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BETWEEN THE LINES: HOW ERNIE BARNES WENT
FROM THE FOOTBALL FIELD TO THE ART GALLERY

There are few American stories as compelling as that of Ernie
Barnes. He was a man who lived two distinct lives, each marked
by excellence  and a  deep,  personal  passion.  In  the  world  of
sports,  he  was  a  powerful  offensive  lineman  for  the  New  York
Titans, Denver Broncos, and the Canadian Football League. In the
world of art, he became a cultural phenomenon, capturing the
rhythm and soul of African American life in a style that was at
once athletic  and tender.  The journey of  Ernie  Barnes  is  not
merely a tale of career change; it is a profound narrative about
the courage to follow a creative calling while living in a body built
for football. This is the story of how one man navigated the space
between  the  lines  how  Ernie  Barnes  went  from  the
football  field  to  the  art  gallery,  creating  a  legacy  that
continues  to  inspire  millions.

THE EARLY YEARS: A BOY CAUGHT BETWEEN TWO
WORLDS

Born in Durham, North Carolina, in 1938, Ernie Barnes grew up in
a segregated America. His life was shaped by the rhythms of the
South, the strength of his community, and a surprising love for
art. As a child, Barnes was a shy, chubby boy who was often
bullied. He found solace in drawing, frequently sketching images
of  his  family,  the  laborers  he  saw  in  the  cotton  fields,  and  the
vibrant  life  of  his  neighborhood.  His  mother,  a  homemaker,
recognized  his  talent  and  encouraged  him,  but  his  father,  a
tobacco warehouse worker, wanted a more practical path for his
son.
The pressure to conform to masculine ideals was intense. Barnes
began lifting weights to defend himself from bullies, and his body
transformed. By high school, he was no longer the soft, artistic
kid; he was a formidable athlete. Yet,  even as he excelled in
football and track, he never put down his pencil. He was, in many
ways, already living between the lines—the chalk lines of the
football field and the drawn lines of his sketchbook.

The Discipline of the
Gridiron
Barnes  attended  North  Carolina  College  (now  North  Carolina
Central University), a historically Black college where he played
football under the legendary coach John Merritt. It was here that
Barnes honed his physical strength, becoming a fearsome guard.
He was not just big; he was agile and intelligent, able to read
defenses with a precision that mirrored how he read the human
form.  His  teammates  and  coaches  saw  a  future  professional
athlete,  but  his  art  teachers  saw a  gifted  painter  who could
capture motion and emotion simultaneously.
During his college years, Barnes faced a unique challenge. He
was required to keep his passion for art a secret from his football

teammates for fear of being seen as soft. He would often draw
late at night, hiding his sketches under his bed. This duality—the
warrior  on  the  field  and  the  artist  in  the  studio—became  the
defining tension of his life. He was, in the truest sense, navigating
the space between the lines how Ernie Barnes went from
the football field to the art gallery, even if he didn’t yet know
the final destination.

THE PROFESSIONAL FOOTBALL CAREER: PLAYING
FOR A PURPOSE

In 1960, Ernie Barnes was drafted by the Baltimore Colts, though
he was soon traded to the New York Titans (which later became
the  New York  Jets).  Over  the  next  several  years,  he  played
professional football in the American Football League (AFL) and
the Canadian Football League. He was known for his powerful
blocking and his ability to open holes for running backs. But even
at  the  peak  of  his  athletic  career,  Barnes  felt  a  persistent
emptiness. He later admitted that while his body was on the field,
his mind was often in the art studio.
During his time with the Denver Broncos, Barnes found a mentor
in his teammate, the legendary running back Lionel Taylor. Taylor
saw the sketches Barnes made in his playbook and encouraged
him to pursue art  seriously.  It  was a pivotal  moment.  Barnes
began visiting museums during road trips, studying the masters
of Renaissance and Baroque art, while also immersing himself in
the works of African American artists like Henry Ossawa Tanner
and Charles White.
His football career gave him a unique perspective. He understood
the human body not just as a form to be drawn, but as a machine
of power and grace. He watched how muscles flexed under strain,
how bodies twisted in mid-air, and how teammates celebrated
with an explosive release of energy. These moments, frozen in
his memory, would later become the foundation of his artistic
style.

