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Preface 

"Masterworks by Twentieth Century African-American Artists" juxtaposes a 
significant group of very fine works by Academically-Trained, Folk, and Self
Taught African-American artists at the same venue. Traditionally, most 
exhibitions of Folk and Self-Taught art have been segregated from exhibitions 
pertaining to the work of Academically-Trained artists. This exhibition allows 
the viewer the opportunity to fully experience the rich range of expression 
possible within the parameters of aesthetic quality. This quality is a function of a 
diverse educational, social, religious, and economic milieu and takes form in 
traditionally accepted media and less orthodox and/or experimental media. By 
exhibiting works by Academically-Trained, Folk, and Self-Taught artists 
together. we can experience a broad spectrum of works which leave equally 
profound impressions upon the viewer through their formal inventiveness, 
pictorial unity, and their spiritual and/or emotional resonance. 

Given the fact that few African-Americans in the first sixty-five years of this 
century had immediate access to a good, general education, and even fewer had 

the opportunity to study art, it would be unfortunate to eliminate a large 
percentage of the art created by African-Americans in the 20th century by 
restricting this exhibition to only include works by Academically-Trained artists. 
Many of the most creative and engaging African-American artists of this period 
developed their prodigious talent outside the official art world. 

Think of the enjoyment that we would all be missing if the music created by 
many of the Sci f-Taught and Folk musicians of the 1920s and I 930s. who 
developed The Blues and Jazz, could not be heard widely on the radio or in 
performances. The great accomplishments in the field of African-American 
visual art are analogous to those in the field of music. Yet, only recently have 
the barriers 10 acceptance begun to fall so that the public can experience the 
complete repertoire of African-American visual art. Hopefully. this frontier will 
continue to be explored. I trust this exhibition will generate further dialogue 
about the judgement of quality in the visual arts. and specifically, within the field 
of African-American Art. 

I would like to join Mark Chepp, Director of the Springfield Museum of Art, in 
thanking Benny Andrews, Jacob Lawrence, the lenders, writers, museum 
directors. curators, registrars. assistants. shippers. and the staffs of Keny 
Galleries and of the Springfield Museum of Art. for their diligent cooperation. 
They have enabled this exhibition to come to fruition. 

Timothy C. Keny 

Guest Curator 
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Painting at the Crossroads: Aesthetic Influences 

in the Wo1·k of African-American Artists 

Introduction 

With most exhibitions of African American art, one question 

usually arises. ls there such a thing as an "African-American 
Aesthetic," or a distinct discursive sensibility that underlies and 

unites much work by African-American artists? The best 

immediate response to this question is "No." For to answer 
otherwise would be to deny the complexity and immense 

diversity of African-American artistic production and to endorse 

a monolithic and falsely generalized vision of black American 

culture. 

At the same time, there does exist a rich constellation of 

African- American cultural traditions that inform the visual arts 

with a varied range of formal strategies, literary codes, spiritual 
dimensions, social meanings, philosophical concepts, and 

political aims. Although critics warn against efforts to turn 

Black art into an "ethnically pure reclamation project," 1 some 
African-American expressive practices may be linked to 

historical precedents in West and Central Africa. Just a few 

decades ago, it was widely held that all connections to Africa 
had been erased in African-American culture through the 

oppression of slavery and the ongoing tyranny of racial preju

dice. Since that time, scholars have identified adaptations of 

African form and ideology in artistic practices throughout the 

Diaspora. Adding to the complexity of this search for African 

origins is the way in which some African-American artists have 
consciously reclaimed or reinvented their sense of connection to 

an African ancestral legacy, adopting the images and icons of a 

reconstructed African identity for a wide variety of their own 

artistic, spiritual, and political purposes. 

Beyond Afrocentric inspirations, African-American art and 

culture is a complex synthesis of many other cultural worlds

including Euro-America, western Christianity, rural and urban 

folk traditions, high modernism and other "fine art" practices, 

and the popular mainstream. For African-American artists, as 

for all citizens of the twentieth century, ethnicity is not a static 

state but a fluid negotiation of identity and meaning. 
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The Artists 

One African-American artist who demonstrates the synthesis of 

cultural influences'most powerfully is Romare Bearden. Best 

known for his collage paintings begun in the I 960s, Bearden 

drew upon aesthetic sources as diverse as Chinese calligraphy, 

Dutch I 7th-century painting, European modernism and the art of 

cartooning. More significantly, the artist's fractured planes and 

flat geometric shapes reflect a highly inventive and conscious 

commingling of modern cubism with the abstracted forms of 

traditional African art. Bearden further referenced African 

visual history by portraying many of his figures with mask-like 

countenances and by incorporating reproductions of actual 

African masks or sculpture into his scenes. Inspired by the 
political struggles of the civil rights movement, Bearden 

depicted images celebrating African-American life and culture 

that also fused the pure formalist concerns of avant-garde art 

with new social meaning. 

Another artist who depicted African-American social history 

using a modernist formal vocabulary was Jacob Lawrence. 

Among the painter's best known subjects are his genre scenes of 

Harlem and his series of sixty works "The Migration of the 

Negro," which chronicled the massive mjgration of African

Americans from the South the industrial cities of the North from 

1910 to I 940. Although frequently small in scale, Lawrence's 

images of social and political struggle often assume an epic 

quality. Characterized by bold pattern, vivid color, and a 
dramatic, flattened space, his work drew inspiration from a wide 

variety of sources, including early Renaissance painting, the 

Mexican Muralists, the Social Realist movement, modern 

cubism, and the New York community of black artists that 

emerged in the 1930s in the wake of the Harlem Renaissance. 

Among his influences, Lawrence also cited his memories of the 

brightly patterned throw rugs and other dazzling aesthetic 
flourishes that decorated the often grim houses and apartments in 

the impoverished Harlem of his youth. 

In 1939, while Lawrence was beginning his famous "Migration 

Series," another artist named Bill Traylor was portraying his 

own vision of African-American life on the streets of Montgom-

ery, Alabama. Born into slavery on a plantation in rural Ala

bama, Traylor worked as a farm laborer for most of his life, until 
at the age of 84, when he moved to the city and began drawing. 

From 1939 to 1942, he produced over 1,200 images, using 

pencil, crayon, and poster paint on scraps of cardboard. Impov

erished, Traylor slept in the back room of a small shoe repair 

shop and sat, during the day, on a wooden box in the doorway of 

a pool hall. From there he observed and captured scenes of the 

dynamic urban world that surrounded him. A visual storyteller, 

he also evoked images of rural southern life. The inQuences of 

African-American folk tales, southern myth, and "blues" 

narratives are felt in Traylor's work. His unique, abstracted style 

of representation also resembles the simplified forms of modern

ist design, which may, in some distant sense, have been a point 

of reference for him. While the self-taught artist had no formal 

induction into the practices of "fine art," the modernist aesthetic 

had found widespread expression through such popular graphic 

sources as the store cards and advertising placards that Traylor 

salvaged and drew upon. 

Like Bearden, Lawrence and Traylor, many of the other artists 

represented in this exhibition have similarly drawn upon a wide 

universe of aesthetic sources and influences. William H. 

Johnson's scenes of black America combine the flat, angular 

forms of Expressionist painting and daring Fauvist-inspired 

color with recollected images of bible classes, religious spiritu
als, and the church-going community of his youth in rural South 

Carolina. Robert Thompson's raw and hot-colored figurative 

work reinvents the languorous nudes, anguished religious 

characters, demons, and fantastic winged creatures of classic 

Renaissance masterpieces and other icons of western art history. 

Horace Pippin was inspired by the more vernacular traditions of 

representational painting, transforming the most mundane 

conventions of realism into a compelling visual poetry. William 

Hawkins mined subjects for his bold, free-style paintings from a 

visual archive of popular book illustrations, magazines photos, 

advertising images, and fine art reproductions that he collec

tively referred to as his "research." The celebrated figures and 
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images of popular culture similarly appeared in the painted 
wood reliefs of Elijah Pierce, whose work was also shaped by 

the impulses of his spirilllal ministry, African-American 

carving traditions, religious illustration, storytelling, the hobby 

craft aesthetic, Freemasonry, and the 1960s black power 

movement. 

The luminous, non-objective canvases of Alma Thomas drew 

inspiration from the Color Field Movement of the 1960s, but 

they also reflect her observations of nature, particularly the 

movements of the sun and the flickering light patterns on the 

trees and flowers in her garden. Although John B. Murry's 

abstract compositions tempt an association with many twenti

eth-century painting styles, his ghostly figurations and indeci

pherable passages of script issue from a world of spirit writing, 

divine visions, and the ecstatic expressions of southern charis

matic religion. Mary T. Smith's iconic figure paintings bear a 

similar empathy with "fine art" abstraction but possess a 

spiritual iconography rooted in the traditions of African 

ideograms and,African-American gardens, shrines, and yard 

shows. Finally, like the apparitions from Smith's outdoor 

portrait gallery, the works of African-American artists reflect a 

dynamic engagement with many different cultural forms and 

ideas that are interpreted and reinterpreted, revised and recre

ated to meet new expressive needs and possibilities. 

