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a preference for subject matter that
emphasized the mores, myths, and
customs of black America from the
view of a folklorist. Most of these
works were painted in a semi-naive
fashion that stressed narrative,
anecdotal detail in a rather self-
conscious way.

Motley received approval and
recognition from the majority culture
in the form of a solo exhibitionin New
York in 1928. This event undoubtedly
helped to further legitimize the
primitive style among black artists
since he was the first other than
Tanner to have a one-man show in a
commercial New York gallery. In that
show, along with works in his severe,
realistic style, Motley showed
paintings of ““fantastic compositions
of African tribal and voodoo
ceremonials...and broad higher-
keyed and somewhat lurid color
schemes with an emphasis on the
grotesque and genre side of modern
[black] life.””1* Although he later
painted WPA murals Motley was
better known for his meticulously
rendered caricatures of black night
life. Locke felt that in the canvases he
painted from 1933 to 1936 with such
lively titles as The Barbecue, The Liar,
Saturday Night, and The Chicken Shack
there was a ““swashbuckling humor”
about black life that was a “promising
departure.” By paying sharp attention
to minutiae, Motley attempted to
convey the spontaneous excitement
of the “sweet-backs,” prostitutes, and
others who inhabited his Rabelaisian
world.

Aaron Douglas, a “pioneer
Africanist,” accepted thelegacy of the
ancestral arts and developed an
original style, unrelated to any
school, that can best be described as

geometric symbolism. He combined
modernism and Africanism in an
astonishing synthesis, creating
compositions that were spatially flat,
formally abstracted, and virtually free
from imitation and convention (cat.
nos. 96-100). By eliminating details
and reducing forms to silhouettes, he
lifted everything above mere
observation of the visual world. His
lithe figures were stylized, yet
ethnically symbolic, balanced, and
harmonious; his style was an angular
Art Nouveau that possessed a vitality
as disconcerting as the new jazz.
Unfortunately, pressure from his
peers forced Douglas to use this style
for murals and book illustrations only,
while devoting more time to a realistic
style for easel paintings. In the
absence of critical interpretation to
reinforce and help clarify the aesthetic
and stylistic significance of Douglas’
work, it is not unlikely that he, too,
came to have doubts about its
relevance.

These three artists who would
replace Quai at Concarneau with
Midsummer Night in Harlem (cat. no.
87), My Grandmother (cat. no. 80), and
The Barbecue, are representative of
others who came under African or
Afro-American influences. The black
motifs varied from the stylized copper
masks of Sargent Johnson (cat. no. 69)
to the expressive The Breakaway by
Richmond Barthé. As the black artist
began to make sociological rather
than aesthetic decisions about his
work, his imagery led him closer
to aspects of atavism and an
intentionally naive style labeled
primitivism. It has been suggested
that primitivisticimagery appeared to
be the most viable alternative to the
academic, assimilationist approach

strongly favored by the middle class
and exemplified by the work of Henry
O. Tanner.

Since the career of Tanner, the one
black American artist to gain a
measure of support in the white
world, overlapped the period under
discussion it is important to
understand his relationship to the
Negro Renaissance. He was
considered by most black Americans
to be one of the most important
painters in the world. Locke said that
his career “‘may be truthfully said to
have vindicated the [black] artist
beyond question of shadow of doubt
or a double standard of artistic
judgment.””12 He was referring to
Tanner’s success as a salon painter in
France, albeit after the influence and
popularity of the academic tradition
had waned. Mention has been made
of the purchase of Tanner’s work by
the French government and by
prominent American museums. He
won awards at the Paris, Buffalo, St.
Louis, and San Francisco Expositions
as well as a French Legion of Honor
medal. He was, indeed, the magic
symbol of the African-American’s
artistic aspiration and achievement.
Unfortunately, those aspirations still
depended on the approval of the
majority culture in one form or
another. Tanner’s credentials were
impeccable in the eyes of most black
intellectuals and artists, for he had
been lauded in the art capital of the
world. Although he was considered
by some to be a reactionary who had
“divorced himself from the task of
developing a statement which

11. Ibid., p. 69.
12. Ibid., p. 22.
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““magically survived the psychic
fetters of Puritanism.”# The white
avant-garde found in black culture
“‘primitive”” elements that seemed
vital, unspoiled, and the correct
antidote to a sterile existence based on
values that had become illusory.
Those who portrayed black America
as uncivilized, indulgent, passionate,
mysterious, sexy, and savage were
particularly captivated by black music
and black speech. Black music was
not only exotic but “instinctive and
abandoned, yet, laughingly light and
immediate.” Black speech was
“secretive, ‘in’, casual...fluid,
impudent.”’s

