigm reframes difference as “a position of strength: a place
negotiated or sought out rather than predetermined and fixed.”8 If the history of
amateurism has been weighted toward the derogatory and dismissive, in our present
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moment approaches to amateurism can illuminate other motivations, imbricated practices,
and intersecting histories that inform artmaking.

From this perspective, Gertrude Morgan was not simply the amateur of Kent’s schematic
portrayal but an artist possessing creative fluency in traditions of black Holiness-
Pentecostal religious performance. This charismatic environment—emerging from a
network of churches colloquially described as “sanctified” by adherents—nurtured Morgan’s
abilities as a preacher, singer, and evangelical teacher. This essay explores the expressive
complexities of her sanctified performances, in which religious devotion precipitated a
series of aesthetic translations between sonic, vocal, embodied, and visual realms. By
recovering the motivation of love that set aloft the freedom in Morgan to determine her
artistic path—that which she voiced in terms of the pleasures of intimacy with God—we
witness how amateurism operates as a critical position committed to other allegiances and
defined by other competencies, even as it interacts and interweaves with the formal codes,
networks, and sociocultural norms of professionalism.

Morgan’s Sanctified Performances

In Leigh Eric Schmidt’s evocative phrasing, “the conversational intimacies of orality” were
central to the modern evangelical Protestant experience, and especially to the black
sanctified faith that flourished within early twentieth-century rural and urban working-class
communities. Consider, first, the event with which Morgan introduces her autobiography
in A POEM OF MY CALLING (fig. 1): “My Heavenly Father called me in 1934 . . . the strong
powerful words he said was so touching to me . . . Go ye into yonders [sic] world and sing
with a loud voice for you are a chosen vessel to call men women girls and boys.” Not only
does God speak in ways that affect one deeply and personally, but in Morgan’s specific
calling, he also gives the mandate to perform the same kind of speech. This mandate to
“call” others, however, comes with an important difference: as a “vessel,” she was the
messenger of words belonging to someone else. Therefore, defining the sacred idea of
calling is the privileged, private, and mysterious nature of divine discourse and devotional
labor in service to another.© So when Morgan declares in writing that “My new name [is]
Anna” at the end of her poem, it can be understood as a transformation premised on
deepening intimacy with God. As the elderly prophetess who foretold the birth of Christ in
St. Luke’s gospel, Anna was authorized to deliver God's revelations just as Morgan was
centuries later. Dedicated service to and trust in this calling establish the interpersonal
grounds of love and desire for the sacred “other” that deepen as the poem continues.

As the second half of the poem discloses, Morgan received another revelation: she was “the
wife of my redeemer,” Christ. A metaphor for the gift of full sanctification following religious
conversion, the Bride of Christ signified the perfected union between a believer with God. As
the bride, the believer’s will was subsumed by God’s power through the Holy Spirit that now
inhabited his or her body—a tenet implying possession of heavenly power to enact divine
will on earth.* While offering the possibility of Christian perfection and an avenue for
claiming religious authority, sanctification was understood by Holiness-Pentecostal
believers as a continual process requiring active maintenance, moral obedience, and the
daily work of keeping oneself “unstained” by worldly desires.*2 Therefore, Morgan’s
sanctification pivoted on the embrace of God’s commission to spread the Christian gospel by
“sing[ing] with a loud voice.” By her own account, Morgan accepted this calling by leaving
her home in Columbus, Georgia, in 1938, and settling in New Orleans on February 26, 1939,
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where she cared for young orphans for eighteen years and taught “holiness and
righteousness” as a missionary. That Morgan composed her story as a poem and donned all-
white clothing to display her bridal identity (as she portrays herself on the page’s upper left
corner) affirms the imperative of sanctified devotion to testify publicly.