Joanne Cubbs, former founding Curator of Folk Art, 

High Museum of Art, Atlanta, Georgia 

Footnote 

I. In his review of the exhibition and publication" Black Art,
Ancestral Legacy", Greg Tate warned against efforts "to circumscribe
and collapse all Black art into an ethnically pure African reclamation
project." See Greg Tate. "Fear of a Mull Palette: Art and Ancestry in
the Colored Museum", Village Voice Literary S11pple111e111 (October
1990): 23.
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Collection of the National Museum of American Art, Smithsoniam Institution 

Gift of the Harmon Foundation 
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Common Ground, Different Trajectories: The Place 

of African Cultural Traditions in the Art of Self 

Taught, Folk, and Trained Black Artists 

In 1948, Melville J. Herskovits argued that the prevailing history of 
black culture in the Americas was a myth constructed without 
acknowledgment of the contributions of the African slave. Today, 
with great advances, the full extent of African cultural influence in 
the Americas struggles to be understood. Nowhere is this investiga
tion more revealing than exploring the artistic traditions practiced by 
people of African descent. The story is made more complex by the 
historic developments within modern art that depended significantly 
on the formal solutions suggested by African sculpture. Academi
cally trained artists of both European and African descent appropri
ated its vocabulary for similar and divergent reasons. The black 
artist explored not only form but issues of race and identity, and a 
comparison of the results of these two streams of endeavor are 
informative. 

Most important, from slavery to the present day the artistic traditions 
of Africa affect the development of culture in the Americas. Looking 
specifically at North America, this can be seen historically as a 
spectrum of African influenced cultural expression. At one end of 
the spectrum, it encompasses a lived and inherited folk culture such 
as the art of Bill Traylor, William Hawkins, and Mary T. Smith. 
These artists were born into slavery, or are linked to the social and 
cultural traditions of these communities as extended families that 
flung out across the nation from the South during the black migra
tions after the two World Wars. At the other end of the spectrum, is 
an academic application of both actual and imagined aspects of 
African artistic cultural heritage, examples of which are works by 
William H. Johnson, Romare Bearden, and Benny Andrews. 

Among the arts influenced by Africans in the Americas are those 
associated with religious expression, music, dance, architecture, 
textiles, ceramics, sculpture, and painting. Educated or self-taught, 
some artists have applied their techniques and explored their subject 
matter quite consciously. Others are operating within aesthetic 
traditions received from their environment from many media, and 
utilized in the expression of world view, the manipulation of space, 
and the impetus to record the story of a life. They do not intelleclllal
ize nor do they compose a cultural manifesto. This is not to say that 
a keen artistic intelligence of true brilliance does not live within these 
works, as well as a wonderful sophistication of eye and heart. Most 
often however, motivation comes from a spiritual mentor in the form 
of a voice, or dream, an objectification of otherworldly inspiration as 

There are three poles of activity between which the artists of this 
exhibition create their work. As previously mentioned, there are two 
poles of the self-taught and folk artist distinct from the educated 
artist who among themselves explore identity in ways that in 
aesthetics and subject matter are distinctly cultural if, as Herskovits 
argued, one knows where to look. Thirdly, there is another pole, not 
germane to this discussion, at which operates the artist for whom 
cultural identity is no't primary. Cultural identity or aesthetics cannot 
be read as a secondary or unconscious theme or attribute in the work. 
Such an artist is the acclaimed Alma Thomas whose affinities aligned 
her with the prevailing movements of her scene, the non-objective 
color theorists of Washington DC of the 50s and 60s, who inspired 
her most important works created from 1960 to her death in 1978. 

A summary of the issue of African influence in the art of African
Americans can be made in a brief reading of the works of Bill 
Traylor and William H. Johnson. It is a comparison that bears 
fruitful and unexpected comparisons, and it is fortunate that they are 
both included in this presentation. Together, the two artists exhibit 
fascinating continuities and discontinuities of artistic discovery and 
cultural identity. They inhabit parallel universes, for they set to their 
task from common ground though different trajectories. 

Within the folk tradition, the work of Bill Traylor gives eloquent 
testimony to the aesthetic universe, African in origin, that surrounded 
slave culture. Born in Alabama into slavery, Traylor did not create 
art until 1939 at age 84 when he suddenly began drawings that were 
aesthetically sophisticated, powerful, and narrative in nature. During 
his short period of activity, from 1939 to 1942, Traylor created single 
figures (such as Blue Man) and multiple figures (such as Untitled Big

Blue Man, (p. 7), that are displayed within a certain program of 
composition. Multiple figures often display a large primary figure 
with smaller secondary figures in relation to it. There is often some 
architectural device that organizes the space and figure like the 
hau;lling Preacher and Congregation, (p. 15). In this image a large 
figure is enclosed in a circle that probably refers to the formation of 
the ring shout, a traditional religious practice of slave culture, 
implying the oratorical call and response of the preacher with smaller 
figures outside the circle. This gives the entire composition a 
narrative feel not unlike some visual traditions of ideographic motifs 
in central African traditions like those found on funerary sculpture, 
terra cotta columns, maboondo (diboondo sing.) among the Mboma, 
a Kongo people of the Lower-Congo and northern Angola regions'· 
Such a large number of slaves came from this region that it is entirely 
possibly that Kongo culture is part of Traylor's genealogical tree, or 

a fact of experience. 
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that he encountered it, creolized among the African traditions in his 
environmeJ1t. Traylor's figures not only look like some of the 
silhouetted figures of a certain incised style on these Kongo clay 
cylinders, but they are proverbial or aphoristic in their narrative 
impact, like some of the pictographs found on chief's staffs, mainly 
from the Kongo cultures nearest the coast' - Most emblematic are the 
figure's upraised arms, a gesture of mourning these figures often 
display, and very often found in the choreography of black religious 
traditions. 

Other associations are implied, the image is also a cosmic realm 
defined by the circle. The rotating smaller figures are created with 
masterfully light forms, then with heavier impressions implying 
movement, that is underscored as the figures twist in space. The 
feeling is appropriate to the metaphysical intention of the image, the 
testifying preacher and his animated acolytes. Traylor's drawings are 
always serious though sometimes comic. They are wry and pithy 
comments on behavior, scenes, and beliefs he had obsetved in his 
long life. They are testimony to the social, inner, mythic, and 
philosophical life of black culture. In doing so, they are created with 
the aesthetic decisions of a master capable of an extreme elegance, 
who manages to give each image a particular voice in its spareness. 
Style, aesthetic, execution, and subject matter are influenced by the 
living African culture in Traylor's environment, giving his work an 
unmistakable cultural identity. 

William H. Johnson fascinates because he is an academically trained 
painter. He studied and lived in Europe, yet evolved as an artist to a 
style that called upon the aesthetic universe and re-created memories 
of his South Carolina upbringing. When Johnson's early work is 
examined, his exuberance and expressiveness presage his later work 
such as Jillerbugs' despite radically different vocabularies. There is 
a clear and honest consistency to his entire output that make the 
subject matter of his later work even more compelling. William II. 
Johnson, despite his self-education, art training, exposure to Euro
pean ideas and movements, and worldly experience, was consistent 
in his intention to be who he was, a Negro man from Florence, South 
Carolina. 

When works such as Cafe and Going to Church, (p. 8), are com
pared with the output of Bill Traylor, there is a common exploration 
of black life. For Traylor, the exploration was personal and perhaps 
cathartic, an impulse to bring forward a teeming inner life that had 
been hidden. For Johnson, the scenes he records also have an 
authenticity. Unlike Traylor's renderings they do not have the same 
narrative feel, but are expressions of an ethos and sensibility. While 
Traylor's imagery can be traced to possible and specific antecedents 

among Africa's artistic traditions, Johnson is manipulating form with 
a clear sense of how African and African-American sensibilities play 
with form and composition. Robert Farris Thompson speaks of the 
rendering of form in Yoruba sculpture as an emotional dimension 
that is a cultural reference and aesthetic'- This can be said for much 
of African sculpture, and for the two dimensional work of Traylor 
and Johnson. In Traylor it is the turn and twist of form and composi
tion. In Johnson it is the high effect of color and pattern, and the 
abstraction of form in such a way that one can see the entire work 
only as a highly sophisticated juxtaposition of forms, or as a land
scape in which physical reality is bent to the extreme, as the pocket
book which appears to fall from the table in Cafe, but which in 
reality is exactly right for balancing the composition. 

The geometric forms of the figure, the emphasis on the hands which 
can be found in much of African sculpture (and which Romare 
Bearden picks up in this composition, Ho111eti111e, (back cover), and 
even Richard Wright expresses in his 30s poem "I Have Seen Black 
Hands"), the reduction of detail, the predominance of pattern as an 
equal compositional element of iconic weight�are insights gained 
from the study of European expressionism, African sculpture, and 
baptism in the aesthetics of black artistic culture of the South. 
Traylor arrives at this articulation through the aesthetic vocabulary of 
his environment. Johnson lets it speak through the academic 
technique he has accrued through culture, study, travel, reflection, 
and a life of hard studio work. In a real sense, Johnson may possess 
the clearest voice of his generation as he expressed in form the 
preoccupation among black artists and intellectuals of the develop-
ment of an authentic racial identity. He arrives as Traylor did at the 
distillation of a life through means that are at one with his heritage. 
Both became masters. Both are artists in the truest and singular 
sense, speaking to that historical and unique American identity that 
would not exist without the contribution of the African and African 
cultural traditions. 