Themes of black ““primitivism”’
became popular with white artists:
O’Neill’s Emperor Jones (1920),
Anderson’s Dark Laughter (1925),
Heywood'’s Porgy (1925), and Van
Vechten'’s Nigger Heaven (1926), to
name a few. Thus the Exotic Primitive
was conceived and born from the
fantasies of white America, with black
America in the tacit role of midwife.
There were, of course, many black
entertainers and writers who
exploited the situation for the benefit
of white patrons. Yet some, as
Langston Hughes said, were
sincerely trying to express their
“individual dark-skinned selves
without fear or shame. If white people
were pleased they were glad; if they
were not, it did not matter. They knew
they were beautiful.””®

This new image of the dark-
skinned self was not “primitivism,”
but an exploration of black and ethnic
identity in America, influenced by
the following conditions: (1) the
rising expectations of black America
encouraged by the American Dream
that flourished after World War I; (2)

the Garvey-inspired nationalism that
gave an unprecedented dignity to

the black masses; (3) the influence and
power of African sculpture and black
music; and (4) limited patronage from
the white avant-garde.

As artists searched for an alternate
value structure they discovered that
the most distinctive aspects of black
culture evolved from the lower
classes. Consequently, for many
artists the emphasis was on
interpreting the folk—the rhythmic
inflections of their speech, their
immediate concerns, and an
affirmation of the quality of black
life—without necessarily pleading
the cause of racial justice. Langston
Hughes explains the reason for the
emphasis on the black under class
rather than the middle class:

There are the low-down folk, the
so-called common-element. ..
they furnish a wealth of colorful
distinctive material for any artist
because they still hold their own
individuality in the face of
American standardizations....”

The extent to which Hughes and
others were successful in translating
this concept into art has been
mistakenly interpreted as a glori-
fication of the lowest black. Even
DuBois inveighed against what he
perceived as undue emphasis on the
black under class as subject matter at
the expense of the middle class,
saying vehemently, “I do not care a
damn for any art that is not used for
propaganda. But I do care when
propaganda is confined to one side
while the other side is stripped and
silent.”’® At the same time Locke
implored the Harlem Renaissance
artists to turn to the “ancestral arts of

Africa” if they would develop a race
art. He reasoned that “if African art
[were] capable of producing the
ferment in modern art that it has,
surely this [was] not too much to
expect of its influence upon the
culturally awakened [black] artist of
the present generation.”?

Three artists in particular—Palmer
Hayden, Archibald Motley, Jr., and
Aaron Douglas—in their search for
forms and content informed by Africa
developed naive and non-academic
styles that reflected the new
aesthetics of the twenties.

Hayden, who had once favored
romantic marine subjects like Quai at
Concarneau, demonstrated his concern
for the new movement with a bit of
irony that must have startled the
uninitiated: an unconventional still
life called Fetiche et Fleurs (fig. 38),
composed of a table covered with an
African print on which were placed a
vase of striking orchids, an ash tray,
and a piece of African sculpture (a
Fang or Pangwe reliquary head).
Locke described Hayden’s new style
as ““more modernistic...more
decorative, high-keyed and in broken
color.”1° Hayden would later develop

4. Nathan Huggins, The Harlem Renaissance
(New York: The Oxford University Press, 1971),
p- 89.

5. Ibid.

6. Langston Hughes, ““The Negro Artist and the
Racial Mountain,” The Nation, June 23, 1926,
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9. Alain Locke, The New Negro (New York:
Albert & Charles Boni, Inc., 1925. Reprinted
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reflected the crucial social problems of
his time,”13 he was generally viewed
as a hero who had overcome the
system.

Thus, the legacy of the Harlem
Renaissance included nationalism,
primitivism, atavism, and, perhaps,
“Tannerism.” One could say that
black art and culture were shaped
during the 1930s not only by this
legacy but also by the Great
Depression and the aesthetics of
the Regionalists and the American
Scene painters. Yet if one over-
looks the phenomenon of “double
consciousness,” then much of the
tension relating to the black America
of the thirties is minimized or mis-
understood. Double consciousness,
according to W. E. B. DuBois, is that
peculiar sensation of always looking
at one’s self through the eyes of
others.* He refers to the relationship
of black Americans to a socio-cultural
system that they are a part of and yet
apart from. Asaresult, they have had
to contend with the changes of
the society in general while
also confronting the vagaries of
discrimination. Since they are thus
inextricably linked to the American
majority, the concerns of black
America must be seen in the context
of the whole of American culture.