Lest these doctrinal points seem too dry and transactional, listening to recordings made
between the spring of 1959 and 1971 offers a sense of the rapturous emotion and forms that
shaped Morgan’s sanctified dialogues. These were recorded by Larry Borenstein, owner of
the Associated Artists Gallery in the French Quarter, during sessions that sometimes
included tourists, passersby, or aficionados of New Orleans—style jazz eager to catch echoes
of its origins (figs. 2, 3).13 In one exceptional instance, Morgan’s session resulted in a 1971
commercial recording entitled Let’s Make A Record.*4 Consistent with American
evangelicalism’s historical embrace of sound technologies and production of African
American religious records, Morgan used these opportunities to sing and spread the gospel
message.'5 These exist today in at least twenty extant tracks.6

Figs. 2, 3. Left: Lyle Bongé, Sister Gertrude Morgan with Larry Borenstein, c. 1962. Photograph. The Historic New
Orleans Collection, 1997.94.30ii. Right: Kathleen Chase, Sister Gertrude Morgan with some of her “children” at
Associated Artists Gallery with (left to right) Gilbert Chase, unidentified man, Emmanuel Sayles on banjo, Punch
Miller on trumpet, c. 1960s. Photograph. Courtesy of the Hogan Jazz Archive, Tulane University

The opening prayer from a recording dated April 26, 1959, is both an intimate address to
God and a performance of intimacy for those in the session (audio 1). On the one hand, she
thanks him for the privilege of “broadcasting your word and lifting up your name” as the
means by which people would come to faith; she also sweetly offers more thanks for the
“beautiful sunshiny day” and her health toward the end of her prayer. Carried by the lilting
strum of the guitar, these sections reflect the accord Morgan bears with her divine addressee
from the position as bride and missionary for his cause. On the other hand, imperatives
punctuating the middle of her prayer obliquely implicate her presumably unconverted
audience: first in her petition for God to “bless this place, bless the manager, bless everyone
that’s under the sound of my voice” and then in her appeal that he “wake up the careless and
unconcerned.” Amid this three-way call-and-response passage, Morgan intones a rhetorical
question (“help them to ask themself [sic] a question, ‘What time is it?””) and supplies the
answer as it surges through her vocal cords: “Time for me to wake up to my sense of duty
and get about my father’s business.” Here, Morgan effectively provides “the careless and
unconcerned” with a consciousness-raising script as a conversion strategy, directing
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listeners into oral modes of confession, prayer, and testimony which, in the sanctified
church especially, are the seeds of belief and Christian devotion.7

Audio 1. Sister Gertrude Morgan, prayer, April 26, 1959. Recorded by Larry Borenstein.
Courtesy of the Borenstein Family, http://editions.lib.umn.edu/panorama/wp-
content/uploads/sites/14/2019/05/AUDIO-1-Gertrude-Morgan-Prayer-April-26-
1959.mp3

This prayer demonstrates Morgan’s ability to “enter simultaneously into familial, or
testimonial, and public, or competitive, discourse,” traits that anchor Mae G. Henderson’s
theory of “speaking in tongues.”8 Adapted from the Holiness practice of glossolalia, or
ecstatic speech, “speaking in tongues” for Henderson marks “the plural aspects of self that
constitute the matrix of black female subjectivity.”'9 She discusses this plurality along two
kinds of address: the first kind speaks from a desire for solidarity and identification within
experiences of alienation, while the second mode of address asserts difference from a
position of otherness. This latter engagement draws upon a Bakhtinian model of language
that negotiates a range of hegemonic and non-hegemonic discourses. The appeal of
Morgan’s prayer to both listening audiences and God embody these multiple levels of
discourse that seeks to communicate interpersonally from a spiritual site of privileged
exchange that the other cannot necessarily see or understand. The point is to enrich—
through challenge and affirmation—both parties’ understandings of self and other through
these characteristics of black women’s speech.2°

“Let Us Make a Record” from the album released as Let’s Make a Record, helps us
understand how Morgan marshalled musicality to intensify the interlocutory characteristics
of “speaking in tongues” (audio 2). Following the opening tambourine clap, her opening
words—“Ah, let us make a record / for my Lord”—is a brilliant act of signifying that
describes the LP she is presently creating that will also function as an enduring testament to
her religious labor. Listen to how subtle shifts in her chanted words further expand the
temporal scale of “making a record” and define its scope. Beginning with the plural
imperative “let us,” the next lines substitute “prophet Isaiah” and “Ezekiel” as ancient
precedents for her work, implying that the “record” Morgan has in mind is the writing of
prophecy. In the final iterations of the song, the lyrics snap back to address the listener in
the present as her declarations of desire (“I wanna make a record . . . ”), coupled with
appeals (“don’t you wanna make a record . . . ?) seek to rally us around her religious cause.