Ramona Austin, Associate Curator of African Art, 
Dallas Museum of Art, Dallas, Texas 

Footnotes 

I See discussion in "Defining the African Cane··. Ramona Austin in American Folk Ari Canes: 

Personal Sculpture. ed. George H. Meyer. Museum of Folk Art. New York. in association with 
Sandingham. Bloomllclcl Hills. Michigan. University of Washington Press. Seaule. 1992. pp. 222-
228. 

2 Homecoming: 71,e Art and Life of\Vil/iam /-I. Johnson. Richard H. Powell. The National 
ivluseum of American An. Smithsonian Institution. \Vashing1011. D.C .. \V.\V. Nonon and 
Company. New York. 1991. Fig. 154. 

3 "Yoruba Artistic Criticism 
.
.. Robert Farris Thompson. 11,e Traditional Arrist in African Societies. 

ed. Warren d' Azevedo, Indiana University Press. 1973. p. 43. 
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JOHN B. MURRY 

Gray, White, Black and Blue 

Script Abstraction, c. 1987 _ 88

watercolor marker on paper 

24 X 18 inches 

The Gitter-Yelen Collection 
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BILL TRAYLOR 

Preacher and Congregation, c. 1939 - 42

colored pencil and pencil on board 

16 1/2 X 16 1/2 inches 

Collection of Gael Mendelsohn 
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Beyond the Veil: Reflections on Academic and 

Folk Traditions in African-American Art and 

Culture Since 1940 

With the publication of W.E.B. DuBois's "The Souls of Black 
Folk" in 1903, the concept and metaphor of the "veil" emerged 
in African-American cultural criticism as a powerful and useful 
image with which to describe and articulate Black living in 
American society and culture. The purpose of this short essay is 
to discuss the academic and folk traditions in African-American 
art within the broader context of Black life and culture in the 
United States. The timeline of the exhibit, approximately 1940 
to the present, was chosen primarily because the period marked 
enormous changes in Black-White relations in the United States. 

In and around the period of the Second World War, changes in 
domestic racial relations took place that forever altered the 
enduring legacy of slavery, the antebellum history of the United 
States, and the late-nineteenth century concepts of race, race 
relations, and racial oppression. These social and cultural 
changes were amply documented in the range of African
American expressive culture produced throughout the period 
from 1940 to the present. Literature, music, dance, drama, and 
visual art were created by African-Americans that illustrate the 
rich tradition of African-American culture. Today, at the end of 
the century, the broader American culture is only now becoming 
aware of the richness and fullness of the African-American 
contributions to art. 

The record of this achievement in African-American art, as 
profoundly illustrated in this exhibition, exists on two related, 
intertwined and equal planes of expressive art. On one level, 
academic artists, those such as Romare Bearden, produced work 
that resulted from traditional art training and that reflected on the 
quality of Black life and culture in America. On another level, 
folk artists or nontraditional artists, such as Elijah Pierce, 
produced art that resulted from another kind of training, a 
training derived primarily from a life within Black culture. In 
this instance, the African-American folk artist employed many 
of the same motifs and inspirations as the academic artist, ideas 
of a type of Black living in the United States, and yet the 
expression of the art itself took root from the traditional Black 

culture. Folk artists, in many cases like academic artists, sought, 
consciously or unconsciously, traditional forms of expressive 
culture as the source of inspiration for their art. Traditional 
songs, religious motifs and stories, and traditional drama, as well 
as traditional wood carving and painting, formed the basis of 
artistic expression. The art presented in this exhibition amply 
demonstrates the connection and the flow between the two 
planes of African-American art. 

For the reflections on African-American art presented in this 
essay, I have chosen as a literary analogue to the art itself, 
W.E.B. DuBois's masterpiece "The Souls of Black Folk." 
DuBois begins his long series of essays by remarking in the 
"Forethought" to the book the now famous prediction that has 
dominated much of Black cultural thought and analysis since the 
first years of our current century. Suggesting that he endeavored 
to "show the strange meaning of being black here at the dawning 
of the Twentieth Century," DuBois cautioned the reader in his 
often quoted line "This meaning is not without interest to you, 
Gentle Reader; for the problem of the Twentieth Century is the 
problem of the color line." 

DuBois's prediction derived from a sensitivity to the human 
condition that is shared with the artists in this exhibition. 
Making art and making writing are both physical and spiritual 
manifestations of an individual attempt to derive meaning from 
the human condition. In the case of DuBois, his analysis of the 
problem of American society began when he was experiencing 
"the early days of rollicking boyhood." He remembered that 
"ihe revelation first bursts upon one, all in a day, as it were ... 
Then it dawned upon me with a certain suddenness that I was 
different from the others ... shut out from their world by a vast 
veil." It is, therefore, DuBois's observation and understanding 
that drives so much of our scholarship, and the title of this essay, 
"Beyond the Veil." 

He noted that his awareness of the implications of the color line 
in America began during this childhood "away up in the hills of 
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New England." Ironically, however, his understandings and his 
ability to articulate the implications of the color line affected not 
one region, but the entire country throughout the new century. 
At the dawn of the current century, what DuBois wrote contin
ues to have profound meaning. For him, the veil was only a 
condition and not necessarily an impediment. Upon reflection, 
he saw that the veil only described a beginning place for Black 
culture in America. DuBois concluded that he "would not 
Africanize America, for America has too much to teach the 
world and Africa." 

The concept of the "veil" has important implications for the 
presentation and understanding of African-American art almost a 
century after the publication of "The Souls of Black Folk." The 
Veil imagery is reminiscent of the mask imagery prest:nted by 
the late nineteenth century African-American poet Paul 
Lawrence Dunbar, an Ohio native. Dunbar, who was famous for 
his dialect poetry and a volume entitled, 'Lyrics of a Lowly 
Life', used this imagery in his poem entitled, We Wear the Mask.

Like DuBois and many of the artists presented in this exhibition, 
Dunbar also struggled with the problem of America's color line. 
He concluded his poem, written about the same time as 
DuBois's work, by asking and stating, "Why should the world 
be overwise/We wear the mask." 

The images of the veil and the mask are important tools in 
understanding the development of African-American art during 
the Twentieth Century and especially since the 1940s. A 
comparison of academic and folk artists may illustrate the 
importance of the continuity of African-American expressive 
culture tradition. As early as the 1940s, abstract artist Romare 
Bearden argued to have racial references removed from exhibi
tion and acquisition policies. His art, as illustrated in this 
exhibition, drew from scenes of everyday life in the Black 
community. In a like way, Elijah Pierce, a barber who moved to 
Colum);)us, Ohio in the I 920s, created bas relief wood carvings 
that also drew upon everyday life in the Black community for 
inspiration in his art which is considered by most art critics as 
"folk art." Folk art or not, Pierce employed traditional Black life 
motifs to articulate his ideas in the same manner as Bearden. 

This exhibition illustrates the close bonds between African
American academic and folk traditions in expressive art culture. 

According to Richard J. Powell in his study, "Black Art and 
Culture in the 20th Century", between 1940 and 1963 "the image 
of black culture underwent several major transformations." This 
idea notwithstanding, the art produced by academic and folk 
artists contained the images and motifs that dominated African
American art earlier in the century. The most notable difference 
from an earlier period is that African-American art, both the 
academic and the folk traditions, became more recognized and 
accepted. The African-American art pieces in this exhibit, both 
academic and folk, share a common theme with DuBois. 
Finally, DuBois noted, he wrote so that "men may listen to the 
striving in the souls of black folk." In both cases, the writer and 
the artist endeavor to create an expression for the larger Ameri
can culture, both Black and White. 

John F. Moe, Fulbright Professor of American Studies, 
University of Bergen, Norway, and adjunct Associate Professor 
of Ethnology and Art Education, The Ohio State University. 
Or. Moe is a Senior Individual Research Fellow for the National 
Endowment for the Humanities for his research on Elijah Pierce. 

Footnotes 
I The Four Momellls of the S1111: Kongo Art in Two Worlds,

Robert Farris Thompson and Joseph Cornet, National Gallery of 
Washington, 1981, pp. 76-94, note Figs. 52, 57, and 61. 
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ROBERT THOMPSON 

Ornette, 1960 - 61 

oil on canvas 

81 X 77 1/2 inches 

Collection of the Anderson Gallery, Buffalo, New York 
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Artists: Critical Summaries 

BENNY ANDREWS 

Life: Born in 1930 in Madison, Georgia 

ART EDUCATION/DEVELOPMENT: 

Benny grew up in a creative environment, despite poverty. His 

father was a fine artist, with only his personal creativity as his 

guide. Andrews served in the military during the Korean War 

and was honorably discharged. He then went on to graduate 

from The Art Institute of Chicago with a bachelor's degree in 

Fine Arts in 1958. Thereafter, he was discouraged by the 

prevailing racist exclusions of African-American artists from 

exhibitions, gallery representation, and museum collections. 

