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BLACK ART IN AMERICA

Barbara Rose—who has written frequently for this
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Barbara Rose

magazine about new talent—has selected a group of works

by black artists, some known and some unknown,

most of them young, who she feels have special promise

Whnt is Wlack art? For some, “black art” refers to a specifle
subject matter or content relating to the hlack experience. Others
define it as a rejection of the forms of European art in favor of
primitive African forms, In researching this article, I found that
definitions of black art vavied from generalizations as hrond as
art made by painters and seulptors of Afro-American descent,
to art made in imitation of primitive styles, Indeed, the hetero-
geneity of activity among black artists has already led to o certain
faetionalism. Extending from the black nationalist artists exhibit-
ing ernde expressionist works in storefront cooperative galleries
in Harlem, the range broadens to include thoroughly European-
ized bluck painters and sealptors living as expatriates in Paris,

Because of the differences of personality and background, not
to mention tastes and polities, there are a variety of attitudes
the contemporary black artist may have toward the concept of
black art. Reviewing the material T was able to gather—and there
was a large quantity, sinee black people are beeoming inereasingly
active ns artists in Ameriea—I found essentially four attitudes
developing among black artists toward the predominantly white
Ameriean cultare in which they are forced to function, Mozt ex-
treme was the position of artists like James Sneed of the Harlem
Art Gallery and Dr, Ademola Olugebefola of the Counter Cullen
Library Community Gallery. Such artists wish to establish an

black art elosely linked with blaek sepa-
ratist polities, Working within black communities like Walts and
Harlem, direeting their art exelusively to the needs of a black
publie, they reject the modern European tradition as a decadent
style serving a white bourgeois Establishment. Many are self-
tanght, and most paint in neo-primitive or expressionist styles
that deliberately evoke the bold patterning and bright colors of
African textiles, Their themes stress values basie to the black
socinl struggle: they paint families united or idenlized workers
and leaders of the black community like Maleolm X and Martin
Lauther King.

Other black soeial-protest artists like Dana Chandler, William
Curtis and David lnmmons, to name but a few, have had ex-
tended formal art training, Like social-protest art in general, the
work of black socinl realists is basically illustrational and horta-
tory. Both stylistically and thematically, it has a great deal in
common with the social realism of the thirties, which stressed
poster-like elarity, the better to deliver a message which was often
& eall to aetion,

Although black separatists and social-protest artists use spe-
cifieally black subjeet matter, others, while employing the forms
and techniques of modern art, refer either implicitly or explicitly
to the black experience as content, In deliberately “funky” idioms,
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they allude, in forms, materials, techniques or images, to an en-
vironment different in many respects from that of white Ameriea.

Black and white sociologists recently have argued that Afro-
Americans have ereated a distinetive enlture-within-a-eulture in
Amerien. Up until this point, however, the black enltural contri-
bution has been mare aceeptable in the popular arts and us enter-
tainment, Now, however, the black artist wishes to make his eon-
tribution to what have formerly been eonsidered the “high” arts:
painting, seulpture, theater, poetry, ete.—that is to say, the elite
arts of the museum and the university. His attneks on these insti-
tutions are part of the complex proeess of eultural democratiza-
tion that this eountry is now undergoing. Developing o far more
ambitions eoneept of himself as a enltural as well as o politieal
foree in America, the black artist today does nol aspire to hecome
a tap daneer, but an architeet,

The major source of conflict hetween black artists and white
institutions is that the former feel they are being diseriminated
against by the latter beeause their art is being judged exclusively
by white Euroj esthetie lavds, Establishment taste-
makers for their part rejeet mueh, if not all, black art on the
grounds that it falls short of their esthetie standards. The ques-
tion of an absolute scale of eritical values is being debated todny
on many grounds, The problem in this context is whether such
absolutes as “signifleant form™ exist, and whether art being made
by black artists qualifies in terms of o hierarehy of such estah-
lished values. My own experience with hlack art canses me to eon-
clude that its quality today is largely on a level with what was
produced in Ameriea during the thirties, Many of the charaeter-
istics of prewar American art—soeial protest, illusteation, de-
liberate or uneonseious primitivism, work derivative of established
artists—exist among black artists,

Like the precisionists, realists and American-seene painters who
tried to find dignity in native Ameriean themes and suthentieity
in native Ameriean forme, many contemporary black artists are
altempting o reelaim their own heretofore repressed eoltural
heritage.