Audio 2. Sister Gertrude Morgan, “Let Us Make A Record,” 1970. True Believer Records,
https://voutu.be/3WZjlivoigA

Tuning into the percussion and vocal aspirations of the track also accentuates these
positional shifts. About midway through the song, following ecstatic shouts, the rhythm
breaks as Morgan speaks from her position of sanctified difference: “Come on let’s make a
record / give up the world / give up Lucifer.” From minute 2:00 and after, the frequency of
her shouts (“Hallelujah,” “Glory,” and “Hosanna”) accelerate and grow higher in pitch, such
that Morgan seems to have ascended temporarily from the earthly space of the performance
to another realm where she is subsumed by the Holy Spirit, and God becomes her primary
audience. The hand-slaps and rattles of her tambourine assist in effecting this spiritual
elevation. But as the track ends and calls for praise replace the verses, we are left with only
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the sonic insistence of this tambourine bass/baseline and the memory of Morgan’s vocals—
as if registering the brief yet intense passage of the Holy Spirit.

Recorded under Borenstein’s auspices and in the musical environment of postwar New
Orleans, Let’s Make a Record was commercially produced to capture Morgan’s sound in as
high fidelity as possible. Consequently it generates a sense of nearness we may feel as
listeners, close enough to perceive every throaty melisma and crescendo of her voice as it
burrows into the vowels of “record” and “lord” and her lower vocal register (this effect is
helped by the baps on the tambourine that are akin to forceful, short exhalations). This
sensation of proximity is part of the pleasure of listening, which is a crafted effect rather
than an unmediated sound.2! As Jerma A. Jackson explains, sanctified music came of age
amid the rapid growth of the sanctified church in urban and rural areas throughout the
1930s and 1940s; a burgeoning recording industry replete with booking agents, promoters,
and publishers (especially marketing “race” records beginning in the 1920s); and growing
consumerism of black gospel music that peaked in the 1950s.22 Engineered to create the
dense textures of Morgan’s voice, these 1971 recordings capture an experience that is
simultaneously immediate in the perception of its grain yet spectral in its disembodiment.23
We can accept these recordings as capitalist appropriations of an “authentic” black voice, to
be sure, but what if we centered our reading from Morgan’s perspective and the creative
agency such performances afforded her?24 What insights arise if we consider Morgan’s
embrace of and performances for sound technologies as a decision intentionally made for
how it could complement, rather than exploit, her mission and religious practice?

These questions help recalibrate the object of our listening from signs of religious
authenticity to think about how sanctified performance functioned for the artist, and what it
afforded her, in a field of practice.25 An earlier performance of “Let Us Make a Record” from
August 19, 1961, can disabuse us of any belief we might have in sound recording as an
unmediated process or in Morgan’s consistency as a performer (audio 3). It is no doubt a
raw recording, but no amount of editing could tighten or polish the instrumental
accompaniment to Morgan’s guitar in this instance. On the tape, her chant comes across as
a holler attempting to dominate the improvised undercurrent of George Lewis’s clarinet and
“Kid” Thomas Valentine’s trumpet. Adding to the disparate musical lines are strums from
Morgan’s untuned guitar that resonate with fulsome, if not also uncontrolled, sound. The
repeating melody of the song mercifully adds some degree of harmony in the moments
when the instruments unite in a three-note response, “for my Lord,” to Morgan’s musical
call; however, the overall performance struggles to cohere.

Audio 3. Sister Gertrude Morgan, George Lewis, and “Kid” Thomas Valentine, excerpt of
“Let’s Make A Record,” August 19, 1961. Courtesy of the Hogan Jazz Archive, Tulane
University http://editions.lib.umn.edu/panorama/wp-
content/uploads/sites/14/2019/05/AUDIO-3-Gertrude-Morgan-Thomas-Lewis-Lets-
Make-a-Record-August-19-1961.mp3