Benny has spoken out against these injustices throughout his 

career in his art and elsewhere. In 1960, he was first represented 

in New York by social realist oriented Forum Gallery, where one 

of his mentors, Raphael Soyer, was represented. He won a John 

Hay Whitney fellowship in 1965. Benny traveled to Georgia to 

create his "Auto Biographical Series". Andrews' adept orches

tration of humble everyday materials of varied textures to evoke 

home, sharecropper poverty, and the tough spirituality of 

survivors is already apparent in the "Autobiographical Series". 

He was creating collages with formal, political, and emotional 

acuity by this time. His "Bicentennial Series" of the mid 1970s 

is a wry, quasi-surreal commentary on the duplicity of "the 

equality of all men" and "inalienable rights", which were 

guaranteed in the Declaration of Independence, and America's 

history of slavery, racism, and restricted freedom for many 

women. The artist met his future wife, Nene Humphrey, a gifted 

sculptor, in 1978. Much of the artist's work of the later 1980s 

and early 1990s has more serenity than the earlier works. These 

works often evoke his African cultural heritage and his distilled 

memories of his familial and spiritual heritage in the rural south. 

However, recently that serenity has been punctuated by his 

piercing 1994 "Cruelty and Sorrow Series" on atrocities 

throughout the world and several of his 1996 "Langston Hughes 

Series" works such as his searing Black Justice. In closing, the 

artist's formally and emotionally taut drawings, which make 

excellent use of negative space and the simplification, attenua

tion, and cropping of forms, are equal in quality to his densely 

textured, emotionally resonant collages. 

SELECTED ONE PERSON EXHIBITIONS: 

High Museum of Art Atlanta, Georgia ("Bicentennial Series"), 

1975; Wadsworth Athenaeum, Hartford, Connecticut, 1978; 

Memphis Brooks Museum of Art, Tennessee, ("Icons and 

Images Series"), 1986; Studio Museum in Harlem, New York 

(Collages), 1988; Morris Museum of Art, Augusta, Georgia, 

1997. 

SELECTED MUSEUM COLLECTIONS: 

The Butler Institute of American Art, Youngstown, Ohio; High 

Museum of Art, Atlanta, Georgia; Metropolitan Museum of Art, 

New York; Museum of Modern Art, New York; National 

Museum of American Art, Washington, D.C.; Wadsworth 

Athenaeum, Hartford, Connecticut. 

ROMARE BEARDEN 

Life: Born in 1912 in Mecklenburg County, North Carolina 

Died in 1988 in New York City 

ART EDUCA TION/DEYELOPMENT: 

Romare married Nanette Rohan in 1952. They were married 

until his death in 1988. He graduated from New York Univer

sity with a B.S. in Mathematics. Thereafter, Bearden drew 

illustrations for Collier's and the Saturday Evening Post. He 

decided to becorf1e a professional artist in 1936 with the support 

of fellow Harlem Renaissance painters and musicians. The 

prominent modern art dealer, Samuel Kootz, had a one-man 

exhibition of Bearden 's work in 1940. These early paintings 

were influenced by Italian Renaissance masters and such modern 

artists as Georges Rouault and Pablo Picasso. Romare began to 

create more personal works of art in the early I 960s with his 

quasi-cubistic collages. Some of these works are rooted in 

African sculptural forms. The spatial tension created between 

the flat overlays of paper and the "carved" angles in these 

collages is remarkable. Bearden's large-scale photomontages of 

cut black and white photographs of the mid I 960s have imme

diacy and contemporary scale. These photomontages capture the 

cacophony, pace, and rituals of modern urban life. In the early 

and mid 1970s, the artist's love for his musical heritage and his 

current musical interests blossomed visually in the "Of the Blues 

Series". The rich, modulated, diaphanous colors and schematic 

repetition of forms lends a smoky sensuous beat to these 

collages. In the late l 960s, 1970s, and 1980s, his "The Twen

ties, Mecklenburg County" and ''Thirties" series of collages have 
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exquisite color harmonies, often faded sun-bleached surfaces, 
and iconic exaggerated gestures which give a redolent richness 

to his art. There are seductive, beautifully orchestrated female 

forms in several of his works from this period, particularly the 

"In Storyville" New Orleans collages, that capture 

bohemian life in the 1920s in New Orleans. The "Thirties" 

collages of the 1980s have starker, more saturated colors and 

deeper negative space that the "Twenties" collages. In the late 

1980s, Bearden' s "Mecklenberg Autumn Series" of mottled 

collages and his fluid, pure Caribbean watercolors demonstrate 

his command of that spontaneous medium. Many of these works 

have a mercurial exotic mysticism. 

SELECTED ONE PERSON EXHIBITIONS: 

Corcoran Gallery of Art, Washington D.C., 1964 (photo

projections); Mint Museum, Charlotte, North Carolina, 1980; 

The Studio Museum, Harlem, New York, 1991. 

SELECTED MUSEUM COLLECTIONS: 

The Butler Institute of American Art, Youngstown, Ohio; 

Cleveland Museum of Art, Ohio; Metropolitan Museum of Art, 

New York; National Museum of American Art, Washington 

D.C.; Reynolda House, Museum of American Art, Winston

Salem, North Carolina.

RALPH BELL 

Life: Born in 1913 in Columbus, Ohio 

Died in 1995 in Columbus, Ohio 

ART EDUCATION/DEVELOPMENT: 

Ralph was tragically institutionalized in Orient State Hospital, 

near Columbus, Ohio, at the age of ten with cerebral palsy, 

which was not diagnosed properly for many years. He was 

introduced to painting by Dean Campbell, an art instructor and 

therapist. Dean convinced Ralph to try painting with a stylus on 

his head because his hands and arms were disabled. When 

Ralph tried this approach, he soon became enthralled by painting 

and the personal expressive freedom that he gained from it. 

Bell's first works were in the medium in which he was most 

prolific, watercolor. The early works have a blocky, exagger

ated, "carving" of forms which one associates with German 

Expressionist woodcuts, which in turn were inspired by African 

and Oceanic carvings. His middle period watercolors are 

distinguished by their fluid, curvilinear wet-on-wet washes of 

saturated color. Ralph's watercolors are activated by dashes, 

dots, and calligraphic gestures. The artist created a small but 

excel lent series of watercolors ( 1989-1990) which are character

ized by their frenetic lines. He dipped the end of a pencil into 

watercolor to create these works. Ralph's acrylic paintings on 

canvas, masonite, and wooden paneled doors have much of the 

fresh, personally articulated calligraphy of his drawings. Many 

of these paintings, have flickering colors juxtaposed to white 

writhing scrambled lines that have affinities with Futurism and 

Abstract Expressionism. Bell's paintings evolved toward a 

denser, more palpable physicality of paint handling in the early 

1990s which is relieved by open breathing areas of white canvas. 

SELECTED ONE PERSON EXHIBITIONS: 

Elijah Pierce Gallery, King Arts Complex, Columbus, Ohio, 

1995; Springfield Museum of Art, Ohio, 1997. 

SELECTED MUSEUM COLLECTIONS: 

Columbus Museum of Art, Ohio; Frank W. Hale Black Cultural 

Center, The Ohio State University, Columbus, Ohio; McArthur 

Foundation, Chicago, Illinois; Springfield Museum of Art, Ohio. 

WILLIAM HAWKINS 

Life: Born on July 27, 1895 in Eastern Kentucky 

Died in January, 1990 in Dayton, Ohio (lived in Columbus 

from 1916-1990) 

ART EDUCATION/DEVELOPMENT: 

William had a third grade education. He was a self-taught artist. 

He began drawing when he was a little boy and painted sporadi

cally through the years. Hawkins worked as a house painter, 

construction driver, flophouse manager, and scrap merchant. 

His dynamic, painterly style was forged with his optimistic, hard 

charging 'survivor' mindset. His early paintings from about 

1980-1983 have reductive, powerful decorative patterning, 

dynamic handling of pictorial space, and iconic subject matter 

which yields a purity of expression that is extraordinary. 

William's paintings in the middle to late 1980s have rich 

painterly execution and more compositional animation than his 

early works. Some, such as Speckled Buildings, 1986 are 

singular in their harmonious color orchestration, surface anima

tion, and pictorial unity. In many of the artist's middle and later 

period paintings, he began to incorporate collage and/or assem

blage in his paintings. Hawkins, with his visual confidence, 
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attempted to do better mixed media works than his artist friend, 

Lee Garrett. He did so in his unique way with his own home

grown methods. William's creative mixture of mass media 

advertisements, etc. with his visceral paint handling has yielded 

works that are provocative and inventive statements about our 

media-flooded American culture. 