Whether one recognizes the possibility of a uniquely black art
depends on one's recognition of hlack eulture as distinet and sepa-
rate from white Ameriean eulture. How much of an African
heritage has actually been preserved by black Americans, how-
ever, is debatable. Yet many black artists understandably feel that
their dignity depends on redecming their own eultural traditions.
Within the black community as well as within universities and
musenins, new attention is being paid to Afriean art. Exhibitions
like the recent “Tmpaet Afriea” at the Harlem Studio Musenm are
presented now with regularity.

The direct influence of Afriean art on eontemporary black art-
weredibly complieated matter, since African art was, in
the beginuing of the century, one of the most important sourees
for the whole modern movement. Without Afriean prototypes,
neither Pieasso's nor Braneusi's break with the academic tradition
is imaginable. The question is: ean a contemporary black artist
forget Pieasso and Brancnsi, turn diveetly to African sources,
and prod hing of in terms of world art?
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Bob Thompson, Judgment of Paris, oil, 1954, and
Study for Last Painting, ink on paper, 1966 ;
both Martha Juckson Gallery, New York

Although Bob Thompson died in Rome in 1966 af age 29, he
left a large body of work testifying to his serionsness as

an artist, In paintings like the Judgment of Paris, he turned
the groat themes of classical painting into haunted
expressionist fantasies, The drawing for hig last, unexecuted
painting was based on Titian's Venus and Adonis.

The struggle to record his personal nightmare is apparent

0 the authentically expressed anguish of his statement,

There is a lesson here, T believe, to be learned from the o

history of Ameriean art. American art rose above a provineial
level mainly for two reasons: the W.P.A, provided work snd
exhibition possibilitiez for thousands of unknown artists (some
of whom turned out to be Pollock, Gottlieh, Gorky, Rothko and
Reinhardt) ; later the influx of European artists allowed firsthand
experience with the most advanced art. Toduy the black artist
faces a situation analogous to what faced the majority of Ameri-

ean artists in the thirties: lack of funds and patronnge, lnck of
exposure and eriticism, lack of opportunity
and to experience the quality of masterpieces, not only of African
art, but of all world art. Black artists today need and deserve time

to praetice technique

and space to work, patronage, encouragement and exhibitions,
Wrongs are beginning to be righted, and musenms are beginning
to aequire works by neglected but genuinely gifted black artists
of the past like the Colonial limner Joshua Johnston, and Haking'
pupil, the genre and landseape painter Henry 0. Tanner.

Today the white Establishment is suffering from a healthy col-
leetive guilt complex toward black nrtists. Even though many
would prefer the term “black art” to recede from memory as
black artists are allowed more opportunities to participate in
American enlture at all levels, for the present thoy will use it to
attract attention from the media and museums, which need labels
in order to operate, Obviously, “black art” is a meaningless term

if it encompasses everything from the unco

Minnie Evans to the academie landseapes of Richard Ma

the sophisticated collages of Romare Bearden and the elegant

welded senlpture of Richard Hunt,

For the first time, the black artist is in o position to keep puee
with if not outstrip the innovations of advanced art. Essential
to thiz development are the community art programs sponsored
by institutions like the Brooklyn Museum, the Walker Art Center,
the Corcoran Gallery and the Whitney Muscum, Providing mate-
rials, instruetion and field trips, these programs introduce ghetto
youths to esthetic experiences closed off to them in the past. Un-
inhibited by any feelings of eultural inferiority, these young
people are at last beginning to find outlets for their ereative
potential. Their work, with its boldness and directness, and its
powerful imagery and expression, points to what black artists
might contribute if allowed the opportunity.

My purpose in assembling the photographs on the following
pages is to show the great range of work being done by black
artists today in painting,
photography. /

exceptional work in the minor arts and erafts such ns jewclry,

ulpture, architeeture, graphies and
r the

e could e:

¥ be done illust

cery

ries and textiles now eoming out of the black community. The
lieate to me the immense eon-
'r. Whether “black art”

diversity and vitality of the work

tribution black artists have to o

is basically a politieal question whose answer depends on the

ability of Ameriea to become n genuin

ly integrated nation, both

eulturally and politieally. For the present, however, one thing is

manifestly elear: Ameriean eulture desperately needs the infusion

of fresh energy and ereativity that black artists are in a unique
position to contribute today. (#llustrations continue through page 67)
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Normon Lewis, Avrival and Departure,
oil, 1965 ; colleation of the artist,

sts, color
abstractionist Norman Lewis is one of the
most gifted. His gentle landscape
abstractions, with their allusions to

nature, clowds, sky and water rely on subtle

Among the mature black arti

color contrast lo evoke a poelio image.

Sam Gilliam, Caronsel Form TT,
acrylic on canvas, 1y Jefferson
Place Gallery, Washington, D.C.