This recording evinces an important aspect of Morgan’s performance and ministry that
more polished audio recordings do not obviously register. Remember the terms of her
calling: “go ye into yonders world and sing with a loud voice.” Whether the outcome was
harmonious or not, what ultimately mattered was the going and the doing: Morgan’s
spiritual labor was performative, prompting a sanctified body towards fulfillment of its
calling. Or as The Gospel Keys instruct listeners with this bouncing sanctified song: “When
the Lord gets ready / you’ve got to move.”2¢ If spontaneity and improvisation were signs of a
believer moved by the spirit to witness, then Morgan’s willing embrace of sound recording
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technologies amplified, in more ways than one, the evangelistic mission to which she was
already committed.2” It affirmed her sanctified identity as one that accepted opportunities
as they came, including ones that led her into professional contexts. Indeed, creating Let’s
Make A Record seems to have been somewhat unplanned: Borenstein was working with a
film crew on a separate project when he took advantage of their equipment to set up a
recording session.28 Yet by design, Morgan’s willingness to record constitutes having
listeners in the present as witnesses to her acts of devotion.

Audio 4. Elder Utah Smith and Congregation, “Two Wings,” 1947. Courtesy CaseQuarter

Records http://editions.lib.umn.edu/panorama/wp-
content/uploads/sites/14/2019/05/AUDIO-4-Utah-Smith-I-Got-Two-Wings.mp3

Morgan did not seek nor attain the sensational popularity of other sanctified musicians, a
fact partially explained by different configurations of talent, opportunity, and choice that
defined her expressive practice. Elder Utah Smith, for example, hosted tent revival meetings
in the 1940s before moving into a converted warehouse in New Orleans named “A Two-
Winged Temple in the Sky,” which could hold more than 1,200 people. Smith led his
audiences in call-and-response musical worship services until his death in 1965, and he
often did so spectacularly, donning a pair of seraphim wings as he played his electric guitar
(audio 4, fig. 4).29 It is easy to imagine the jolting effect of the guitar on a crowd when
activated by Smith’s rumbling riffs and skipping guitar licks. Though Morgan and Smith
were sanctified contemporaries in the same city, Smith’s talent and position as a church
leader afforded him prominence within a larger regional network of sanctified churches and
on the radio that Morgan never achieved
through her music alone.3° When Let’s Make a
Record was issued, Borenstein reproduced
Morgan’s painting on the album cover (several
of which she brightened with colored paints)
suggesting that music was a vehicle for
promoting her singular, visionary art as
opposed to art boosting her musical talents
(fig. 5).

Comparing the rougher, less sophisticated, and
improvisational musicality of the missionary to
Sister Rosetta Tharpe’s professionalized talents
further underscores the way skill can alter the
terrain for realizing one’s artistic possibilities.
A sanctified contemporary of Morgan’s, Tharpe
was a guitar virtuoso, immensely skilled at
fingerpicking, and had a vocal style that
attracted recording producers and catapulted
her international popularity. One hears these
qualities in “Rock Me,” a song that cloaks an
appeal for divine comfort in the bluesy tones of
a romantic love ballad (audio 5).3! Buoyed by a

Fig. 4. Irving Haberman, Elder Utah Smith with his

wings, electric guitar, and chorus. Photograph as . )
published in PM’s Weekly, Sunday edition, May 18, big-band orchestra, “Rock Me” goes down

1941. Courtesy of IH Images smoothly with its swinging beat. By contrast,
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“Let Us Make a Record” forces listeners to contend with its gravelly, haunting insistence.
Indeed, Tharpe’s music had become so popular through her recordings and concerts that
her crossover career aggravated controversies over the proper place of gospel music in a
consumer culture.32 If Tharpe’s performances before secular audiences cast her religious
commitments in doubt, then Morgan’s brief foray into commercial recording comes into
focus as a relatively safe venture in which the artist did not risk compromising her spiritual
motives. After all, she was making records for her Lord and ostensibly not for herself.