SELECTED ONE PERSON EXHIBITIONS: 

Ohio Gallery, 1982 (with Smoky Brown); Keny and Johnson 

Gallery, Columbus, Ohio, 1986; Tarble Arts Center, Eastern 

Illinois University, Charleston, lllinois, 1989; Columbus 

Museum of Art, Ohio, 1990; Ricco/Maresca, New York, 1995; 

Museum of American Folk Art, New York, 1997. 

SELECTED MUSEUM COLLECTIONS: 

Akron Art Museum, Ohio; Columbus Museum of Art1 Ohio; 

High Museum of Art, Atlanta, Georgia; National Museum of 

American Art, Washington D.C.; New Jersey State Museum, 

Trenton. 

WILLIAM H. JOHNSON 

Life: Born in 190 I in Florence, South Carolina 

Died in 1970 in Central Islip, New York 

ART EDUCATION/DEVELOPMENT: 

Johnson studied at the National Academy of Design, New York, 

from 1921-1926. He studied figural painting with Charles 

Hawthorne, a very accomplished painter. William also studied 

with Hawthorne at his summer school in Provincetown, Massa

chusetts from 1924-1926. He intensively studied briefly with the 

Ashcan School artist, George Luks, in 1926. Johnson traveled 

intermittently to France, Corsica, Denmark, Germany, Nether

lands, Norway, and Tunisia over the next twelve years. He 

studied the cultures of these countries. William became very 

familiar with the aesthetic vocabulary of the Fauvists, German 

Expressionists, and Austrian Expressionists, which was partially 

derived from African art. However, many of his most personal 

and enduring paintings of this period (1930-1938) were less 

stylized. His reductive, incisive portraits such as Jim, 1930 and 

Girl in Green Dress, 1930 (both in the collection of the National 

Museum of American Art, Washington D.C.) are outstanding 

works from this period. After Johnson's return to New York in 

1938, the focus of his art became his rural southern heritage, 

urban New York living, religious themes, and those people who 

were close to him. Many of these works have flat, Post Impres

sionist derived, decorative patterning, animated steeped colors, 

and interwoven simplified forms with an expressive attenuation 

of features. In some of his finest works of this period, such as 

L'il Sis (collection of the National Museum of American Art, 

Washington D.C.), he suspends his dominant figure(s) in a 

ground of emotionally charged color which acts as an effective 

formal and emotional foil for the figure. Johnson's artistic 

activity and development ceased with his tragic institutionaliza

tion in 1947 for a mental illness. 

SELECTED ONE PERSON EXHIBITIONS: 

Alma Reed Gallery, New York, 1941; Spelman College, Atlanta, 

Georgia, 1970; National Collection of the Fine Arts, 

Smithsonian Institution, Washington D.C., 1971-1973 (traveled 

to Europe and Africa); Carl Van Vechten Gallery, Fisk Univer

sity, Nashville, Tennessee, 1976; National Museum of American 

Art, Washington D.C., I 991-1993 (tours nationally and interna

tionally). 

SELECTED MUSEUM COLLECTIONS: 

Howard University, Washington D.C.; Library of Congress, 

Washington, D.C.; Moderna Museet, Stockholm, Sweden; 

Morgan State University Gallery of Art, Baltimore, Maryland; 

National Museum of American Art, Washington D.C.; Newark 

Museum, New Yersey. 

JACOB LAWRENCE 

Life: Born in 1917 in Atlantic City, New Jersey 

ART EDUCATION/DEVELOPMENT: 

Jacob Lawrence informally studied at the Harlem Y.M.C.A and 

Schomburg Library in Harlem. He was awarded a scholarship to 

American Artists School, New York in 1937 where he studied 

the life of Haitian leader, Toussaint L'Ouverture, and began a 

series of paintings of that subject. His attenuated figures, in 

repetitive ideographic format, punctuated by vivid colors, amidst 

many stark black forms, in flat modern-colored patterns were to 

be core elements of his style throughout his career. Historical 

themes, which often pertain to American history with a specific 

focus on African-American heroes and Abolitionists, predomi

nate in most of his successful series such as "The Life of 

Frederic Douglas ( 1938)", "The Life of Harriet Tubman ( 1939)", 

"The Migration of the Negro (I 940-41 )", "The Life of John 
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Brown (1941)", and "Harlem (1942)". These series were 
completed early in his career. Jacob's sensitive, simplified use 

of the telling gesture that becomes a universal symbol for play, 

joy, suffering, poverty, and cruelty without falling into facile 

caricature is an important aspect of his work. The sharp angular

ity of the lines in his work lends an emotional edge to many of 

his paintings created at this time. Lawrence's use of tilted-up 

planes and shallow space evokes suppression and containment, 

and his use of sparely ornamented compositions also suggests 

loneliness, poverty, cruelty, etc. His thematic and stylistic 

affinities with Jose Orozco, the great Mexican Social Realist 

painter, are particularly evident and effective in the "Harriet 

Tubman" series and the "Harlem" series. Lawrence's staccato 

juxtapositions of black and white throughout his compositions 

lend a tense dynamism to his art. The artist rounds his lines in 

such middle period works as Family, 1964 to evoke harmony 

and unity. He modulates his strong primary colors with a pink 

flower to lend a soothing element to this painting. Also, in The

Visitors, 1959, the artist opens his composition to lend a more 

spacious and welcoming quality to this harmonious painting. 

There is less stark juxtaposing of black and white as well. In the 

"Nigerian Series" of 1964 and the "Builders" paintings of the 

1970s, one sees a continuing shift in the tenor of the artist's 

work toward unity, harmony, and building, metaphorically and 

literally, a cohesive human community. 

SELECTED ONE PERSON EXHIBITIONS: 

Downtown Gallery, New York, 1941 (Migratio11 series); 

Brooklyn Museum, New York, l 960 (traveled); Museum of 

Modern Art, New York, 1944 (Migratio11 and Coast Guard 

series); Whitney Museum of American Art, New York, 1974 

(traveled to five venues); Seattle Art Museum, Washington 1986 
(traveled to five venues). 

SELECTED MUSEUM COLLECTIONS: 

Dallas Museum of Art, Texas; High Museum of Art, Atlanta, 

Georgia; Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; Museum of 

Modern Art, New York; National Museum of American Art, 

Washington, D.C. 

JOHN B. MURRY 

Life: Born in 1908 in Sandersville, Georgia 

Died in 1988 in Sandersville, Georgia 

ART EDUCATION/DEVELOPMENT: 

John Murry spent most of his life as a sharecropper. Shortly 

after his retirement in the late 1970s, he had a profound religious 

experience that led to his creation of drawings while "speaking 

tongues", which is similar to West African divining rituals. He 

rarely traveled except to view his art in his later years in Atlanta. 

The artist's subject matter was abstract and ordained by Goel 

according to Mr. Murry. The beautiful color harmonies, 

inventive use of line and pictorial unity of his work is extraordi

nary. Murry's earliest works are more representational. There is 

less frenetic use of line, and less refined calligraphy than in the 

later works. His drawings, as of 1980, are distinguished by a 

mystical tracery, fused with quasi-representational Gnomes 

defined by quivering lines. John's drawings between 1985-1988 

have a rich, yet delicate, diversity of handling and sophisticated 

pictorial unity that is unmatched by most of his earlier efforts. 

His color harmonies at this time are rich and varied as well. 

SELECTED ONE PERSON EXHIBITIONS: 

Rosa Esman Gallery, New York, 1986. 

SELECTED MUSEUM COLLECTIONS: 

Museum of American Folk Art, New York. 

ELIJAH PIERCE 

Life: Born in 1892 in Baldwyn, Mississippi 

Died in 1984 in Columbus, Ohio 

ART EDUCATION/DEVELOPMENT: 

Elijah began to carve at the age of seven. His uncle, on his 

mother's side, Lewis Wallace was a chair and basket maker. He 
taught Elijah how to work with wood. Elijah's first wife, Zetta, 

tragically died after childbirth in 1915. ln 1920 he was issued a 

preacher's license. Pierce followed his girlfriend, Cornelia 

Houeston, to Columbus in 1923 where he became a barber and 

married Cornelia. During the 1930s and 1940s, he preached 

throughout the Midwest and South during the summers. Pierce's 

subjects are religious narratives, fables, Freemasonry symbols, 

heroes and animals. His early carvings from the 1920s through 

the 1940s were spare, concise, flat and mellow in coloration. The 

carvings created later in the 1950s and 1960s were a little more 

complex, more rounded at times and more deeply incised. As 

Elijah's work became known to the local and national art 

community in the early 1970s, his repertoire of subjects 
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expanded, partially to accommodate those who were interested 

in his work, but also because of the uneasy racial and political 

environment of the time. He carved more political and social 

commentary works and focused more on popular imagery and 

animals. Pierce's wry wit becomes evident in many of his 

carvings created after the mid l 960s. As he began to lose his 

dexterity and became weaker in the late 1970s, he met an artist 

named Leroy Almon, who became his protege. Pierce's carv

ings from this period are uneven in quality. 