When the grim realities of the
Depression replaced the Jazz Age,
many Americans became disil-
lusioned with the political/
economic system. And, when the
nation was found wanting because so
many institutions and traditions had

failed, there was a demand for change.

The intelligentsia responded to the
crisis with a new emphasis on social
consciousness and a leftist leaning in
politics. Yet as the discussion of the

nation’s inadequacies continued, it
became painfully clear there was no
consensus about what was indeed
American about America. It was
discovered that “Americanism’’ could
be defined just as readily along
conservative or anti-conservative
lines. One result of the turmoil was a
conflict regarding the direction
American art should take as the
country began piecing together a new
identity.

Some felt the solution was to
support new alliances and new
priorities. The small group of artists
that clustered around Alfred Steiglitz
(fig. 39) believed it was time to bring
American art into the twentieth
century by coming to grips with
European modernism. This group
railed against artistic provincialism
and searched for individual styles that
were abstract rather than represen-
tational. However, until the 1940s
these artists and their works remained
a distinct minority. During the
Depression Americans became
artistically more conservative and
were generally suspicious of abstract
art, partly because it seemed more
ornamental than useful. It was
thought to be some foreign import
unsuited to the pragmatic American
character. Even otherwise liberal
politicians disdained abstract art for
its lack of any moral or didactic
content. Nevertheless, the artists’
attempts to synthesize a new art from
various European theories were
eventually vindicated as their efforts
coincided with the rapid world-wide
economic and political shifts of the
forties and fifties. However, conserv-
ative elements, both in and out of
the art field, continued to resist those
changes wherever they occurred.

The strongest reaction came from
the Regionalists and the American
Scene painters who endeavored to
retain in their works an atavistic
image of ““a God-fearing, white-
picket-fence America.”'5 The leading
spokesman for the conservative
viewpoint was Thomas H. Benton,
who recanted his own “play with
colored cubes and. ..aesthetic
drivelings”’16 and revolted ““against the
general cultural inconsequences of
modern art.”'” With Curry, Wood,
Hopper, Marsh, and others he tried to
counteract the European-inspired
modernist leanings in American art
by creating works that “glorified
the traditional American values—
self-reliance tempered with good
neighborliness, independence
modified by a sense of community,
hard work rewarded by a sense of
order and purpose.”®

This ““aesthetic of the ethic”” no
doubt accurately reflected the
majority opinion since it was
supported not only by Middletown
and Middlebrow, but by the Art
Students League, the Whitney
Museum, Art Digest, the A.C.A.
Gallery, and the New York Post, to
name just a few. In this revival of
realistic modes and anecdotal subject
matter, the vices of society could be
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The Evolution of a Black Aesthetic, 1920-1950

In the early 1920s the awakening spirit
of Negritude which encouraged racial
pride, a continuing interest in the
civilizations of Black Africa, and a
redefining of the meaning of the black
experience in America stimulated
black artists, musicians, writers, and
academicians and laid the ground-
work for that flourishing era in the
arts now called the Negro
Renaissance.

In Africa art had been central to
man’s existence, and one could not be
born, come of age, marry, or die
without a work of art being made to
celebrate that event. Alain Locke
urged black American artists to
re-establish the position of art at the
core of black life and to make art a
liberating force for their people. It was
also Locke, possibly more than any
other black figure, who saw
Negritude as a viable force in making
the world aware of the cultural contri-
butions that African artists had made
to modern art. Of this idea he wrote:

Africa’s art creed is beauty in use,
vitally rooted in the crafts, and
uncontaminated with the blight of
the machine. Surely the liberating
example of such art will be as marked
an influence in the contemporary
work of Negro artists as it has been
in that of the leading modernists;
Picasso, Modigliani, Matisse,
Epstein, Lipschitz, Brancusi, and
others too numerous to mention.
Indeed we may expect even more
of an influence because of the deeper
and closer appeal of African art to
the artist who feels an historical and
racial bond between himself and it.
For him, it should not function as a
novel pattern of eccentricity or an
exotic idiom for clever yet imitative

adaptation. It should act with all the
force of a sound folk art, as a
challenging lesson of independent
originality or as clues to the
reexpression of a half-submerged
race soul. African art, therefore,
presents to the Negro artist in the
New World a challenge to recap-
ture this heritage of creative
originality, and to carry it to
distinctive new achievement in a
vital, new and racially expressive
art.?

Locke felt the need for other artists
to help him visualize the ideas he so
firmly believed. However, before
realizing these dreams, black artists
would need to understand more
clearly their own position in
American culture, parﬁcularly their
role as entertainers of the majority
culture, and to comprehend the forces
affecting their society.

