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Biographical Description for The
HistoryMakers® Video Oral History
with Nell Irvin Painter

person

painter, nell Irvin
Alternative Names: nell Irvin painter;

Life Dates: August 2, 1942-

Place of Birth: Houston, Texas, UsA

Residence: new russia, nY

Work: newark, nJ

Occupations: History professor; educator

Biographical Note

Historian and educator nell Irvin painter was born on August 2, 1942 in Houston,
Texas to Frank edward Irvin, a chemist, and Dona Lolita McGruder, a writer and
personnel officer. As an infant, painter’s family moved to oakland, California, where
she attended public schools. In 1964, painter received her B.s. honors degree in
anthropology from the University of California at Berkeley. As an undergraduate, she
studied French medieval history at the University of Bordeaux, France, in 1962 and
1963. she also studied abroad at the Institute of African studies at the University of
Ghana from 1965 to 1966. painter went on to receive her M.A. degree in African
history from the University of California at Los Angeles in 1967, and her ph.D. degree
in American history from Harvard University in 1974.

Upon graduation from Harvard University, painter was hired as an assistant professor
of history at the University of pennsylvania; and in 1977, was promoted to associate
professor. From 1980 to 1988, she worked as a professor of history at the University of
north Carolina at Chapel Hill. Then, in 1988, painter was hired as a professor of history
at princeton University, and was named acting director of the university’s program in
Afro-American studies in 1990 and 1991. she served as princeton University’s
edwards professor of American History from 1991 to 2005, and as director of the
program in African American studies from 1997 to 2000. painter retired in 2005 and
was named the edwards professor of American History, emerita. In addition to her
work as a scholar, painter received her B.F.A. degree in painting from the Mason Gross
school of the Arts at rutgers University in 2009; her M.F.A. degree in painting from
the rhode Island school of Design in 2011; and has exhibited her artwork in solo and
group shows.
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painter has published numerous articles and reviews, and has written seven books,
including exodusters: Black Migration to Kansas After reconstruction (1976); The
narrative of Hosea Hudson: His Life as a negro Communist in the south (1979);
standing at Armageddon: The United states, 1877-1919 (1989); sojourner Truth: A
Life, A symbol (1996); southern History Across the Color Line (2002); Creating Black
Americans: African American History and Its Meanings, 1619 to the present (2005);
and The History of White people (2010). she is the editor of narrative of sojourner
Truth (1998) and Incidents in the Life of a slave Girl (2000).

painter has held numerous fellowships, been awarded five honorary doctorate degrees,
and was named a Fulbright scholar in 2011. she has served on a number of editorial
boards, and as an officer of many professional organizations, including the American
Historical Association, the organization of American Historians, the American
Antiquarian society, the Association for the study of Afro-American Life and History,
the society of American Historians, and the Association of Black Women Historians. In
addition, she served as president of the southern Historical Association in 2007 and of
the organization of American Historians from 2007 to 2008.

painter lives in newark, new Jersey with her husband, Glenn shafer.

nell Irvin painter was interviewed by The HistoryMakers on March 18, 2014.
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