SELECTED ONE PERSON EXHIBITIONS: 

Bernard Danenberg Gallery, New York, 1972; Peale House 

Galleries, Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts, Philadelphia, 

Pa., 1972-1973; Columbus Gallery of Fine Arts, Ohio, 1973; 

Renwick Gallery, Smithsonian Institution, Washington D.C., 

1982; Columbus Museum of Art, Ohio, 1993-1994 (t1iaveled to 

five venues). 

SELECTED MUSEUM COLLECTIONS: 

Akron Museum of Art, Ohio; Columbus Museum of Art, Ohio; 

High Museum of Art, Georgia; Milwaukee Art Museum, 

Wisconsin; Museum of American Folk Art, New York. 

HORACE PIPPIN 

Life: Born on February 22, 1988 in West Chester, Pennsylvania 

Died on July 6, 1946 in West Chester, Pennsylvania 

ART EDUCATION/DEVELOPMENT: 

Pippin enjoyed drawing as a child and won a drawing competi

tion of an art supply firm in 1902. James Gavin, a friend, 

encouraged his interest in art in 1902. After years making a 
living at odd jobs, Horace entered the army. He fought in World 

War I in 1917 and 1918. He was partially maimed in October 

1918 and honorably discharged in 1919. Horace maintained a 

journal of drawings during the war, perhaps to divert his 

attention from the horrors. However, he was haunted by terrible 

wartime experiences. He married Jennie Giles in 1920 and lived 

in her home in Chester Springs, Pennsylvania. The artist began 

to paint cigar boxes as a diversion when not helping his wife 

with her work. The artist painted his distinctive burnt wood 

panels from 1925 through 1932, and then sporadically, later in 

his life. The densely engraved broad, black lines from hot 

pokers in these paintings gave them strength and, simulta

neously, a homegrown innocence. His juxtaposition of rich, 

pure colors on warm colored wood panels have great visual 

resonance. Also, Pippin's works' flattened, decorative pattern

ing appealed to modern art connoisseurs. In 1937, N.C. Wyeth 

and the noted art critic, Christian Brinton, saw Pippin's paintings 

on view in a local exhibition. Soon, eminent collectors, such as 

Albert Barnes, were acquiring his paintings. Horace's themes 

throughout his relatively brief tenure (circa 1925-1946) were his 

African-American heritage, Abolitionism narratives, sporting 

adventures, national hero portraits, and still lifes. Many of 

Pippin's later works are on fabric versus wood. The reductive 

power, sophisticated patterns, spatial tension, and iconic themes 

make these some of America's most enduring historical narra

tive paintings. Simultaneously, they are evocative, abstracted 

color arrangements with strong structural underpinnings. 

SELECTED ONE PERSON EXHIBITIONS: 

San Francisco Museum of Art, California, 1942; Downtown 

Gallery, New York, 1944; Peale House Gallery, Pennsylvania 

Academy of the Fine Arts, Philadelphia, Pa., 1966; The Phillips 

Collection, Washington, D.C., 1977; Pennsylvania Academy of 

the Fine Arts, Philadelphia, Pa., 1994-1995 (traveled to four 

venues). 

SELECTED MUSEUM COLLECTIONS: 

The Art Institute of Chicago, Illinois; The Barnes Foundation, 

Merion, Pennsyrvania; The Butler Institute of American Art, 

Youngstown, Ohio; The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New 

York; The Museum of Modern Art, New York; Philadelphia 

Museum of Art, Pennsylvania; Reynolda House, Museum of 

American Art, Winston-Salem, North Carolina; The Schomburg 

Center for Research in Black Culture, Arts and Artifacts 

Division, The New York Public Library, New York. 

MARY T. SMITH 

Life: Born in 1904 in Brookhaven, Mississippi 

Died in August, 1995 in Hazelhurst, Mississippi 

ART EDUCATION/DEVELOPMENT: 

Mary was married and widowed twice. Her formal education 

was minimal and she worked as a tenant farmer and cook for 

most of her life. Smith began painting to "pretty up her yard" 

and to pay homage to God in 1980. Her early paintings were 

created on large tin sheets for roofing and on plywood. Most of 

her works depicted humans in elemental, monumental poses on 

vibrant unmodulated grounds. The saturated ground bleeding 
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through the bold black form punctuated by yellow dabs of paint 

in Single Black Figure 011 Red ivith Yelloiv has much in common 

with raw German Expressionist works and the Abstract Expres

sionist paintings of Franz Kline and Robert Motherwell. The 

visual tension between ground and figure in this painting is 

riveting. The artist's stark, bold lettering in some of her paint

ings, such as / Don '1 No No Bity, gives a compelling urgency to 

those paintings. The letters recall "primitive" calligraphy that 

work independent of their literal meaning to visually unify the 

composition. The excellent quality of many of Smith's early 

works is not so evident in some of her paintings from the late 

1980s because of her physical frailty. 

SELECTED GROUP EXHlBITIONS: 

Baking in the Sun, University Art Museum, University of 

Southwestern Louisiana, Lafayette, June 13-July 31, 1987 

(traveled through the South until February 14, 1958; Another 
Face of the Diamond: Pathways through the Black Atlantic 

South, Latin-American Gallery, New York, 1989; Passionate 

Visions of the American South: Self-Taught Artists from 1940 

to the Present, New Orleans Museum of Art., Louisiana, 1993; 

Biennial Exhibition, Whitney Museum of American Art, New 

York, 1995; Pictured in my Mind: Contemporary Self-Taught 

Art from the Collection of Dr. and Mrs. Kurt Gitter, Birmingham 

Museum of Art, Alabama, 1995. 

ALMA THOMAS 

Life: Born on September 22, 1891 in Columbus, Georgia 

Died on February 24, 1978, Washington, D. C. 

ART EDUCATION/DEVELOPMENT: 

Alma received an art degree from Howard University in 1924 

and her Master of Arts degree from Columbia University. She 

was vice-president of a fine, modern art gallery in Washington 

D.C. in the 1940s. Thomas studied with the artist, Jacob Kainen

at American University in 1957 and developed an interest in

color theory and abstract art. She was stimulated by Washington

Color Field painters such as Morris Louis, Kenneth Noland, and

Gene Davis. Alma worked in an animated, colorful mosaic-like

manner in the late I 960s and 1970s, which is her best known

style. The individuality of her handling of the myriad rectangu

lar dabs of paint within her mature period compositions (circa

1966-1976) brings a kinetic tension to her paintings that enlivens

her art. She was fascinated by the astronauts' journey to the

moon in 1969. The enthusiasm influenced her subject matter for 

several years. It should be noted that Thomas was as inspired by 

the creative vital use of color by the Fauvists, Expressionists, and 

Tachists as the Washington Color Field school. Alma Thomas 

loved to watch light play on her mother's colorful gardens. Her 

love of color and evanescent light is an integral part of her finest 

work. She taught art in the public schools for decades. Thomas 

loved working w�th children and was inspired by their creativity 

and energy. She was painting most of her finest paintings in her 

70s and 80s. 

SELECTED ONE PERSON EXHIBITIONS: 

Howard University, Washington D.C., 1966; Whitney Museum 

of American Art, New York, 1972; Corcoran Gallery of Ameri

can Art, Washington D.C., 1972; Columbus Museum of Arts and 

Sciences, Columbus, Georgia, 1982. 

SELECTED MUSEUM COLLECTIONS: 

Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Washington D.C.; 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; National Museum of 

American Art, Washington D.C. 

ROBERT THOMPSON 

Life: Born in 1937 in Louisville, Kentucky 

Died in 1966 in Rome, Italy 

ART EDUCATION/DEVELOPMENT: 

Thompson's father died in an automobile accident in 1950, which 

seriously affected Robert's psyche. His life was often troubled. 

He was married to Carol Penda in 1960. Thompson studied in 

Provincetown with Hans Hoffman, the great color theorist in 
1957-58. He also was influenced at that time by Abstract 

Expressionist, Jan Muller. In the fall of 1958 he returned to the 

University of Louisville where he studied Renaissance painting 

intensively. In the early winter of 1958, Robert moved to New 

York, where he became a friend of the artist, Red Grooms. 

Thompson studied and painted in France and Spain in the early 

I 960s. He joined the prominent Martha Jackson Gallery in New 

York in 1963. Robert traveled to Rome in 1965 and died there in 

1966. He was very successful at fusing Fauvist color and 

visceral Abstract Expressionist energy with classical Renaissance 

motifs. 
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SELECTED ONE PERSON EXHIBITIONS: 

Delancey Street Museum, New York, 1960; Martha Jackson 

Gallery, New York, 1964; New School Art Center, New York, 

1969; National Collection of Fine Arts, Washington D.C., 1975-

1976; The Studio Museum in Harlem, New York, 1978. 

SELECTED MUSEUM COLLECTIONS: 

National Museum of American Art, Washington D.C.; Whitney 

Museum of American Art, New York. 