A Teading member of the Washington school
rilliam hay

moved away from fiis early stoined canvases
(which were indebted to Morris Louis

and Kenneth Noland ) toward

a highly original statement, Like a number
of young Awmerican painters who are
altempling to push absiract

of eolor painting,

painting beyond the casel convention,
Gilliam has begun to take his brilliantly
spattered and tinted canvases

off the atretcher, treating canvas o

Jubrie and draping it informally on the wall
or suspending it from the ceiling,
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Above: Toony Jones, Untitled, wood,
1970 calleation af the artist.

Right; James Denmark, Untitled, wood,
1970 ; eollection of the artist,

Working in wood, Toony Jones and

James Denmark are creating lurge-scale
seulpture with a robust vitality

and strong physical presence. Although both
are interested in mass and volume,

Jones's twisting and convoluted carving,
with its fragments of anatemy

and organic prolresions, stands in stark
contrast with Denmark’s architeetiral
assemblage of geometrie planes

and solids. Similarly the naive directness
of Jon
sophisticated technique and modernist form

work, compared with the

of Denmark's pieces, reveals the
range of expression among black sculptors.
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Kenneth Young, Red Dance, acrylic on
canvas, 1970; collection of the artist,

Waorking within the firmly established
context of the Washington

sehool of color painting, Kenneth Young
dilutes paint to a watercolor-like
consistency, dappling the

coanvas with a dazsling allover

pattern of transparent

spots and patches of high-key color.
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Right: Joe Overstrect, Anceatral Tomb
for Mr. White, acrylic on
canvas, ¢ eollection of the artist.

Erolving iz bold patterns and decorative
forms from carly studies of African

art, Orverstrect fills in flat areas of his
shaped canvases with ireegular

geomelrie shapes, Recently he has been
suspending some of his canvazes from ropes.

Above : Ellgworth Awshy, Untitled, oil on
canvas, 1970 collection of the artist,

Right: Marvin Brown, Loeation Pie

wax, formica, adhesive and gummed rubber,

197

0; collection of the artist.

Amaong the bluck painters ereating original
geometrie abstractions are young arlists such
stwarth Ausby and Marvin Brown,

s fromtal smage, referring to the
simplified degign of primitive textiles and
carvings, derives from the African

tradition; Marvin Brown, on the other hand,

has arvived at an original style of

neinimal painting. Using monochrome, Brown
often adds interest te his literalist

canvases by emphasizing their soft surface
and rich texture through the use

of the unconventional medium of flocking,
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Maleolm Bailey, Untitled, acrylio on
i ; collection of the artist.

masonite, I

Twenty-two year-old Praft Institute
graduate Maleoln Bailey was one

of the most interesting new talents in the
last Whitney painting annnal, In his
highly formali he

combines the sehematic representationalism

ed paintings

of the blweprint with a peinted

gocial statement, This paimting of a slave
ship shows both black and white
trapped within the sume restricting context,

G by
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Ben Jones, Log, plaster cast
with aerylic painting and glitter,
1969; collection of the art

Ben Jones's painted casts of fragments of
the human anatomy combine the
literalism of recent representational art,
lile Jasper Johns's paintings with

direet casts, with allusions to specifically
African rituals, such as

g and face and body painting.

ult is a case in point

of the relativity of ophistication, for
Jones equally emph g the

developed esthetic sense of both sources.

Phillip Lindzay Mason, Manchild in
the Promised Land, aerglic on canvas,
196 collection of the artist.

California ( Berkeley) artist Phillip
Lindsay Mason uses the simplified realism
of pop art to paint angry
¢ of a black American scene,
ity eracked and peeling ghetto walls,

and homeless broeding children.
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Emilio Cruz, Tigure Composition No. 6,
oil, 1064 ; Zabriskie Gallery, New York,

Figure painter Emilio Cruz wses the bright
palette and flat decorative shapes

of the fauves. His contont, however, is

often drawn from personal fantasics, darker
i mood than any fauve theme,

Like Bob Thompsen, Crus was significantly
influenced by the expressionist style

of the late Jan Miiller. Recently Cruz has
emphasized the surrealistic content

of his work, painting in a hard-cdge manner
with few traces of expressionism.

Faith Ringgold, Die, oil, 1970;
collection of the artist,

A teacher at Manhattan's High School of
Music and Art, Fuith Ringgold

takes her direction from the mock-epic
style of pop art, Initially

shocking the viewer with her strong subject
matter info overlooking her sense

of composition and eraft,

she points to a solution to adult violence—
a pair of children who clutch

cach other in mutual zelf-protection,
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g Fred Eversley, Untitled, plastie, 1970;
r 18 dollaction.of the artist.

