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This portrait of Martin Luther King invokes the double exposure composition of 1980s 

photographic portraiture. Dr. King’s upward gaze repeats the aura of hope characteristic of 

Shivers’s art. The 

painting appears 

formally bisected, with a 

lighter right-hand side 

illuminating Dr. King’s 

profile. Yet, the painting 

includes multiple light 

sources, as made 

evident in the shadows 

appearing on the other 

subjects’ faces. A figure 

 

on the lower left-hand side also tilts his head upward with his eyes shut, his face bisected by the 

light coming from the left-hand side. The painting’s composition brings together disparate 

walks of life: a younger man wearing a sports jersey is supported by an older worker wearing 

denim overalls, and a white clergyman walks alongside a black woman. Most of the subjects 

appear to join each other in song, with their heads held up, reaffirming the hope in Dr. King’s 

gaze.  

 

 

Portrait of Dr. Martin Luther King, 1980s 
Photo by Stacy J. Platt 
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Shivers’s focus on optimism might appear as an example of what Lauren Berlant could 

characterize as the “cruel optimism,” the attachments to unattainable ideals that structure one’s 

longing by justifying one’s misery.7  Although Shivers tended to be motivated by optimism, 

however, his art also includes somber acknowledgments of optimism’s limits. 

In contrast to the previous painting of Dr. King, the depicted figures in this image open their 

mouths in anguish, not song, mourning the death of a young man. A white man looks away with 

his hand in his pocket as if to indicate the futility of his efforts to help or, more sinisterly, to 

indicate his complicity in the tragic scene. The hope we can associate with Shivers’s use of the 

upward gaze here is foreclosed  by death and grief. The expression “Free at Last” is juxtaposed 

with the realities of the ongoing struggles of the Civil Rights Movement. 

 

“Free At Last: Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.,” Civil Rights Leaders  
(1983 Miller High Life Calendar), Miller Brewing Company  

Photo courtesy of the Colorado Springs Fine Arts Center 
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 In the 1980s, the Miller Brewing 

Company commissioned Shivers to create 

two calendars, Civil Rights Leaders  in 1983 

and Black Political Firsts  in 1986. According to Peggy Shivers, because he was responsible for 

creating the images and the accompanying text, he needed to research the significant historical 

figures that would be the calendars’ subjects. He went to his local library in Colorado Springs, 

but, as she puts it, he “came back… very disappointed. He just didn’t find that much about 

African Americans in the library at that time.”8 Typical of the Shiverses’ refusal to accept the 

Two examples of the books 
made available in the Shivers 
African American Historical 
and Cultural Collection. 
 
Freedom Flyers: The Tuskegee 
Airmen of World War II 
by J. Todd Moye, 2010 
 
Flight: The Story of Virgil 
Richardson, A Tuskegee 
Airman in Mexico 
by Ben Vinson III, 2004 

 
 

Photo by José Antonio Arellano 

Image of the Shivers African 
American Historical and Cultural 
Collection label, which includes 
Shivers’s drawing Shedding Light.  

 
Photo by José Antonio Arellano 
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limitations of their circumstances, they decided to dedicate some of the proceeds of an art sale 

to establish a fund for the Pikes Peak Library District. The library books purchased through the 

Shivers Fund constitute The Shivers African American Historical & Cultural Collection. The books 

in the collection include a label with a drawing by Shivers, titled Shedding Light, which reinforces 

his belief in achievement enabled by mental fortitude. In the drawing, one figure reaches toward 

the sky with a lit candle, illuminating the other figure, who is absorbed in reading. The upward 

gestures we have seen repeated in Shivers’s art here allude to the enlightening power of literacy. 

Eventually, the Shivers Fund expanded to support an ongoing concert series and educational 

workshops in Colorado Springs, highlighting the contributions of African Americans to classical 

music.9 

 

“Georgia’s State Capitol and Conscience: Julian Bond,” Civil Rights Leaders  
(1983 Miller High Life Calendar), Miller Brewing Company 

Photo courtesy of the Colorado Springs Fine Arts Center 
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This painting of Julian Bond, included in the 1983 Civil Rights Leaders  calendar, depicts the 

prominent Civil Rights leader Julian Bond (1940-2015). Co-founder of the Student Nonviolent 

Coordinating Committee (SNCC), Bond also became the first president of the Southern Poverty 

Law Center. He was involved in efforts to register African Americans to vote and served as the 

Chairman of the NAACP for over a decade. Although Bond was elected to the Georgia House of 

Representatives in 1965, the Georgia legislature initially denied his seat because of his 

opposition to the Vietnam War.10  Bond’s case went to the Supreme Court, which voted in his 

favor. He was seated in the House of Representatives in 1966. Shivers captures Bond’s resolve by 

repeating the themes of ambition and progress shown through gestures of upward movement. 