Lets Make A Record

SISTER GERTRUDE MORGAN

STEREQ

LETS MAK

Fig. 5. Sister Gertrude Morgan, Let’s Make A Record, 1971. Tempera, acrylic, and pencil on paperboard
(album cover) and vinyl (record), 12 3/8 x 12 1/2 in. Smithsonian American Art Museum, Gift of Chuck
and Jan Rosenak, 1981.136.5A-B

Audio 5. Sister Rosetta Tharpe with the Lucky Millinder and His Orchestra,
“Rock Me,” 1941. Re-released on Sister Rosetta Tharpe: The Gospel of the Blues,
compact disc, MCA Records, 2003,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rZPLTnohyjA

The aesthetic differences exemplified by Morgan’s and Tharpe’s performances held similar
currency in popular culture as well. For by the time Morgan stepped into Borenstein’s
gallery in the 1960s, her style was out of step with the popular gospel sounds of the day. Her
rough-hewn sounds seemed obsolete and were cherished as such; captured as relics of
traditional folk or roots music, they belonged to a picturesque imaginary visualized by the
artists who depicted jazz musicians and romantic cityscapes to sell at Associated Artists
Gallery.33 Yet when considering how Morgan translated sanctification’s polyvocality,
sensations, and performative dimensions into the realm of the visual—that is, how she

acted—Morgan’s “old-time religion” crackles beneath the patina of age and vibrates with
new energy.

Panorama » Association of Historians of American Art « Vol. 5, No. 1 « Spring 2019


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rZPLTnohyjA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rZPLTnohyjA

Yau, “The Love in Labor”

Pageo

Morgan’s Visual Vocality: Pleasures of Another Kind

Morgan’s visual practice exemplifies the way sanctified
faith could spur a believer into exciting and new
aesthetic and cultural territory. As the story goes,
Morgan was already creating pictures as didactic
illustrations for her Bible lessons at an orphanage she
ran with two others. Once that operation disbanded in
the mid-1950s, however, she pursued her calling alone
as the Bride of Christ. It was at this juncture that she
met Borenstein, began performing at the gallery, and
was encouraged to sell her artwork. Some of her
paintings appear most like visual translations of vocal
performance. In Calling the Dry Bones, a full-length
figure of the Bride of Christ stands before a simple
tabletop with accessories for her services (fig. 6). She
addresses viewers directly through the cascades of
handwritten speech: on the left she condemns those
who indulge “worldly lusts,” while on the right she
delivers lines from the popular spiritual “Dry Bones.”34
The visual and graphemic register of the drawing,
however, offer a different insight in the absence of an
audible voice. Not only is her writing an index of the
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Fig. 6. Sister Gertrude Morgan, Calling the
Dry Bones, c. 1965—70. Crayon, graphite,
acrylic, and ballpoint ink on paper, 6 3/4 x 5
1/2 in. The New Orleans Museum of Art,
Gift of Maria and Lee Friedlander, 2000.107

sanctified vessel responsible for the drawing’s script, but her delicately outlined figure
testifies to the very power cited in the song to recompose and regenerate dead bones into a

spirit-filled being.

Morgan discovered in painting further pleasures that veer towards the mystical. The Lord’s
Wife, #1 is a rare instance of the artist-missionary engaging painting thematically in context
with her spiritual life (fig. 7). The scene shows the artist sitting upright in her colorfully
appointed bed, with legs extended, surrounded by spotted white rectangles. Other details
indicate the fixtures of a standard bedroom—a draped window, a single lightbulb dangling
from a string, a chest of drawers, some fringed area rugs, and whitewashed furniture—that
accord with the few extant photographs of her spare interior (fig. 8). Yet, the commodious
bed in the painting attracts the eye with its bright, dappled colors; such are the
transformational possibilities of art to reimagine the material world.