An outstanding West Coast artist,

Frod Eversley is ereating increasingly
sophisticated molded plastie

senlpture whose sensuous surfaces and subtle
light efects are the hallmark of the

L.A. school. Utilizing complex

optical effects such as eurved forms that

appoar inter gealily convex

and concave, sleyy is producing

work of elegance and formal complexity.

Barbara (hase Riboud, Maleolm X, Monument II,
bronze and wool, 1969 ; collection of the artist,

Barbara Chase Riboud is a young American
black artist who lives
U

in Paris,

sing highly original combinations

¢ and silk and bronze and wool,
Miss Riboud ereates sophisticated reliefs
and free-standing sculpture, By

dedicating works to a black hero like
i beyond national as

Malcolm X which rea

well as ethnie boundarics

in their international sophistication,
Miss Riboud soems 1o be saying

ssary for a black artist

that it is not nee
to confine himself to social
protest themes to make a4 genuing statemaont.
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rt Gordon, Untitled, mized media,
rollection of the artist.

Among the black artists attempting to extend
the boundarics of art in an

experimental direction is Robert Gordon.

]
eolors or images commonly associated
i, Gordon

en using fabrics, abjeots,

with a ghetto m
iz enrrently erealing “anti-form™
environments with found objects and lights,

David
collection

ephens, Untitled, plastic,

the artist.

Stephens is a young Philadelphia

IF EXpETIMEnting in new

and new med,

i and wrinkle

stie in this model |

vonstruction, Stephens

Wt hmie inte

ereates o

of eurved edges and surface undulations,

1 Lloyd, Resawan, light senlpture,
; Howard Wise Gallery, New Tork,

Lioyd is a light and intermedia

artist whose strictly formal
arvaigement of light within geometrie

structures relates his work

teralist™
e beyond
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Left: John Dowell, For the Pridgen
and the Hunt, lithegraph, 1970 ;
Phyllis Kind Gallery, Chicago, and
Martha Jackson Gallery, New York,

Ademola Olugebefola, Burden of
Injustice, woodeut, 1968 ; collection
of Mr. and Mrs, Robert Northern.

Graphics, one of the fields in which black
arlists are exeelling, presents

the possibility of reaching a large

public and appeals to many socially eriented
black artists, They are produecing a
variety of graphies that range

from the African-influenced woodeuts of
Dr. Ademola Olugebefola to the
experimental prints of John Dowell, (The
print at left is a tribute to

painter Charles Pridgen and sculptor
Richard Hunt.) Trained at Tamarind,
Dowell has won more than a

dozen awards in a variety of national and
international print competitions,

}]: ! mi.rﬁ%ﬁ.‘f 5

A A

tH 'J Ill:

T SR » :

| £

HG :;:g,'\\\_'é.g

\ .5@?;;% XY
izheely

.
VR

)
= /M
:

6



Rose, Barbara, “Black Art in America,” Art in America, September/October 1970, cover, pp. 54-67

Mazx Bond, regional library, Bolgatanga,
Ghana, 1967.

Mazx Bond is one of the new gemeration of
energefic, educated black activists

who are beginning to infiltrate American
cultural and economic life at levels

where blacks were never before permitted
to enter, A graduate of Harvard
College and Harvard School of Degigy
Bond has his own firm in parinership with
two other black architects, Donald

Byder and Nathan Smith, Bond can afford

to speak today without bitterness of

how he was advised that blacks could

never hope for a career in

architecture, since he has proven his
advisors wrong. His first building, the
Wbrary in Bolgatanga, Ghana,

refers both to Corbusier’s clean functional
forms and to the solid construetion of

loeal mud-hut dwellings. In

a unigue position to vse African forms
beecause of his firsthand contact

with them, Bond has had to confine himself
to more conventional architocture

because of the nature of the

commissions his firm handlos, which so far
have beon restricted to low-cost

projects like dormitories and ghetto housing.

Doug Harris, Safli's Decision, photograph,
Alabama, 1966 ; collection of the artist,

Photographer Doug Harris combines a strong
sense of form with searing social

statement, I'n many respects the ideal social-
protest art, photography—along with
film—is attracting an inereasing number

of talented black artists. The

photographs of the works of Norman Lewis,
Toony Jones, John Chandler, Joe
Overstreet, Ellsworth Aushy, Marvin Brown
and Ademola Olugebefola illustrating

this article were taken by Mr, Harris,
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