
Johnny Johnson: ‘A staple of the community’
BY ADELE UPHAUS–CONNER / FOR THE FREE LANCE-STAR

When Johnny Johnson was a young boy, growing up in Vance County, N.C., his mother worked 
long daily hours as a domestic, and he was baby-sat by a neighborhood woman he called “Mamie 
Cook.” Mamie had been born into slavery and one of her earliest memories—when she was 4 or 5 
years old—were of Union soldiers marching through her town at the end of the Civil War.

“She remembered the soldiers’ shiny brass buttons,” Johnson recalled Mamie telling him. “And it 
was the only time she said she had seen white women cry.”

Mamie had an old wind-up RCA Victrola, and she loved to listen to records of blues musicians 
like Blind Lemon Jefferson.

“I got so tired of winding up the Victrola and playing those records for her!” Johnson said. But 
today, when he’s sitting in his gallery at Art First in Fredericksburg, he listens to those very same 
mournful blues recordings.
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“e blues were a way our African–American forefathers and -mothers could express some 
concerns about their plight,” said Johnson.

e early blues musicians explored their social consciousness through music, and Johnson 
explores his through art. Fieen of his paintings, which touch on difficult themes such as black-
on-black violence as well as comforting themes such as the power of familial love, will be on 
display at the Fredericksburg Area Museum this Saturday through June 10.

e exhibit is part of the museum’s Community Artist Series, which Chris Uebelhor, FAMCC’s 
director of collections and exhibitions, said is meant to provide another venue in which 
Fredericksburg’s talented local artists can display their work.

“Johnny has been here for quite a long time and he’s very much a staple of the community,” 
Uebelhor said. “He’s respected both locally and globally.”
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Johnson said the paintings in this exhibit are different from what he’s done in recent years, which 
has been abstract or semi-abstract work inspired by his love of nature. However, as he marked the 
150th anniversary of the Emancipation Proclamation on Jan. 1, 2013, he found himself drawn 
back to the social commentary of his earlier work.

“I always have the theme in mind %rst,” Johnson said.

For instance, he’s been thinking about his father, who worked in the same mill for 45 years—from 
the age of 13. Despite the fact that he was so good at his job that he was always asked to train new 
workers, he never received a promotion.

“ey would ask him to show this other man how to do something, and that was the only time he 
felt important, the only time he was in control of the situation,” Johnson said. “e only time he 
received the same hourly wage white people got was when the law changed and demanded that be 
the case.”
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His father’s experience may have been the inspiration behind the painting Johnson calls “I’ve 
Been ere, But I’m Tired.”

Recent incidents of gun violence may have informed a painting of a young boy titled “If I Grow 
Up.”

“It’s based on the fact that in some communities where a young person has had schoolmates killed 
in drive-by shootings, the question isn’t what do you want to be when you grow up, but if you 
grow up,” Johnson explained.

e paintings don’t simply depict segregation and divisiveness, however. A picture of a man and a 
woman coming out of a cotton %eld with their arms extended toward each other—almost like a 
high %ve, Johnson described—represents “rising above.”

He’s personally seen examples of rising above—even during the height of segregation—during his 
experience working on a farm as a youth.

“If there was something that needed to be done, the black and white farmers would get together 
to do it,” he said.
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And a painting of a mother and child is a depiction of unconditional love.

“at’s also based on my own experience,” Johnson said. “My mother was just a gem and she gave 
me the way I love people.”

Johnson said he and his sons never end a conversation, even if it’s a short, perfunctory one about 
borrowing the car, without saying “I love you.”

“at’s the way we brought them up. ey can readily say, ‘I love you’ without any difficulty,” he 
added.

While art has always been a part of his life and he does something art-related every day—whether 
it be painting, sketching or sewing a canvas—Johnson said he’s been most ful%lled by his career as 
a teacher.

He taught art at Walker–Grant and James Monroe high schools in Fredericksburg and was named 
Teacher of the Year by the state of Virginia in 1977, the %rst time an art teacher was so designated. 
He said he gets letters from former students that make him teary-eyed.

“I love people, so therefore art can’t come before doing things for people,” he explained. “I retired 
in 1991 and said I would paint 40 hours a week, but I haven’t done that yet. I’m 77, so I’m 
probably not going to start now!”

Adele Uphaus–Conner is a Fredericksburg-area writer.

WANT TO GO?

What: “Community Artist Series: Johnny Johnson”

Where: Fredericksburg Area Museum and Cultural Center, 1001 Princess Anne St., 
Fredericksburg

When: Opens Saturday, March 9, and runs through Sunday, June 9. Museum hours: Monday–
Saturday, 10 a.m. to 5 p.m., Sunday, noon to 5 p.m.

Special events:

On Saturday, March 9, from 1–3 p.m., children and families are invited to create their own works 
of art based on Johnson’s paintings.
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On Tuesday, May 14, from 7–9 p.m., Johnson will discuss the artwork from the exhibition as part 
of the museum’s Evening with an Expert series.

A preview reception for museum members will be held on Friday, March 8, 7–9 p.m. To RSVP or 
to join the museum, contact mjohnson@famcc.org or 540/371-3037 ext. 400.

Cost: Museum admission is $7 adult; $2 student; under 6 free.

Info: 540/371-3037; famcc.org, johnnypjohnson.com.
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