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Night has fallen and the moon hangs high above the vast farmland, illuminating the 
infinite number of stars in the sky. The hot summer air is thick, filled with dust particles 
from rocks and debris. Weak and grasping for life, the weight of James Chaney rests 
solely on the now-targeted Michael Schwerner as the men come face-to-face with the 
realities of their last aching minutes of life. 
 
It is June 21, 1964, just outside of Philadelphia, Miss. The South continues to defy recent 
Supreme Court rulings that grant African-Americans the right to vote and the Mississippi 
White Knights of the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) have found their next victims. 
 
Around noon that day, Andrew Goodman, 20, a student from Queens College in New 
York, traveled alongside Congress On Racial Equality (CORE) member James Chaney, 
21, an African-American from Mississippi, and native New Yorker and CORE leader 
Michael Schwerner, 24, to investigate the June 16 burning of Mount Zion Church in 
Longdale, Miss., designated to house one of many Freedom Schools that summer. 
 
The three men were a part of the Mississippi Summer Project that worked to register 
African-American voters, set up alternative schooling for African-American children and 
develop Community Centers for individuals and families needing assistance in 
Mississippi. They had left Oxford before dawn the day before, where they had trained for 
their work in Mississippi and arrived at Chaney’s home in Meridian, Miss. that night. 

 
On that June night, they would die while non-
violently defending the rights of many. 
 
The exact order and ways in which the men were 
murdered has been contested, some suggesting 
Schwerner was the first to be slain due to his 
dogged CORE civil rights efforts angering the 
KKK in Mississippi. But 20th century American 
painter and illustrator, Norman Rockwell, took it 
upon himself to offer his own interpretation when 
a sketch of his original piece, “Murder in 
Mississippi,” was released in 1965 by LOOK 
magazine. 
 
The sketch depicts Goodman laying facedown in 
the scorched Mississippi countryside as 
Schwerner braces a dying Chaney in his arms. 
 

Sketch published in LOOK, June 29, 1965, 
as the final illustration. Contributed by 
Charles Morgan, Jr. 



Before working with LOOK, Rockwell was well known for his Americana-style work in 
The Saturday Evening Post that colorfully depicted the all-American lifestyle. This 
conservative magazine limited Rockwell from depicting the true realities of America and 
the lives of African-Americans and activists living through the civil rights era. 
 
“This piece was a way to correct editorial decisions that were forced upon Rockwell 
when he worked with the Saturday Evening Post,” said Director of New Media at the 
Mississippi Museum of Art, Julian Rankin. “He was now free from those restraints.”  
 
According to the Norman Rockwell Museum, Rockwell originally conceived “Murder in 
Mississippi” as a horizontal composition to run as a spread within the magazine. In this 
original composition, Cecil Price, a deputy sheriff later implicated in the murders, and the 
Klansmen could be seen standing, armed with rifles and shotguns facing the three civil 
rights workers. 
 
“He was very detailed and went to extreme lengths to get in the right mindset for this 
work,” said Rankin.  
 
Numerous newspaper clippings of the men’s murder, including snippets about the 
weather conditions of the 100-degree Mississippi heat, were found in his workspace. 
According to American Chronicle: The Art of Norman Rockwell, Rockwell even wore a 
T-shirt stained with human blood to provoke the feelings and emotions of their fight that 
was then transferred to canvas. 
 
Rockwell ultimately decided to represent Deputy 
Price and his posse as menacing shadows done in 
many expressionist paintings.  
 
The template of Schwerner and Chaney’s 
positions in “Murder in Mississippi” came from a 
Pulitzer Prize-winning photograph done by Hector 
Rondón Lovera titled “Aid From The Padre.” This 
iconic photo captured the sniper fire of a wounded 
soldier grasping the cassocks of a priest during the 
short-lived El Porteñazo uprising that took place 
in Venezuela in June of 1962. 
 
Miami University’s Art Museum Curator of 
Exhibitions Jason Shaiman and visiting Art 
History Professor Edwin Harvey also noted the 
stylistic choices and techniques such as the color 
palette and placement found in “Murder in 
Mississippi” are very similar to that of “The 
Third of May,” an 1808 painting done by 
Spanish painter Francisco Goya. 
 

Norman Rockwell in Stockbridge Studio with 
the unpublished final of “Murder in 
Mississippi.” Photographed by Louis Lamone. 
 



At the time of its release, the palette of “Murder in Mississippi” was unlike any other 
work Rockwell had completed. His paintings were well known as being light and airy, 
using whites, yellows, blues and greens. “Murder in Mississippi,” however, was not 
intended as yet another “family friendly” scene, but to expose the tensions in race 
relations in the South. 
 
The dark colors Rockwell chose were consistent with the barbaric involvement of the 
Klansmen targeting Schwerner, Chaney and Goodman that June 1964 night.  
 
According to Rankin, Rockwell received a great deal of animosity after LOOK published 
the piece, due in part by the “un-American” values it portrayed. But wasn’t that a key 
factor in the 1960s? Wasn’t Rockwell, in fact, continuing to represent America’s values 
during this time by bringing the realities to America’s doorsteps? 
 
Shaiman explained how “Murder in Mississippi” took the horrors that everyone was 
talking about that had been taking place in the South and presented them in a visual 
format.  
 
“[“Murder in Mississippi”] is Americana,” said Shaiman. “He was recording real-life 
taking place on American soil. Murder. Racism. Violence. This was a part of some 
American values.” 
 
This June, the 50th anniversary of the events of Freedom Summer, the Mississippi 
Museum of Art will present Rockwell’s iconic masterpiece as well as many related works 
that will highlight the artist’s creative process in an exhibit titled “Norman Rockwell: 
Murder In Mississippi” from June 14 – Aug. 31. 
 
“[The Mississippi Museum of Art] has a tradition of commemorating 50th anniversaries 
of civil rights in Mississippi to contextualize history,” said Rankin. 
 
In 2011 the museum featured an exhibit of the 1961 Freedom Riders that challenged 
segregation on interstate buses and bus terminals from Washington D.C. to Philadelphia, 
Miss. In 2013, it focused on the 1963 assassination of Medgar Evers, an African-
American civil rights activist from Mississippi who was assassinated at his home in 
Jackson. 
 
These exhibits show the deep ties that Mississippi has to the civil rights movement and 
the painful history that is not forgotten. It allows those who were a part of the event and 
lived through the times to remember. More importantly, it allows the younger generations 
to never forget. 
 
“We all live with this history. “Murder in Mississippi” is a beneficial opportunity to bring 
cohesion to the Mississippi community,” said Rankin. 
 
Oxford, Ohio, will also bring cohesion to its community as it commemorates the events 
of Freedom Summer at its 50th anniversary conference titled “50 Years After Freedom 



Summer: Understanding the Past, Building the Future” Oct. 11-14. The conference will 
include panel discussions, film screenings, keynote speakers and other events. 


