Chapter IV

Others' Reflections: Interviews and Surveys

Interviews
In preparation for this Thesis Project the author/researcher conducted interviews with three highly esteemed experts in the field of African American art: Faith Ringgold, Dr. Sharon F. Patton and Kim Sajet. 

These three individuals were selected because of their deep involvement, understanding and knowledge of the social and political nuances of the issues surrounding the lack of exposure of African American art and artists over the years. Each offered their unique perspective on the events and lasting effects of the Harlem Renaissance as well as commenting on ways to address current deficits in art education in schools, universities, and museums. In addition, each person offered sound advice with regard to the development of the Educational Art Kit that constitutes a large part of this thesis project.

Their invaluable contributions and opinions are highlighted here. For full transcripts of the interviews please contact the author.

Brief Biographical Information: 

Faith Ringgold (b. 1930)

Faith Ringgold is an African American artist, author, and educator who is perhaps best known for her painted story quilts. The most famous of these is Tar Beach, which was created in 1988. 

Ringgold was a practicing artist in Harlem during the Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s,  and the Black Power and Black Arts Movements of the 1960s and 1970s. She contributed her voice and her art to the movement with a deep commitment and belief in equality for African American citizens. 

Ringgold has a deep knowledge and personal experiences of many of the events described in this study and her commentary therefore holds great validity and authenticity. Her life and work brought her into contact with several of the artists mentioned in this study, and it is of interest to note that she was a friend and colleague of Jacob Lawrence, knew Romare Bearden, and still maintains contact with Elizabeth Catlett on a regular basis.

Interviews with Ringgold took place on two separate occasions: on March 7, 2005 at her home in Englewood, NJ  and on May 1,  2005 at the Anyone Can Fly Foundation's apartment in Harlem.

Sharon F. Patton

Sharon Patton is the Director of the Smithsonian's National African Museum in Washington, D. C. She is the author of the text African-American Art, that was published by Oxford University Press in 1998. Patton was compelled to undertake extensive research of this topic after discovering shocking deficits in the documentation of African Americans contributions to the visual arts and consequently in the education of art students at the Univesity of Minnesota in 1991. More information about the evolution of African-American Art and why such a text demanded writing appear in Chapter I, the Introduction.

The interview with Patton took place at the Smithsonian National African Museum in Washington, D.C. on June 1, 2005.

Kim Sajet

Kim Sajet is the Senior Vice President for Museum and Public Programs and Deputy Director of the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts in Philadelphia 

(PAFA). She authored the catalogue for the Academy's 2005 exhibit, The Chemistry of Color: African American Artists in Philadelphia: 1970–1990: A Collection of Contemporary African–American Art, that showcased the art of 41 African American artists. Sajets in depth essay highlights the complexities of the history of African American art as well as documenting her insights into the need for a new approach for its inclusion in the mainstream. 

This author met and interviewed Sajet at PAFA on May 10, 2005.

During the course of her studies about African American art and artists the  researcher became aware of many pressing issues surrounding the topic. She raised these issues and entered into interesting, lively and lengthy discussions with each of the interviewees. For ease of reference, the main areas and lead questions appear below under numbered headings and in bold type whereas the related questions appear in regular type.  

I.  African American Art and Mainstream American Culture.

Maunder:   What would you like to say about the importance of African American art being known about, taught and accepted in the mainstream?

Ringgold:   I can give a personal experience; when I was a young child creating art, I frequently saw images of Horace Pippin in my history books. My history book was where I got my pictures from; I used to copy the portraits of the presidents, and I would copy the boats, you know, the “Pinta” and the “Santa Maria” and I loved those prints that they had in my picture books, but I didn’t know that Horace Pippin was an African American.  I had no knowledge of who he was and I hadn’t any knowledge of any African American artist, even though we were living in the same community. 

Aaron Douglas lived right up the street from me. Now Birdie (Faith’s husband, Burdette Ringgold) knew him because he lived in his building. But I’m living say, six or seven houses down the street, I don’t know him, I’ve probably seen the man in the supermarket and I don’t know that this is Aaron Douglas, the artist. There are several reasons why I don’t know him, because he is not in any of my books, nobody’s saying anything about him. He’s famous but he’s not famous, because no one’s writing about him. He’s doing the work that he’s doing; he’s doing it, not necessarily in New York so much, as he is making murals in Black Universities (such as Howard University). These images became famous and helped to spur on all the different people in the Harlem Renaissance, who painted images of Black people in a new way for the first time, he started that! And here I am, right down the street from him, and I don’t know it. This is wrong!  Incidentally, I did not find out that Pippin was an African American until after I had graduated from college. Deal with that! All through college, they never told me that. 

