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B Y  M A T T H I A S  A N D E R S O N

ast summer the nation’s capi-
tal, Washington, D.C., was 
enhanced with another monu-
mentally sized public artwork 

— one with a profound back 
story that has been unfairly 

overlooked until now. Traveling south from 
his studio in New York’s Hudson Valley, the 
artist Garin Baker (b. 1961) was delighted to 
complete his mural 28 Blocks. At its tallest, it 
measures 65 feet high and spans 160 feet wide. 
The story of how it came to exist is encourag-
ing in many ways. 

For better or worse, Washington is boom-
ing economically, with formerly neglected 
neighborhoods being cleaned up and, in some 
cases, gentrified. One focus of activity in the 
city’s northeastern quadrant is the industrial 
zone of Eckington, now crisscrossed by the 
new Metropolitan Branch trail for cyclists and 
joggers. The District of Columbia’s Depart-
ment of General Services operates an Art on 
the Trails program, which in 2015 invited 
applications from artists to adorn the side of 
a city-owned warehouse, Penn Center, near 
the corner of Third and R Streets. The agency 
identified this massive surface as significant 
because approximately 40,000 people see it every day from cars and buses 
along New York Avenue, from MetroRail and Amtrak trains, and from the 
Metropolitan Branch trail. Officials sought to create not only a pleasant 

 

28 BOCKS: 
GARIN BAKR’S 
RSH OOK A AN 
AMRICAN ICON 

T O D A Y ’ S
M A S T E R S

Baker draws a preliminary sketch at the Lincoln Memorial.



095F I N E A R T C O N N O I S S E U R · C O M        M A R C H / A P R I L  2 0 1 8

sight and a veritable welcome sign to the city, but also a “place marker” 
that would resonate with local residents.

The winner of the competition was Garin Baker, who was born and 
raised in Manhattan. Having studied with the social realist masters Max 
Ginsburg and Irwin Greenberg at New York City’s renowned High School 
of Art & Design, he went on to train at the Art Students League under Ted 
Seth Jacobs, Harvey Dinnerstein, Burton Silverman, David A. Leffel, and 
Frank Mason. Baker completed his education at Brooklyn’s Pratt Insti-
tute, where the faculty were not quite so keen on the young man’s real-
ist tendencies. Nonetheless, Baker has conducted a successful career as a 
painter and muralist ever since from his studio in New Windsor, 53 miles 
north of New York City.

Baker won the competition not only because he is a gifted artist, but 
also because his idea for the mural chimes powerfully with what’s happen-
ing in America today — the (usually) healthy revisiting of iconic historic 

images in order to better appreciate their complexities. Baker’s focus was 
the massive seated sculpture of Abraham Lincoln that graces the Lincoln 
Memorial on the National Mall — one of the country’s best-loved statues 
and the single most visited monument in Washington. Unveiled in 1922, this 
19-foot-high, 150-ton portrait is the masterwork of Daniel Chester French 
(1850–1931), one of the finest sculptors this country has produced. 

Missing from all these superlatives is the fact that many now-forgot-
ten people were involved in creating the sculpture after French designed 
it in 1915. For starters, it is made of extraordinarily high-quality white 
marble that was quarried in the mountains of northwestern Georgia by 
the sons and grandsons of African American slaves. In 1916, 28 blocks of 
this stone were cut and hauled, not to Washington, but to the South Bronx, 
where the six sons of Giuseppe Piccirilli (1844–1910) set to work on them. 
This family had worked stone for centuries in their ancestral Tuscan 
town of Massa Carrara, and now as immigrants to America they had been 
assigned the demanding task of carving one block at a time while consult-
ing French’s maquette. Ultimately their 28 blocks were pieced together 
on site in Washington, and the fit was flawless.

Baker named his project 28 Blocks to underscore the materiality of 
the Lincoln statue. Accordingly, his mural can be read — left to right — as a 
chronicle of how it came to exist: at left we see the finished sculpture, but 
in the foreground are the Black men who quarried the stone, along with a 
relevant poem by the abolitionist Frederick Douglass. As our eyes move to 
the right, we see the Piccirillis, French, his assistant Evelyn Beatrice Long-
man, and other figures involved in the process, all researched by Baker 
through archival photographs. 

Once he had completed this historical research, Baker made 
drawings of the finished statue in Washington, then set to work in his 

(LEFT) Two sections being painted by Baker in his New York studio   (RIGHT) Baker inspects several completed sections.

The first sections installed 
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New York studio designing the composition, using PhotoShop to stitch 
together relevant archival images. He spent five months hand-painting 
120 gessoed cloth panels (each 10 by five feet) with gray, black, and white 
acrylics manufactured by Nova in California. Baker was confident of this 
technique’s durability — which has been perfected by Philadelphia’s 
renowned Mural Arts program over the past 25 years — and also that his 
panels — like the Piccirillis’ 28 blocks — would ultimately fit together. 
Last summer he and two paid artist-assistants — Bryan Guglielmi of 
Philadelphia and Julia Lanihan of New York — adhered all 120 sections 
to the warehouse’s brick exterior, then applied a polyurethane coating 
to protect them from the elements.

Now that it’s completed, Baker has time to reflect on the powerful 
fact that, just over two miles northeast of the Lincoln Memorial, his mural 
sheds valuable light on who helped bring that famous sculpture into exist-
ence. He hopes that it will always call to mind “the hands and the strug-
gles, the hopes and the dreams that went into building this country, and 
all of the immigrants and slaves and sons and grandsons of people who 
were brought to this country in chains and are now free men and women.”

Ultimately their stories will be amplified at the Lincoln Memorial 
itself, where Baker is advising the National Park Service and Chesterwood 
(French’s home and studio in Stockbridge, Massachusetts) on the planned 
redesign of their interpretive exhibition gallery in the basement. There 
millions of tourists may be able to view some of Baker’s preliminary works 
for 28 Blocks, further encouraging visits to that newly transformed ware-
house in northeast Washington.  

Information: A one-hour documentary film, 28 Blocks: From Mountain to 
Monument to Mural, directed by Shawn Strong, is being edited and will be 
released this year. Its trailer can be viewed at vimeo.com/222625398. Strong and 
Baker welcome readers to contact them with leads on both completion funding 
and promotion of the film.

MATTHIAS ANDERSON is a contributing writer to Fine Art Connoisseur.

(LEFT) Section featuring an African American quarry worker, Daniel Chester French, and French’s studio assistant, 

Evelyn Beatrice Longman   (MIDDLE) An Italian immigrant marble carver symbolizes the craftsmanship handed down 

over generations since the Renaissance.   (RIGHT) Section showing the Piccirilli brothers installing the statue

Artist-assistants Julia Lanihan and Bryan Guglielmi 

installing the mural 
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Fully installed and completed, September 2017

Garin Baker (left) with assistant artists 

Julia Lanihan and Bryan Guglielmi in 

front of the U.S. Capitol