S/5TER GERT.Rupe
NNGR GAN PALSSHENARY

Figs. 7, 8. Left: Sister
Gertrude Morgan, The
Lord’s Wife #1, 1970.
Tempera on illustration
board, 11 x 14 3/4 in.
Schneider Museum of
Art, Southern Oregon
University, Gift of
Shirlee and Cofer
Loomer. Right: Harriet
Blum, Sister Gertrude
Morgan in a room in the
Everlasting Gospel
Mission, 1973 or 1974.
Gelatin silver print.
Courtesy of Harriet Blum
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Words written in the upper right contemplate this idea. Starting to the immediate right of
the green bowl, Morgan informs viewers, “[TThis is a mystery work God told me to go get up
in the middle of that bed and rest. And now I'll do so much and so much of my work at a
time and when I get tired [I] just lean on back and rest.” Squeezed between these lines is a
citation of 1 Corinthians 15:51 that supplies the scriptural insight into her report: “Behold, I
show you a mystery: we shall not all sleep, but we shall all be changed.” The crucial
difference between Morgan’s testimony and scripture pivots on three different meanings of
sleep as a biological need, a state of metaphysical death, or a period of restfulness that is
also spiritual wakefulness. The “mystery work” to which she refers gets at these seeming
paradoxes, in which Morgan frames resting as responsive action to God’s call that precedes
spiritual transformation, while sleep describes a state of spiritual death.35 Therefore, in
Morgan’s usage, rest and sleep describe two divergent paths that either ascend out of earthly
constraints or remain bound to them. The alertness of her self-portrait—arresting eyes
comprised of merely six touches of paint—signals the path of transformation that she has
chosen.

Through this oblique testimony, we learn that God called Morgan to rest, and that she
evidently integrated painting as a part of this response. Tellingly, the eight spotted fields
signify a delight in marking a surface with paint. We know that Morgan sometimes
recreated her own paintings in her art.3¢ Yet these hot orange spots lack any pictorial
specificity. Instead, and like the cacophonous version of “Let’s Make a Record,” they stand
in as evidence of the maker’s enraptured, spirit-led touch. In this sense, Morgan’s
signatures—“the two lord’s wife Prophetess Gertrude Morgan” at top and “Missionary” at
the bottom—seem like precautions. Lest pleasures of art overindulge the corporeal limits
circumscribed by sanctification, these titles reframe and license her painterly marks as
traces of the Holy Spirit’s spontaneity.37 Painting could also be a mystery work.

Figs. 9, 10. Left: Jules Cahn, Sister Gertrude Morgan at home, early 1970s. Photograph. Jules Cahn Collection at The
Historic New Orleans Collection. Right: Gameboard for Journeys of St. Paul, 1968. Published by Avalon Hill Game
Company. Image reproduced under Wizards of the Coast’s Fan Content Policy, © Wizards of the Coast

The expressive relationship between dots and the Holy Spirit’s motility may have come
intuitively to Morgan, though archives suggest that popular sources may have also informed
her visual aesthetic. In a photograph by Jules Cahn, we see two pictures posted on the wall
of the rearmost room, a gameboard for the Journeys of St. Paul of 1968, and its box cover
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(figs. 9, 10). The gameboard delineates St. Paul’s first-century missionary voyages from
Damascus to Rome. The path players traverse consists of a meandering line, akin to a strand
of blue beads, laid upon a ground of bright orange and white and capped by an equally
bright band of green. Hanging on Morgan’s whitewashed walls, such high-key colors could
rivet one’s vision to this object—as could the New Jerusalem painting that hangs like its
pendant (fig. 11). In a painting she inscribed Paradise: I no we can Reign here [sic], Morgan
elaborates on the optical intensity of the gameboard while disrupting the meandering line of
dots (fig. 12). The dabs of orange from The Lord’s Wife, #1 explode in formations of red and
green, while Morgan adds black and white specks to outline the plantlike forms. On the
verso of the work, there are four references to love and the life hereafter that guide the sense
of what Morgan intended for the viewer to see: the same visions of heaven that John the
apostle wrote about in Revelation—a “flash of the spirit,” in Christianized terms, that
suspends ordinary time.38

Fig. 11. Sister Gertrude Morgan, New Jerusalem, undated. Acrylic and/or
tempera, pencil, and ballpoint ink on paper, 22 x 28 in. Collection of the Jaffe
Family