They took me to Europe and they taught me about the European Masters, that’s what I came away knowing, and when I came away from college, I had to then find my way to myself. I didn’t know anything about Romie (Romare) Bearden until 1964, and he was here in Harlem too. The reason is, before he did his collage, he was not that well known, in the South, possibly. Now this is one of the things I want to talk to David Driskell about. [Driskell is a leading African American art historian]. If I had been David and had been born in the South and gone to a Black college, I would have probably known these people, but I didn’t go there and I didn’t know anything about them. So I grew up, not knowing, just having to decide on my own, “I’m going to be an artist, just because.” 

Maunder:   So, if you had known, let’s say, that Horace Pippin was African American how would that have changed anything?

Ringgold:  First of all I would have been able to meet him because if he ever came to New York, he probably came to Harlem. Somebody knew him and our world was very small, he could have influenced me because I could have met him, that would have been very important, and I can see that this is possible because I can tell you, frankly speaking, throughout my career. I’ve had people ask me, well, how do you think you are going to be an artist, do you realize that you’re Black. I had a therapist once when my children were teenagers, who said to me one day, Look, I just want to ask you something, can’t you think of another way to make a living, isn’t it going to be terribly hard to become an artist, not just because you’re Black but what about that ‘woman’ part? People were constantly trying to turn me off.

Maunder:   Yes; you had to be resilient against it. Just think how many people were told that same thing and were turned off?

Ringgold:   That’s right, most. Most were! That is why throughout my teaching at UCSD (University of California, San Diego) I always looked at my class and tried to show them images from their culture, and they can do it! That’s why I have all those videotapes, (Ringgold owns a large library of videotapes about African American and other artists.) I’m not leaving anybody out!

Maunder:   How old were the students you were teaching at UCSD?

Ringgold:   Well, mostly, they were college juniors and seniors, because the freshmen and the sophomores were getting prepared for the course I was teaching. I was teaching them painting, drawing, performance, and in the beginning some sculpture classes.

Maunder:   What about the historical aspect that you so sorely missed, did you put that into your programs so that they were now aware that there had been Black artists throughout history?

Ringgold:   Yes, but I also made them aware of their own art, those kids who were Latino, those kids who were Asian, I brought their art to them too. I know what that means. Throughout the 19 years that I taught there I would say I had about five black students. And part of that reason probably has a lot to do with the same issue, they don’t know about it, they don’t think they can make a living out of it, and they’re not going to just try it, today even, so, there we go!

Maunder:   Do you believe that knowing about African American art and artists creates a richer historical and cultural background for everybody, whatever their race and color?

Ringgold:   Look, you see the important thing is that you have to be aware of everybody’s history and everybody’s culture in order to figure out what impacts on yours. 

Ringgold explains that mixing cultural influences can greatly benefit one's understanding and ones expression through art, She speaks of her own experience:

Ringgold:   First of all, I didn’t know about Black art, so I grew up and got trained to know only about European artists, and I know that benefited me, I’m not getting rid of that, that was good too! So, I feel as if I can use my European experience beneficially, which is what I did when I did The French Collection  (1990/91). I took the European influence and I mixed it with my great-great grandma, Susie’s quilts. I put it all together, what’s wrong with that?

II.  Separation versus Integration: Ongoing Struggle with a Double Consciousness

 
There are two schools of thought regarding the exhibition of art created by African American artists. Opinion varies depending upon the context; some feel that the information and display of African American art should remain separate until it has truly been identified as the group's valid contribution to the art world. Conversely, some feel strongly that the integration of the work of Black artists is imperative and that the overall term American artist is not only more desirable, but more accurate.

This author is bound to report that there is also a mixed philosophy and one that the author herself supports. She maintains, as do others, that there are situations that call for a separate identity for Black art and there are other times when it is desirable and appropriate for Black art and art of other cultures to appear side by side. 

The issues surrounding the separation of Black art versus integration are complex. It appears that artists, and museum and art educators are faced with this difficult, sometimes uncomfortable topic that appears to have no definitive answer.

Patton lends her voice to the discussion:

Patton:   We need to now move beyond the group exhibitions of African American art. They are good and they serve a purpose, but too frequently exhibitions are not solo exhibitions.  Mostly they have a particular theme or focus that groups all the African American artists together. I've had some discussions with my curators here at the African Art Museum, and I have said, that we need to do more solo exhibitions. We collect and exhibit contemporary art, but there are some traditional artists whose names we know who should have solo exhibitions. Otherwise people tend not to think of these artists as individuals. When people think of African art they rarely think of the artists as individuals, and  it has become the same with African American artists; it's is the same sort of grouping.

Kim Sajet 's personal area of expertise is the study of Identity Politics. She is not American, nor is she Black. It was to Sajet this author turned to better understand a viewpoint of someone from a different culture and background who has learned the history and politics of this subject through scholarly review, as opposed to personal experience. Sajet addressed the following question:

Maunder:    Do you believe in Racial Essentialism?