BILL TRAYLOR 

Life: Born in 1854 in Lourdes County, Alabama 

Died in 1947 in Montgomery, Alabama 

ART EDUCATION/DEVELOPMENT: 

Traylor lived on the plantation of George Traylor until 1939 as a 

slave, father, farmer, handyman, surveyor's assistant, etc. He 

moved to Montgomery, Alabama, in about 1939, after his wife 

died. He spent his days on the street drawing with a pencil and 

straight edge on discarded sheets of cardboard. Charles Shannon, 

a young artist, befriended him in the spring of 1939. He 

provided Traylor with brushes, poster paints, pencils and most 

importantly, comradery and financial assistance. Bill's work 

was rooted in his great sense of humor, his excellent aesthetic 

sense, and his rich storehouse of tales. His work evolved from 

the depiction of flat linear blacksmith shop tools to his simpli

fied geometric baskets to his representational animal drawings 

and to his amusing and animated "Exciting Event" narratives. 

His last stylistic and thematic focus was his 1941-42 series of 

interactive figures and geometric constructions. Here, forms are 

masterfully placed on the cardboard to create an amusing effect, 
lend animation, establish an illusion of space, and to emphasize 

the importance of the figure(s) in a composition. Traylor also 

had a great understanding of the communicative power of 

exaggerated gestures. Charles Shannon recognized the quality of 

these works of art when no one cared about them and worked 

very diligently to enable the art of Bill Traylor to become well 

known and recognized by the art establishment. 

SELECTED ONE PERSON EXHIBITIONS: 

R.H. Oosteroom, New York, 1979; Montgomery Museum of 

Fine Arts, Alabama, 1982; Randolph Gallery of the Chicago 

Public Library Cultural Center, Chicago (traveled to four 

museums in the South), 1988; Ginza Art Space, Tokyo, 1992; 

Collection de' Art Brut, Lausanne, Switzerland, (organized by 

the Museum of Folk Art, New York), 1993. 

SELECTED MUSEUM COLLECTIONS: 

High Museum of Art, Atlanta, Georgia; Metropolitan Museum 

of Art, New York; Montgomery Museum of Fine Arts, Alabama; 

Museum of American Folk Art, New York; Museum of Modern 

Art, New York; Whitney Museum of American Art, New York. 

Timothy C. Keny, Guest Curator 
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Height precedes width in inches. Works indicated 

by an asterisk(*) exhibited al Springfield venue 

only. Works indicated by a double asterisk(**) 

exhibited at Riffe venue only. 

Benny Andrews 

Black Church, 1996 

oil and collage on paper. 45 x 15 inches 

Collection or 1he Benny Andrews 

Benny Andrews 

De(///, of Jusrice. 1996 

oil and collage on paper. 30 x 22 inches 

Collection or Benny Andrews 

Benny Andrews 

De(///, 's An"il-al, 1996 

pen and ink on paper, 22 x 15 inches 

Collection of Benny Andrews 

Benny Andrews 

Garden, 1990 

oil on canvas. 60 x 26 inches 

Collection of the Benny Andrews 

Benny Andrews 

I Gire Thee. 1995 

pen and ink on paper, 22 x 15 inches 

Collection of Benny Andrews 

Benny Andrews 

l'l'e K1101rn Ri,·ers. 1996 

oil and collage on paper. 30 3/4 x 22 3/4 inches 

Collection of Benny Andrews 

Benny Andrews 

lvlr. \Viii. 1976 

oil and collage on canvas. 35 x 25 inches 

Collection of the Wendell S1ree1 Gallery. 

Cambridge. Massachusens 

Benny Andrews 

Pool. 1989 

oil and collage on canvas. 36 x 24 inches 

Collection of the Wendell S1ree1 Gallery. 

Cambridge. Massachusens 

Benny Andrews 

\lie,rer. 1990 

oil on canvas. 60 x 24 inches 

Collection of the Benny Andrews 

Romare Bearden 

Counrard Sky, 1968 

collage on board, 18 1/2 x 14 1/2 inches 

Collection of the Wendell S1ree1 Gallery. 

Cambridge, Massachusens 

Romarc Bearden 

Homerime, 1970 

collage and mixed media on board. 

26 1/2 x 45 1/2 inches 

Collection of The Buller lnslitule of American An. 

Youngstown, Ohio 

Romare Bearden 

Madame's \Vhi1e Bird. 1975 

collage and mixed media on board. 13 x 15 inches 

Collection of the Wendell S1rec1 Gallery. 

Cambridge. Massachusens 

Romarc Bearden 

1'vlomi11g of1he Red Bird, 1975 

collage on board. 14 x 18 inches 

Collection of Ambassador Julia Chang Bloch & 

S1uar1 Marshall Bloch 

Ralph Bell 

Girl "·i1h Pigwils. 1991 

acrylic on canvas. 44 x -18 inches 

Collection of Dana Toy. Columbus. Ohio 

Ralph Bell 

Girl ll'ilh Tll'o Dogs. #2 (52AC). 1993 

acrylic on canvas. 54 x 72 inches 

Collection of The Ralph Bell Trust 

Ralph Bell 

U111i1led. 1984 

acrylic on panel. 41 x 36 inches 

Collection of De,rn CamphPII. C:ol11mh11s. Ohio 

Ralph Bell 

U111i1led (26A \V). 1992 

acrylic on wood. 22 x 26 inches 

Private Collection. Courtesy or Keny Galleries. 

Columbus. Ohio 

Ralph Bell 

U111irled ( 53A \\I). 199-1 

acrylic on wood. 18 x 60 inches 

Private Collection 
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Ralph Bell 

U111i1/ed (32\VP). n.d. 

watercolor on paper. 22 1 /4 x 30 inches 

Collection or Duff & Deborah Lindsay 

Ralph Bell 

U111irled (693WP), n.d. 

watercolor on paper. 18 x 23 3/4 inches 

Private Collection. Springfield, Ohio 

Ralph Bell 

U111i1led (694WP). n.d. 

watercolor and ink on paper. 18 x 24 inches 

Collection of Deborah A. Kersman 

Ralph Bell 

U111i1led (738\VP), n.d. 

watercolor on paper. I 8 x 24 inches 

Collection of Kathy & Alec Wightman 

**William Hawkins 

A. I. U. Building (Ciwdel). c.1982

enamel on plywood. 50 I /4 x 39 inches 

Private Collection 

William Hawkins 

The Bridge#/ . 1982 

enamel on plywood. 30 1/2 x 42 1/2 inches 

Private Collection. Courtesy of Keny Galleries. 

Columbus. Ohio 

William Hawkins 

Broad and High. 1982 

enamel on plywood. 37 x 44 inches 

Collection of Gary Schwindler. Athens. Ohio 

William Hawkins 

Firs/ School Building. n.d. 
enamel on cardbo,1rd. 18 x 24 inche, 

Collec1ion of Gary Schwindler. Athens. Ohio 

William Hawkins 

Red Dog Rwmi11g. #3. 1985 

enamel on masonite. 48 x 60 inches 

Collection of the Columbus Museum of Art. Ohio: 

Gift of an anonymous donor 

William Hawkins 

Speckled Buildi11gs, 1986 

enamel on masonite. 39 1/2 x 48 inches 

Collection of Dr. Siri von Reis 

William Hawkins 

Three Horses #7, 1986 

enamel on masonite, 39 1/2 x 48 inches 

Collection of Dr. Siri von Reis 

William Hawkins 

Women's Workhouse (Columbus), c. 1979-80 

enamel on panel, 32 x 34 inches 

Collection of Selig D. Sacks 

William H. Johnson 

Cafe, 1939-40 

oil on paperboard, 36 1/2 x 28 3/8 inches 

Collection of the National Museum of American 

Art, Smithsonian Institution, Gift of the Harmon 

Foundation 

William H. Johnson 

Going lo C/111rch, 1940-41 

oil on burlap, 38 x 44 inches 

Collection of the National Museum of American 

Art, Smithsonian Institution, Gift of the Harmon 

Foundation 

Jacob Lawrence 

A111iq11i1ies.from 1he ''Nigerian" series, I 964-65 

gouache on paper, 30 3/4 x 22 inches 

Collection of James E. Lewis Museum of Art. 

