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appear romantic and melancholy as
they hopelessly attempt to
communicate. Whether he employs
one or more, his figures always
express hopelessness, alienation,
estrangement from other human
beings, and they are forced to act out
puzzling, futile roles within a
malevolent environment.

Once again it was a lack of critical
attention and interpretation that
diminished the importance of what
Cortor and Lee-Smith were doing in
relation to what black artists were
trying to accomplish. No viable
aesthetic was developed among black
artists between 1930 and 1950 because
black leaders and intellectuals did not
take the artists nor their art seriously.
Unfortunately, neither did many
black artists. It was assumed that art
was trivial, peripheral, while politics,
economics, and religion were of
central importance.

Black art, unlike black music, was
never valued purely for its power to
captivate the spectator. Instead the art
objectalways served as a sign of some
other cognitive interest, and could be
neither pleasurable nor exciting
unless it was ““socially significant.”” It
had to be treated not as art butas a
lesson in social history or an
instrument of social change.

By assigning a function to art that it
might not be able to perform, this
attitude caused artists to try to
synthesize their work within the
framework of known, familiar
experiences. Any approach that was
removed from ordinary experience
(abstraction is a prime example) was
rejected. Art could not be autono-
mous, independent, self-sufficient.

Value was seen not in formal organi-
zation, but rather in the literal
depiction of objects, persons, and
events of “real life.” This attitude

was reinforced in the late 1960s when
urban artists formed cohesive groups
such as Afri-Cobra (African Com-
mune of Bad Relevant Artists) to
create work in a style reflecting the
mural arts. The subject matter of black
art became allimportant: the closer art
resembled ““real life,” the more one
could “learn”” from it. As a result the
imaginative, sensuous totality of a
work was neglected, if perceived

at all. Subsequently, the value of

the art depended on how moral,
praiseworthy, or politically valid the
subject was.

This explains the ire of DuBois and
others who thought there was real
danger in the twenties penchant for
portraying the “Negro character in
the underworld.” Italso explains why
Porter criticized those artists who
attempted to capture in their work the
““exotica,’” as defined by white critics.
Since art is evaluated in terms of its
subject matter, something outside the
work—the model—becomes central
to its meaning. This attitude has
fostered among too many black artists
the notion thata “good” work of artis
differentiated from a ““bad” work of
art essentially by its subject matter
and its imitation of a ““real life” model.
Thus the black artist and his audience
have inadvertently accepted and
acted upon premises that are more
pertinent to ethics than aesthetics.

However even within the
academic, realist tradition the genius
of an artist can elevate him above the
literal. To this end, the art of Charles

White has captured the beauty of
blackness as seen in the expressions
and daily activities of his people (cat.
no. 174). More than any other
academic artist he has searched the
souls of black folks, registering in his
supremely successful realism the
unique qualities he has found. He
overcomes the problem of using his
art literally to mirror social injustices
by portraying people whose joys

are experienced even in periods of
suffering. No one needs the reve-
lation of a secret code to understand
Charles White’s art even though he
uses black content in his work. He
reveals those fundamentals of truth
known by all who believe man to be
““the measure of all things.”

Not only White but many other
black artists have mastered academic
techniques while expressing their
ideas in contemporary forms. John
Rhoden, Walter Williams, Edward
Wilson, Elizabeth Catlett, and Earl
Hooks, to mention a few, are among
the many seasoned artists whose
works explore the dimensions of form
that reveal the dynamics of a black
aesthetic.

Romare Bearden has articulated on
several occasions those theories of art
that he believes to be basic to the
establishment of a black aesthetic.
While he has accepted African art as
an element in his own work, he has
not allowed his art to become over-
laden with the saccharine “right-on”
Africanized forms created by many
of the young artists of the 1960s. The
young black artists who resorted to
imitative forms that relied heavily on
the surface qualities and iconography
of African art were chastised by the



critics. In 1946, long before it was
fashionable to discuss the concept of
black identity in relation to African
heritage, Bearden wrote:

It would be highly artificial for the
Negro artist to attempt a resurrection
of African culture in America. The
period between the generations is
much too great, and whatever
creations the Negro has fashioned in
this country have been in relation

to his American environment.
Culture is not a biologically
inherited phenomenon....
Modigliani, Picasso, Epstein and
other modern artists studied African
sculpture to reinforce their own
design concepts. This would be
petfectly appropriate for any Negro
artist who cared to do the same. The
critic asks that the Negro stay away
from the white man’s art, but the
trueartist feels that thereis only one
art—and it belongs to all mankind.*®

Since the 1950s it has become
increasingly evident that some of the
issues central to the art of the 1920s,
1930s, and 1940s have not received the
kind of critical analysis needed to
separate aesthetic from non-aesthetic
concerns. Such a distinction has not
yet been established; if anything,
there has been a return to placing the
artist at the service of a movement.
And if artist and political activist
are considered one, the black artist
must link his work to the struggle for
his liberation. Regrettably, the artist
has been intimidated by the impli-
cation that his art is trivial unless it is
politically oriented.

The black community must come

to realize that art can have intrinsic
value, and act accordingly. Other-
wise, it will limit its artists to
reproducing when they could define
and reveal; to dealing in the anecdotal
when they could discover and express
truths that go beyond temporal
values. Only when we recognize the
historical patterns of isolation and
accept the responsibility of
supporting those artists who express
themselves in a universal language of
form will black American artists be
seen as major contributors to the art of
this country.

48. Romare Bearden, ““The Negro Artist’s
Dilemma,” in Critique: A Review of Contemporary
Art, ed. David Lashak, I, no. 2 (November
1946): 20.

75