Morgan’s ecstatic visuality of color and dots in Paradise recalls the throbbing, insistent
stylings of her sanctified performances. In terms of visual culture, they also resonate with
Ernst Gombrich’s concept of amor infiniti, an expressive desire that “transmute[s]
redundancy into plenitude and ambiguity into mystery.”39 Complementing Gombrich’s
psychological profile of decorative patterning is Zora Neale Hurston’s idea of “the will to
adorn,” which she observed among everyday black communities; it illuminates the
dignifying, affective register behind Morgan’s visual practice that “does not attempt to meet
conventional standards, but satisfies the soul of its creator.”4° Poignantly, Morgan reveals
what lies at her soul’s center: the small vignette of the bride and her groom that is the visual
respite of the painting and also the compositional key. Christ depicted as divine love
incarnated is nothing new, but to personalize that image with a self-portrait is Morgan’s
bold disclosure.4t Through this motif, Morgan displays love’s intimate reach as she knew it.
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Fig. 12. Sister Gertrude Morgan. Paradise: I no we can Reign here (recto and verso), undated.
Acrylic and/or tempera and ballpoint ink on cardboard cutout, 11 1/2 x 9 1/2 in. Collection of
Robert A. Roth, photo by John Faier

Love in Artistic Labor

When Julia Bryan-Wilson and Byron Kim expound upon the etymological root of
amateurism in the Latin verb amare, meaning “to love,” it is to remind us of amateurism’s
priority of pleasure over (but not necessarily exclusive to) other motivations.42 Whether
mobilizing the politics of domesticity, gender, and class associated with craft or embracing
the unhurried, meditative nature of completing one painting every Sunday, both Bryan-
Wilson and Kim underline how amateurs’ investment in making emphasizes less the
cultivation of skill than it relishes the artist’s openness and her alertness to the materials at
hand in reaching different creative ends.43

Yet how one comprehends these ends makes all the difference in grasping the stakes of the
latent politics of amateurism, especially considering how limited cultural and economic
opportunity can put any number of pressures on art’s capacity to garner currency—financial,
social, or spiritual. Lacking deeper cultural context, we can end up preoccupied with claims
of authenticity while obscuring alternative forms of agency and expression at work at the
margins. Or, we find that amateurism is not exclusively ruled by a zero-sum game of
cultural value (though the term still tempts binary valuations). Rather, amateurism’s
rootedness in pleasure ties us back to process and to the agency of the maker, a fact that can
take artistic production in numerous, sprawling directions that break down any sense of
social and aesthetic hierarchies. Recordings can be both ethnographic and artful; paintings
can serve everyday, religious purposes while taking the form of autonomous artworks.

The tension apparent in Gertrude Morgan’s amateurism derives from a sanctified piety that
required her to be both in the world but not of it. In practical terms, it meant negotiating
Holiness-Pentecostal doctrine in which spiritual labor was enacted within a market for
music and art that someone like Borenstein opened up to her. As a missionary who never
held a wage-paying job after the age of thirty-nine, when she left Georgia for New Orleans,
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she was not a member of the working or middle class for whom the rhythms of paid labor
and leisure structured the week. Spiritual work and art were never neatly separated in
Morgan’s practice, and heeding sanctified imperatives meant that her amateur status was
defined as much by structural and social marginality as it was by a self-conscious choice to
take up art as another extension of her beliefs. The center of gravity in her art remained at
the edges of the mainstream economies of art (at least during her lifetime), because
sanctification necessitated abstention from worldly pursuits. Therefore, inasmuch as
Morgan’s practice resembled that of a Sunday painter, she was perhaps more accurately
“Sunday’s painter,” so to speak: she cast visual art as one medium among others for
channeling her holy devotion into professions of individual faith. These ventures carried
simultaneously the risks between compromising one’s spiritual purity or shirking one’s
sanctified obligations; Morgan negotiated these risks as she pursued the dignifying
pleasures that came with affirming sanctified truths and her privileged relationship with the
divine.

From this vantage, amateurism is not a self-evident status or label that describes skill alone.
It is usefully recovered as a heuristic position that connects complex social and artistic
practices to classifications of cultural activities captured by convenient, if not also blunt,
terms like folk, popular, fine, and avant-garde art. With the sonic, textual, and visual
records that Morgan left behind (many more than could be discussed here), we are left with
the challenge of discerning the agency she exercised and imperatives guiding her in the
social and cultural terrain defined by Jim Crow segregation and later reshaped by the Civil
Rights Movement. This attention to black expressive practice is one kind of positive
recovery that the discourse around amateurism has for art history that is both inclusive and
emergent, arising against the conventions of the mainstream with the integrity of other
traditions, values, and creative ethics.

July 3, 2019: An earlier version of this article cited a different work by Jason Berry in
note 14.
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