Morgan State University 

Jacob Lawrence 

The Family, 1964 

egg tempera on hardboard, 24 x 20 inches 

Collection of Alfred & Niki Kobacker, Peggy & 

David Shiffrin 

Jacob Lawrence 

71,e Nigh/ Rider.from 1/,e series "S1mggle: From 

1he Hi .S101y of1he American People (Paul 

Revere)". I 954 
egg tempera on board. 12 x 16 inches 

Private Collection, Seanle, Washington 

Jacob Lawrence 

The Seams/ ress, 1946 

gouache 911 paper, 21 5/8 x 29 7/8 inches 

Collection of !he Southern Illinois University 

Museum, Carbondale 

Jacob Lawrence 

The S1ree1, 1957 

casein on paper. 30 I /2 x 22 1/4 inches 

Collection of The Butler Institute of American 

Art. Youngstown. Ohio 

John B. Murry 

Gray, While, Black and Blue a11d Scrip/ Abs1rac1ion, 

C. 1987-88

watercolor marker on paper, 24 x 18 inches

The Giner-Yelen Collection

John B. Murry 

Green Worm 111i1h Spiril Wri1ing, c. 1985-86 

watercolor and pen on paper, 11 1/2 x 8 1/2 inches 

Private Collection, Courtesy of Keny Galleries, 

Columbus, Ohio 

John B. Murry 

Pink a11d Ye/10111, c. 1987-88 

watercolor marker on paper, 24 x 18 inches 

The Giner-Yelen Collection 

John B. Murry 

Red and Black Scrip/ Abs1rauion, c. 1987-88 

ink and marker on paper, 24 x 18 inches 

The Giner-Yelen Collection 

John B. Murry 

U111i1led, c. 1985 

watercolor, pen and pencil on paper, 

23 3/4 x 17 3/4 inches 

The Giner-Yelen Collection 

John B. Murry 

U111i1led, c.1985 

mixed media on paper, 14 x 10 3/4 inches 

Collection of Warren & Sylvia Lowe _, 

John B. Murry 

U111i1led, n.d. 

mixed media on paper. 24 x 18 inches 

Collection of Warren & Sylvia Lowe 

John B. Murry 

U111irled. n.d. 

rnixed rnedia on paper, 17 x 14 inches 

Collection of Warren & Sylvia Lowe 

*Elijah Pierce

Abraham Lincoln, c.1975

carved and pai111ed wood relief, 14 1/2 x 9 1/4 inches 

Collection of the Museum of American Folk Art, 

New York; 

Gift of Robert Bishop 1993.4.39 

Elijah Pierce 

Bible S1ories, c. 1940' s 

carved and pain1cd wood relief with gliner. 

58 1/4 x 23 1/4 inches 

Private Collcc1ion 
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Elijah Pierce 

Book of Wood, c. 1932 

carved and painted wood relief with gliner, 

27 I /8 x 30 3/4 inches 

Collection of the Columbus Museum of Art, Ohio: 

Museum purchase 

**Elijah Pierce 

Hear No, See No, Speak No Evil, c.1940's/1972 

carved and painted wood relief mounted on paimed 

corrugated cardboard, 

9 1/2 x 11 1/8 inches 

Private Collection, Courtesy of Keny Galleries, 

Columbus, Ohio 

Elijah Pierce 

Jonah and 1he Fish, 1949 

carved and painted wood relief with gliner, 

15 1/4 x 28 1/2 inches 

Collection of Gael Mendelsohn 

*Elijah Pierce 

Noah's Ark, 1944

carved and painted wood relief, 12 1/4 x 32 inches

Collection of Mr. & Mrs. William Gilmore

Elijah Pierce 

Obey God and Live (\lision of Heaven). 1956 

carved and painted wood relief, 

12 7/8 x 29 5/16 inches 

Collection of the Columbus Museum of Art, Ohio: 

Museurn purchase 

Elijah Pierce 

Picking Wild Berries, c.1940' s 

carved and painted wood relief with gliner. 

37 1/4 x 17 5/8 inches 

Collection of Jeffrey Wolf & Jeany Nisenholz-Wolf 

Elijah Pierce 

The Pickup, 1973 

carved and paimed wood relief with gliner, 

15 3/8 x 23 I /2 inches 

Collection of Margot Wolf 

Elijah Pierce 

Poll'er of Prayer. 1960 

carved and painted wood relief with gliner. 

40 5/8 x 19 5/8 inches 

Private Collection, Counesy or Keny Galleries, 

Columbus. Ohio 



**Elijah Pierce 

Safari. 1940 

carved and painted wood relief mounted on 

pai111ed corrugated cardboard. 13 x 22 inches 

Private Collection, Courtesy of Keny Galleries, 

Columbus, Ohio 

Elijah Pierce 

Spreading the Ught, 1933 

carved and painted wood relief mounted on painted panel. 

16 x 7 3/8 inches 

Collec1ion of Dr. & Mrs. Mellm· Davis 

Elijah Pierce 

S1rai11i11g m a  G11m, S1rnlloll'i11g a Camel, 1971-73 

carved and pai111ed wood relief, 16 x 15 inches 

Private Collec1ion 

Horace Pippin 

Chester County Art Critic, 1940 

oil on canvas board. 21 1/2 x 16 inches 

Collection of 1he Philadelphia Museum of Ari: 

Gift of Christian Brinton 41-79-139 

Horace Pippin 

Maria11 A11derso11 II, 1940 

oil on fabric, 23 x 19 inches 

Collection of 1he Schomburg Center for Research 

in Black Culture, Art & Artifacts Division, The 

New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and 

Ti Iden Foundal ions 

Horace Pippin 

77,e \Vhippi11g, 1941 

oil on wood, 9 x 11 1/2 inches 

Collection of Reynolda House, Museum of 

American Ari, 

Winston-Salem. North Carolina 

Mary T. Smith 

C. a11d W .. 1983

enamel on tin, 23 x 28 inches 

Collection of Warren & Sylvia Low 

Mary T. Smith 

I Don't No No Bity, 1983 

enamel on plywood, 25 x 24 inches 

Collection of Warren & Sylvia Lowe 

Mary T. Smith 

I was in a Rake, The Lord ll'as for Me, 1983 

enamel on tin, 64 x 59 inches 

Collection of Warren & Sylvia Lowe 

Mary T. Smith 

Mr. Big, 1984 

enamel on tin. 38 x 22 inches 

Collection of Warren & Sylvia Lowe 

Mary T. Smith 

Single Black Figure 011 Red 1l'ith Yel/oll', c. I 985 

pain! on particle board, 37 I /2 x 29 I /2 inches 

The Giller-Yelen Collection 

Mary T. Smith 

Single White Figure 011 Black ll'ith Red. 1980-85 

paint on tin, 64 1/4 x 26 1/2 inches 

The Giuer-Yelen Collection 

Alma Thomas 

A Glimpse of the Moon, 1960 

acrylic on canvas, 29 x 28 1/2 inches 

Collec1ion of the Wendell S1ree1 Gallery. 

Cambridge, Massachuseus 

Alma Thomas 

Grassy Melodic Cham, 1976 

acrylic on canvas, 46 x 36 inches 

Collection of the National Museum of American Art, 

Smithsonian lns1in11ion. Bequest of !he Artist 

Alma Thomas 

St. Cecilia at the Organ, n.d. 

acrylic on canvas. 45 x 29 inches 

Collection of Ambassador Julia Chang Bloch & 

Stuart Marshall Bloch 

Robert Thompson 

Orne11e. 1960-61 

oil on canvas, 81 x 77 1/2 inches 

Collection of the Anderson Gallery, Buffalo, 

New York 

Bill Traylor 

Blue Ma11 (A11i111med Figures). c. 1939-42 

crayon on paper, 4 x 5 inches 

Private Collection, Courtesy of Keny Galleries, 

Columbus, Ohio 

Bill Traylor 

Co11stmctio11, c. 1939-42 

pencil on cardboard, 19 x 8 inches 

Collec1ion of Elizabeth & Elio! Bank 

Bill Traylor 

Co11stmctio11, Figures, c. 1939-42 

poster paint on cardboard, 

23 3/4 x I 9 3/8 inches 

Private Collection 
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*Bill Traylor

Co11stmctio11, Figures, c. 1939-42 

watercolor and pcnci I on cardboard,

I 3 I /6 x 7 I 5/16 inches 

Collection of 1he Montgomery Museum of Fine Arts, 

Montgomery, Alabama, Gift of Charles & Eugenia 

Shannon 

*Bill Traylor 

Dog, c. 1939-42 

watercolor and pencil on cardboard,

13 3/4 x 12 11/16 inches 

Collection of 1he Montgomery Museum of Fine Aris, 

Montgomery, Alabama, Gift of Charles & Eugenia 

Shannon

Bill Traylor 

Figure a11d Dog O111side House, 1940 

poster pai111 and pencil on paper, 14 x 22 inches 

Collection of !he Luise Ross Gallery, New York 

Bill Traylor 

Preacher and Co11gregmio11, c. 1939-42 

colored pencil and pencil on board, 

16 I /2 x 16 1/2 inches 

Collection of Gael Mendelsohn 

Bill Traylor 

Red Bird 011 Co11stmctio11, c. 1940 

poster paint on paper, 13 1/4 x 10 3/4 inches 

Collec1ion of the Luise Ross Gallery, New York 

Bill Traylor 

Untitled, c. 1939-42 

charcoal on cardboard, 9 1/8 x 9 1/8 inches 

Collection of the High Museum of Ari, A1lan1a, 

Georgia: purchased wilh funds from Mrs. Lindsey 

Hopkins. Jr.; Edith G. & Philip A. Rhodes; and the 

Member's Guild 1982.95 

Bill Traylor 

Untitled ( Big Blue Man), c. 1939-42 

tempera on cardboard, 22 3/16 x 14 inches 

Collection of 1he High Museum of Ari, A1lan1a, 

Georgia: purchased with funds from Mrs. Lindsey 

Hopkins, Jr.; Edith G. & Philip A. Rhodes: and the 

Member's Guild 1982.114 

Bill Traylor 

U111itled (One Legged Man), c. 1939-42 

charcoal on paper, 15 I /2 x 9 3/8 inches 

Collection of Dr. Siri von Reis 
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