Brian Lanker

(1947-2011)

Many of us were not privileged to know Brian Lanker, but for those who did, they tell
stories of a man larger than life who was a poet, dancer, architect, violinist, writer, filmmaker,
and photojournalist. Lanker started his career as a photographer for the Topeka CapitalJournal, and he was only 24 when he won a Pulizter Prize for feature photography on
natural childbirth. Lanker’s work
was featured in the program,
Images of Man, that included such
legendary photographers as W.
Eugene Smith, Henri CartierBresson, and Eliot Porter. Twice, he
was named Newspaper
Photographer of the Year by the
National Press Photographers
Association. Throughout his career,
Lanker was a frequent contributor
to LIFE, National Georgraphic, and
Sports Illustrated magazines.
The photographs that Lanker
left behind resonate with optimism, spirit, and with what Roy Flukinger, Senior Research Curator
of the Harry Ranson Center, at the University of Texas, calls “variety, power, elegance, compassion,
understanding, subtlety, celebration, and an intense devotion to the quest for truth.” Steve Fine,
Director of Photography with Sports Illustrated writes that “Brian got something out of his
subjects that they never knew existed.”1
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I Dream a World

Portraits of Black Women Who Changed America

I Dream a World: Portraits of Black Women Who Changed America was conceived by
Lanker when he realized that the contributions of black women were being ignored.
Writing for the preface of the eponymous book published in conjunction with the
exhibition, Lanker wrote, “My hope is that this project will allow readers and viewers to see
something of those lives and feel the strength of those hearts for a brief moment, and to be
informed by them and inspired by them as I have.”2
Maya Angelou wrote in the forward to the book, “Brian Lanker possesses an acute eye
and brave heart. He has discovered women whose images show us the high cost of living and
the rich reward of thriving.” Indeed, it is Lanker’s unique ability to engage with his subject, the
ability to put them at ease so that it is their personailities that emerge in the seductive tones of
the black and white photograph. Michael Weizenbach, visual-arts critic for the Washton Post
wrote, “More than capturing the characters of these women, Lanker has elevated their portraits
to enduring art by compositionally alluding to familiar works. This causes Lanker’s photographs
to strike a chord in our memories. It fixes these women’s faces in history, not just on the wall.Too
often one sees mediocre pictures of fascinating people. How good it is to see fine portraits of fine
subjects.”
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Excerpt, I Dream a World, c1921
―Langston Hughes

A world I dream where black or white,
Whatever race you be,
Will share the bounties of the earth
And every man is free,
Where wretchedness will hang its head
And joy, like a pearl,
Attends the needs of all mankind−
Of such I dream, my world!

I Dream a World: Portraits of Black Women Who Changed America
On February 10, 1989, an exhibition of seventy-five portraits taken
by Brian Lanker opened at the Corcoran Gallery of Art in Washington,
D.C. Sixty of the seventy-six women photographed by Lanker were
present and the exhibition set attendance records for the gallery. Over
the next six years, the exhibition of photographs traveled, inspiring
people in cities and countries around the world.
Thirty-one years later, almost to the day, I Dream a World:
Portraits of Black Women Who Changed America comes to
Washburn University in Topeka, Kansas. Through the generous
support of donors, the Mulvane Art Museum acquired the complete
collection of photographs that are as powerful and relevent today as
they were in 1989.
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Some of the most celebrated black women in public life are
represented in the collection, plus a number of women who many may
not know. There are women who were called to politics, (Shirley
Chisholm, Barbara Jordan, Maxine Waters); in the performing arts,
(Leontyne Price, Lena Horne, Cicely Tyson); in literature (Alice Walker, Toni
Morrison, Gwendolyn Brooks, Maya Angelou); and those who became
activists (Angela Davis, Betty Shabazz, Myrlie Evers). Lesser known, but
worthy of celebration, are women such as Josephine Matthews, a midwife
in the rural south who delivered over one-thousand babies safely and
who graduated from high school at the age of 74; Winson and Dovie
Hudson, sisters who braved the Ku Klux Klan to work for school
desegregation and voter registration; Clara McBride Hale who opened
the Hale House in Harlem and dedicated her life to providing a safe
haven for the babies of mothers with substance abuse disorders; and
Septima Poinsette Clark who established citizenship schools throughout
the American south―she taught thousands to read, register to vote,
and stand up for their rights.
Many of the women Lanker photographed in 1986-87 are identified
as ‘first black females’―the first black woman to be a neurosurgeon,
the first black woman to be a federal judge, the first black woman to
become a licensed architect, to run for president, to serve as a mayor.

The power of the portraits and the stories of the seventy-six black
women photographed by Brian Lanker endure three decades after they
first appeared and are ready to capture the hearts and minds of a new
generation of people who may not know their stories.

The Women of I Dream a World
Ernestine Anderson
Marian Anderson
Maya Angelou
Daisy Bates
Mary Frances Berry
Unita Blackwell
Gwendolyn Brooks
Yvonne Brathwaite Burke
Harriet Elizabeth Byrd
Sherian Grace Cadoria
Alexa Canady
Elizabeth Catlett
Leah Chase
Shirley Chisholm
Septima Poinsette Clark
Jewel Plummer Cobb
Johnnetta Betsch Cole
Marva Nettles Collins
Janet Collins
Elizabeth Cotten
Angela Yvonne Davis
Ruby Dee

Ophelia DeVore-Mitchell
Katherine Dunham
Marian Wright Edelman
Myrlie Evers
Ruby Middleton Forsythe
Autherine Lucy Foster

Althea Gibson
Bertha Knox Gilkey
Clara McBride Hale
Anna Arnold Hedgeman
Dorothy Irene Height
Lena Horne
Dovie Hudson
Winson Hudson
Charlayne Hunter-Gault
Jean Blackwell Hutson
Eva Jessye
Cora Lee Johnson
Barbara Jordan
Leontine T.C. Kelly
Coretta Scott King
Autherine Lucy
Josephine Riley Matthews
Jewell Jackson McCabe
Queen Mother Audley
Moore
Toni Morrison
Constance Baker Motley
Eleanor Holmes Norton
Odetta
Rosa Parks
Carrie Saxon Perry
Georgia Montgomery
Davis Powers

Leontyne Price
Beah Richards
Rachel Robinson
Wilma Rudolph
Sonia Sanchez
Gloria Dean Randle
Scott
Betty Shabazz
Althea T. L. Simmons
Norma Merrick Sklarek
Willie Mae Ford Smith
Ellen Stewart
Niara Sudarkasa
Johnnie Tillmon
Jackie Torrence
Cicely Tyson
Wyomia Tyus
Sarah Vaughan
Margaret Walker
Alexander
Maxine Waters
Faye Wattleton
Priscilla L. Williams
Oprah Winfrey
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