The Turning Point: A Broken
Hand and a Working Heart
In  1965,  Barnes  suffered  a  severe  injury  to  his  hand  during  a
game.  The  injury  required  surgery  and  ultimately  ended  his
professional football career. But for Barnes, the broken hand was
a liberation. It was the signal he needed to step away from the
gridiron and fully  embrace his  true calling.  He moved to  Los
Angeles with a portfolio of his work, ready to break into the art
world.
This transition was not easy. Barnes was a former professional
athlete in a creative industry that often saw him as a novelty.
Gallery  owners  were  skeptical  that  a  football  player  could
produce  serious  art.  But  Barnes  was  undeterred.  He  worked
tirelessly, refining his technique and developing a style that was
entirely his own. His paintings were characterized by elongated,
muscular  figures  in  motion,  a  style  he  called  “an  athlete’s
perception of the human body.” He painted scenes of Black joy,
struggle, family, and community, using a warm, vibrant palette
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that drew viewers in.

THE ART GALLERY BREAKTHROUGH: FINDING A NEW
ARENA

Ernie Barnes’s breakthrough came when his work was discovered
by a prominent Los Angeles gallery owner. The gallery owner was
stunned by the raw emotional power of the paintings. Barnes’s
first  solo  exhibition  was  a  resounding  success,  and  he  quickly
became one of the most sought-after African American artists in
the country. The journey between the lines how Ernie Barnes
went from the football field to the art gallery was no longer
a secret struggle; it was a celebrated achievement.
His art resonated deeply because it was authentic. He painted
what he knew: the cadence of a gospel choir, the laughter of
children  playing  in  the  street,  the  dignity  of  a  working  man
coming home from a long shift,  and, of course, the explosive
energy of athletes in motion. His work was a visual history of the
Black experience, told with empathy and joy.

The Creation of “The Sugar
Shack”
No  painting  defines  Ernie  Barnes’s  career  more  than  The  Sugar
Shack. Inspired by a nightclub in Durham, North Carolina, that
Barnes visited as a child, the painting depicts a vibrant, crowded
dance  hall.  The  dancers,  with  their  characteristic  elongated
bodies, are lost in the music. The colors are hot and electric:
deep reds, oranges, and purples.
The Sugar Shack was featured on the cover of the 1976 album “I
Am”  by  Earth,  Wind  &  Fire,  and  it  later  became  a  cultural
touchstone,  appearing  in  the  final  episode  of  the  hit  television
show Good Times.  The painting captured a  moment  of  pure,
unfiltered joy, and it solidified Barnes’s place in art history. It is a
perfect example of what he achieved: taking a personal memory
and turning it into a universal symbol of celebration.

THE STYLE OF ERNIE BARNES: GRACE UNDER
PRESSURE

Barnes’s artistic style is immediately recognizable. His figures are
tall, graceful, and dynamic, with elongated limbs and expressive
faces. He once said that he painted people as they feel, not as
they look. The elongation represents the stretching of the soul
toward joy, toward music, toward God. His backgrounds are often
simplified, keeping the focus firmly on the human experience.
His work is often described as a bridge between social realism
and expressionism. He was not afraid to show the struggles of
Black  Americans,  but  he  always  balanced  that  with  an
overwhelming sense  of  hope and resilience.  Whether  he  was
painting a scene from a basketball court, a church service, or a
family  dinner,  Barnes  infused his  work  with  a  deep sense of
dignity.  His unique perspective—developed by living between
the lines how Ernie Barnes went from the football field to
the art gallery—gave him an unparalleled ability to capture the
poetry of physical movement.