Pointing to the sky, Bond’s depiction implies the possibilities that await. His figure visually 

emerges with Georgia’s buildings, indicating his place within the political scene despite the 

opposition attempting to keep him out. 

 

The painting on the cover of Shivers’s 1983 Civil Rights Leaders offers a visual primer to the 

calendar’s themes. A window reveals a grim landscape, indicating the violent history of slavery 

and sharecropping. The open door leads to a more optimistic future, represented by a path to a 

brighter horizon. Shivers represents the belief that courage and fortitude are necessary for the 

figures who are caught between the past and potential future. It is as if the painting suggests 

that they need only grab their partner’s hand and take a bold step outside the familiar shelter 

and into the world of possibility. Shivers’s calendar would thus justifiably be charged with the 

bootstrap mentality acerbically criticized by the political scientist Adolph Reed, Jr. Reed lambasts 

the standard narrative trope evident in biopic films depicting the lives of Civil Rights leaders. To 

Reed, these films appear to say to their viewers:  
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[Here is a] Great POC [Person of Color] You Should Know About Who Accomplished 
Much (i.e., Was Successfully Great) Against All Odds And It’s Uplifting To Know That You 
Could Be the Same If You Work Hard and Apply Yourself and Pursue Your Dreams 
Whatever They Might Be Against All Odds; Then the Force of Your Exemplary Character 
Will Show Through and Things Will Change (the Voting Rights Act Will Pass, You’ll Make 
the NBA or the Red Carpet, or Be Able to Buy a House on Those Nurses’ Aide Wages—
Whatever) and You’ll Be a Success At Least in Your Own Mind.11 
 

 Reed highlights the limitations of the ideology that posits self-esteem as a magical catalyst that 

(somehow) transmutes structural realities. His barbed juxtaposition of nurses’ aide wages and 

real estate prices foregrounds the all-too-real conditions that limit gumption. Strategic mass 

“A Window on the Past, A Door to the Future,” Civil Rights Leaders  
(Cover, 1983 Miller High Life Calendar), Miller Brewing Company 

Photo courtesy of the Colorado Springs Fine Arts Center 
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mobilizations, labor organizing, and class-centered political efforts lead to change that accrues, 

not simply the promotion of self-esteem made possible by models of racial uplift.  

 

I want to suggest, though, that Shivers was aware of the shortcomings of an overly 

simplistic belief in individual gumption detached from the laborious struggle of collective 

organizing. In fact, in this painting of Fannie Lou Hamer, he appears to comment on the very 

shortcomings of overly optimistic art itself. Notice the framed image on the background wall 

that appears more joyous when compared to Hamer’s frank look of tired exasperation. 

Considered alongside Shivers’s repeated use of an upward, hopeful facial tilt, the contrast 

between the two depicted faces qualifies optimism by emphasizing the painstaking work of 

“The Shareless Sharecropper: Fannie Lou Hamer,” Civil Rights Leaders  
(1983 Miller High Life Calendar), Miller Brewing Company 

Photo courtesy of the Colorado Springs Fine Arts Center 
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ongoing political action. The document on Hamer’s lap references her work with the Student 

Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) to register African Americans to vote, for which she 

was intimidated, beaten, and dispossessed.12  Hamer was born into a family of Mississippi 

sharecroppers, whom she helped pick cotton from a young age. As she became involved in 

organizing efforts, she developed a reputation for her impassioned speeches. In one speech, she 

refers to the efforts necessary to produce change, stating, “And you can always hear this long 

sob story: ‘You know it takes time.’ For three hundred years, we've given them time. And I've 

been tired so long, now I am sick and tired of being sick and tired, and we want a change. We 

want a change in this society in America…”13  Note the extent to which Shivers’s depiction of 

Hamer intelligibly embodies the phrase, “I am sick and tired of being sick and tired.” Shivers’s 

painting is thus decidedly not an example of what Tina Post describes as the “Black 

inexpression” characteristic of the “Deadpan.”14  While Post tracks what she views as a history of 

performative inexpression that frustrates interpretation, Shivers’s painting remains urgently 

legible in light of a history of political activism.   