The Great Migration of hundreds of
black people to the northern urban
centers after the first World War, the
emergence of a black intelligentsia,
and the general postwar restlessness
and disillusionment of the twenties
created a new militancy and
radicalism among black Americans.
This attitude had political and social
implications that not only gave black
people more self-confidence, but also
fostered nationalism and stimulated
efforts at self-discovery. It was the
very core of the Harlem Renaissance.

Concurrent with the renaissance
was a general revolution in American
culture which some believe began as
early as 1912 with Mabel Dodge of
Greenwich Village and other white
intellectuals and artists such as Carl
Van Vechten, Eugene O’Neill,
Midgeley Torrance, Paul Green,

Sinclair Lewis, Dorothy and DuBose
Heyward, to name only a few of the
more prominent. It was Mabel
Dodge, a cultivated patroness of the
arts, and her Greenwich Village salon
group, especially Van Vechten, who
established the first links with the
parallel black movement in Harlem.

One critic saw this as “cultural
collaboration”” among black and white
artists;? it was, however, simply a
repetition of the established
black-white dynamics, this time on a
cultural plane. Collaboration would
have meant granting black artists and
intellectuals a social and cultural
equality. Such cultural democracy
would have implied, as Butcher
points out, “an inescapable corollary
of political and social democracy, and
it [would have meant] an open door
for the acceptance. ..and the full
recognition of the minority
contribution.”3 This was not the
intention of the white avant-garde.
Instead, they made blacks a symbol of
white America’s search for personal
freedom, an escape from conven-
tional standards of behavior.

Nathan Huggins is convinced that
the black people of Harlem had little
chance to define their own identities
since they had become so crucial to
the identities of whites who were
mesmerized by black life. Harlem
appeared as a place that had

1. Alain Locke, ““The African Legacy and the
Negro Artist,” in Exhibition of Productions by
Negro Artists (New York: Harmon Foundation,
1931), p. 12.
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Haven: Yale University Press, 1958), p. 58.

3. Margaret Just Butcher, The Negro in American
Culture (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1967),
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Introduction

Black is neither a true color nor an
entirely apt word in the title for this
exhibition. The artists represented
were not selected because of their
African ancestry alone, however
direct or mixed, but to consider how
this has obscured their contributions
to American art history. And soitis
not mere skin color that gives this
survey a unity although it is true that
many of the artists represented
underwent uniquely personal
torments because of a majority
society’s prejudices. Some escaped
through exile: Edmonia Lewis to
Rome, Henry O. Tanner to Paris,
William H. Johnson to Denmark. But
a larger number did not or could not.
One revelation of this present
assemblage is that the human creative
impulse can triumph in the face of
impossible odds, and at times
perhaps even because of them.

Oneirony that tends to bear this out
was an episode endured by Edward
Bannister. After he had submitted his
Under the Oaks for exhibit at the
Philadelphia Centennial Exposition,
it won a bronze medal. But the artist
himself was nearly denied admission
to the gallery displaying his work,
because of his color. We are told also
that Tanner’s embitterment with
America derived from the recognition
he received not as an artist, but as a
black artist, a kind of racial anomaly.
The real anomaly is that our society,
with few exceptions, has taken so
long to recognize these gifted
Americans who have strengthened
the cultural fabric that cloaks and
therefore enriches us all.

For those who know black
American art only through con-
temporary exhibitions of the past
decade, it will come as a surprise that

so many earlier artists did not reflect
“the black experience” in their subject
matter. But from their portraits of
whites, biblical scenes, and
landscapes that have affinities with
Cole and Durand, it seems that
staying close to the mainstream of
American art was a way for black
artists to find acceptance and
commissions. Perhaps this con-
formity (or better, sublimation) wasin
itself another kind of “black
experience.”

This exhibition, although the
largest of its type held thus far, is
hardly complete. An endless regret is
that many black American works
have vanished, or lack documen-
tation. Even in our own times there
are few public museums with
appreciable collections of black
American art. Hopefully this does not
reflect conscious bias as much as it
does unawareness. Lamentably rare,
also, are American art texts or
biographical dictionaries that list even
a few of the names encountered in
this exhibition and catalog. One can at
least be grateful thatin our century
pioneer institutions such as the
Harmon Foundation; Atlanta, Fisk,
and Howard universities; the
Schomburg Collection of the New
York Public Library; and the Frederick.
Douglass Institute, Museum of
African Art, among others, began
serious efforts to end the anonymity
of these American artists and to
encourage public awareness and
appreciation of their achievements.

Although the exhibition includes a
number of important works that have
not, until now, been seen by a large
public, there are still regrettable gaps.
In some instances owners were
reluctant to lend; in others, surviving