The Legacy of a Dual
Career
Ernie Barnes continued to paint until his death in 2009. His work
is now housed in major museums, including the California African
American Museum, the African American Museum in Philadelphia,

and  the  Smithsonian  National  Museum  of  African  American
History and Culture. His legacy is a testament to the power of
following one’s authentic path, no matter how unlikely it  may
seem.
His story is often told in the context of sports and art, but it is
really a story about courage. It takes courage to be a sensitive
artist in a world that values physical toughness. It takes courage
to leave a successful career in professional sports to chase a
dream  that  offers  no  guarantees.  And  it  takes  extraordinary
courage to create art that celebrates a community that is often
marginalized by the mainstream.
Barnes once said, “I never left football. I just changed jerseys.”
This  quote  encapsulates  his  philosophy.  He  brought  the
discipline, teamwork, and emotional intensity of sports into his
art.  He was never “between” identities;  he was,  in fact,  fully
inhabiting both. The lines he drew on canvas were infused with
the power of the lines he once ran through on the field.

THE CULTURAL IMPACT: MORE THAN JUST A
FOOTBALL PLAYER WHO PAINTS

To reduce Ernie Barnes to “the football player who paints” is to
miss the profound depth of his contribution. He was a chronicler
of Black life during a time of immense social change. His work
captured the optimism of the Civil Rights Movement, the vitality
of urban communities, and the enduring spirit of a people. He
showed Black America to itself with love, respect, and unflinching
honesty.
His art also broke down barriers in the gallery world. At a time
when Black artists were often relegated to the margins, Barnes’s
work was celebrated by critics and collectors of all backgrounds.
He  proved  that  art  about  Black  joy  could  be  commercially
successful  and  critically  acclaimed.  The  path  he  forged,  the
between  the  lines  how  Ernie  Barnes  went  from  the
football  field  to  the  art  gallery,  opened  doors  for  countless
artists who followed.

Influence on Popular
Culture
Beyond the gallery, Barnes’s work has had a lasting impact on
popular culture. His painting The Sugar Shack is one of the most
recognizable images in American art. It has been referenced in
films,  television  shows,  music  videos,  and  fashion  design.  The
elongated  figures  have  been  imitated  by  countless  illustrators,
and  his  aesthetic  has  influenced  the  visual  language  of  hip-hop
and R&B.
In 2018, The Sugar Shack sold at auction for $2.3 million, setting
a  record  for  Barnes’s  work.  This  was  not  just  a  financial
milestone;  it  was  a  cultural  validation.  The  art  world  officially
recognized what the Black community had known for decades:
Ernie Barnes was a master.

LESSONS FROM THE JOURNEY: FOR THE DREAMER
AND THE ATHLETE

The  story  of  Ernie  Barnes  offers  powerful  lessons  for  anyone
struggling to balance multiple passions. It teaches us that we do
not have to choose between who we are and what we do. Barnes
did not leave football behind; he integrated it into his art. He did
not  reject  his  athletic  past;  he honored it  by  using his  deep
understanding of movement to create something beautiful.
For young athletes who dream of being artists, Barnes is a hero.
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He showed that strength and sensitivity can coexist. For artists
who  feel  they  don’t  fit  the  mold,  Barnes  proved  that  a  unique
perspective is an asset, not a liability. The space between the
lines how Ernie Barnes went from the football field to the
art  gallery  is  not  a  gap  to  be  filled,  but  a  fertile  ground  for
creativity.

The Courage to Create
The most enduring lesson from Ernie Barnes’s life is the courage
to create, even when the world tells you to stay in your lane. He
faced rejection, skepticism, and stereotype. But he kept painting.

He kept telling his stories. He trusted his vision, and that vision
changed the way we see sports, art, and the human spirit.
His  hands,  once used to  block  300-pound defensive  linemen,
became  instruments  of  grace.  His  eyes,  trained  to  read  a
defense,  learned to  read  the  subtle  nuances  of  emotion  and
community. His heart, full of the love he received from his family
and his community, poured itself out onto canvas after canvas.

CONCLUSION: THE FINAL FRAME

Ernie Barnes lived a life that defies simple categorization. He was
an athlete, an artist, a storyteller, and a pioneer. His journey from
the football field to the art gallery is not just