 

In Shivers’s retrospective exhibition, the closest I saw to what Tina Post describes as a 

“deadpan” expression is found in the painting Siesta. The painting contains two faces, neither of 

which features the hopeful facial expressions and upward gestures characteristic of Shivers’s 

work. A younger boy’s profile shows that he may be looking down if his eyes are not closed 

entirely. The more prominently depicted woman neither looks toward the sky nor at the 

beholder. Even with such expressive withholding in view, this portrait invites our interpretive 

efforts. The woman’s eyes suggest the pronouncement of critical judgment—of the boy, 
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perhaps, or of the viewer she appears to ignore. Although I have difficulty naming the figures’ 

expressions, I do not doubt this woman’s confidence or that she is aware  of her self-assurance. 

I can surmise from her expression that she does not need me to affirm her self-regard or 

confirm her sense of beauty. The painting as a whole does not require me or any other beholder 

to complete its meaning; instead, we are prompted to recognize the meaning the painting 

formally embodies. A vortex emanates around the figures in the painting’s background, focusing 

the viewers’ attention and perhaps implying a generational relationship connecting the two 

figures otherwise separated by age. The painting appears to represent an injunction levied by 

Siesta, 1993 
Photo courtesy of Colorado Fine Arts Center 
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the older woman to the young boy to remain awake (thereby counteracting the titular “siesta”) 

and aspire toward a higher purpose.  

 

  Shivers thus invokes the “black aesthetics” associated with the Black Arts and Black Power 

Movements of the 1960s and 1970s because his art represents black bodies' beauty and 

unquestionable dignity.15  Yet, in this self-portrait, which can serve as a bookend to the self-

portrait that started me on this narrative journey, Shivers also invokes the intuitions of artistic 

modernism. The painting appears as an artistic challenge, making visible what had been touted 

in the mid-twentieth century as modernism’s capacity to enable freedom.16  Neither fully 

abstract nor entirely figurative, the portrait expands its color palette when depicting skin color. 

The painter’s strokes announce themselves as both representational and gestural, 

Self-Portrait, Date unknown 
Photo by José Antonio Arellano 
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simultaneously pointing to the subject while foregrounding the paint as paint.  Shivers left the 

material support mostly untreated, foregoing the added illusion of perspectival depth. Yet, for all 

its gestural abstraction, the depicted figure remains legibly absorbed in thought, with closed 

eyes and pursed lips. Even Shivers’s signature appears legible as both painterly strokes and   

linguistic signifiers. Shivers, here, refuses to choose between an abstracted, supposedly universal 

subject that must forego embodied specificity and an explicitly politically engaged realism. 

Shivers enacts the freedom to choose both.  

 

The United States Air Force Academy honored Lieutenant Colonel Clarence Shivers by 

interring his remains in its cemetery, usually reserved for USAFA graduates. When I visited his 

grave on a sunny Colorado afternoon, I encountered his epitaph: “He will be remembered for 

Clarence Shivers’s headstone plaque at the United States Air Force Academy Cemetery 
Photo by José Antonio Arellano 
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the beauty and happiness he brought into the world.” In a cemetery made possible by the reality 

of war, Shivers offers another poignant reminder of the genuine power of a life dedicated to 

heeding art’s call. His life demonstrates the extent to which the arts are not mere handmaidens 

to more “productive” pursuits. When we consider the relationship between war and art, the 

latter may be considered an instrument of the former, yet such instrumentality will always fall 

short of what should be the higher aspirations Shiver’s art enables us to see. His life offers 

evidence of art’s capacity to embody our most noble qualities, however idealistic such 

representational embodiment may appear. Shivers shows us how art helps constitute the very 

core of a well-lived life. 

    

 
 
José Antonio Arellano is the author of Race Class: Reading Mexican American Literature in the 
Era of Neoliberalism, 1981–1984. 
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