Sajet:   Well, scholars that I very much admire, such as Howardena Pindell, Michael Harris, David Driskell, and Sharon Patton have invested their careers and their lives in saying there is something different about being African-American. I don’t know if they would go as far as to say that there is such a thing as a Black Aesthetic, but I wouldn’t be at all surprised. What I agree with is that African-Americans sense of self has been based on a history of separation, alienation and discrimination. This is not unique to them, take the gay community for example, but their difference was more commented upon because it was so visual. It isn’t always possible to tell if someone is gay, but it is generally easy to tell if someone has an African heritage. The African-American experience is visually determined. It is racism associated with looking, and for this reason I think there is a point where African-Americans can lay claim to a whole host of essential differences that play out in art which is essentially a visual medium that has identity at its heart.

(Maunder) This is a controversial and intense subject for debate since many artists, Ringgold among them, have intentionally created artwork that pertains specifically to these essential differences with a deep understanding of African American culture, its history and its events. Sometimes this work serves as a political statement, or the artist's means of documenting and reflecting the concerns and values of the society in which they grew up. These artists have contributed their voice and work, intentionally highlighting the difficulties and struggles of their race and do not wish to see it cursorily included among the melee of styles of other, White American artists. The imagery of Black faces and themes are conscious choices to showcase and indeed embrace the differences. 

A case in point is the Educational Resource that complements this thesis project. A conscious choice was made to highlight and present the work of Black artists, without detail about White artists and their work. Although relationships between cultural influences are mentioned the program remains an educational tool for learning about Black art. The objective of the Educational Resource is discussed in greater detail with commentary from Ringgold and Patton later in this chapter.

As a prominent Black artist, Ringgold's voice lends credibility to discussions of this nature. This author asked Ringgold whether she thinks the notion of separation in a museum setting is valid?  Ringgold's response was that certainly in a museum context African American art is separate:

Ringgold:  Art is shown in the museums according to the culture it comes out of. You can’t just mix up Asian art with European for example. They [museums] don’t do that.

(Maunder) The author, aware of the strength of this response then asked Ringgold to comment on how she thinks information about African American art and artists should be presented in schools and whether that too should be presented separately because of its unique culture. Ringgold's commentary on the best way to present this work in schools was more complex:

Ringgold:   Well, the best of all worlds would include American art history and everything else American. It would include all of the different ethnicities that make up America. That would be the true meaning of America and democracy, would it not? We don’t really have that, we really don’t have democracy in that sense, so therefore, you have to find a way to get the information to the kids or they’ll think that Black people just don’t have any art, there’s nothing else for them to think, I thought it! Contemporarily speaking, you might mix people, but as far as history is concerned it’s not a propos but it WAS separate! They [the art establishment] don’t really want to talk about the whole [Harlem] Renaissance, it is left out of American history and it should be taught. The Reconstruction Period (1865- 1877) is also a very important part of the history of this country. That is normally left out!

(Maunder) It is prudent here to mention the existence of the United States mandate to declare the month of February each year as Black History Month, a month in which the lives of Black Americans from the past to the present day are showcased. The value of the designation of a calendar month in which to achieve this can be questioned from two viewpoints, similar to the notions of a separate designation of space in a museum setting. This author, although able to understand the rationale for the formal creation of time to focus attention on a vital part of America's history, questions the validity of something that has perhaps relinquished its true meaning and value in favor of a cursory nod to appease an agenda of political correctness and meet educational requirements. 

Such a strong comment is validated here by the author's personal experiences in public schools.  The conversation between the author and Ringgold moved into a discussion about Black History Month.

Maunder:   Well; I can tell you that I taught an African American art program in the classroom the other day, (February, 2005). One of my first questions to the 8th Grade students was, “What can you tell me about the Harlem Renaissance?” 

Ringgold:   What did they say?

 Maunder:   They couldn’t really tell me anything. I said, “Do you mean to tell me you’ve been taught about Black History Month since Kindergarten and now you are in 8th Grade and you cannot tell me one thing?”  I was shocked. They said they knew a bit about Harriet Tubman and Rosa Parks, but they couldn’t name an artist. Now, this was in a predominantly white neighborhood and district, but I’m afraid to say that I think it would be the same everywhere else.

Ringgold:   You see, I would have felt really disadvantaged if I went through my whole artistic career and all I knew about were African American artists or African artists, because then I would have had a whole array of contributions to painting made by European artists that I would not be aware of. That would be a shortcoming. I don’t want to be ‘shorted,’ I want to be able to look at every culture of people’s work and decide what I would like to take from that. It’s all for everybody, everybody can have all of it. White kids don’t have to look at Tar Beach and say, I can’t do that because a Black woman did that, No, you can go ahead and make your people fly, it’s alright! And I want to be able to do the same thing, but I can’t do it if I don’t have that knowledge, if I’m not given that information.

Now, the very opposite of what is happening in art is what happened in music. It has almost never been separated, except to say that on the radios there was a Black station, and the Black music played on the Black station, but that did not occur for too long. People found a way to get that Black music in there because everybody wanted to dance.

III.  Black Art and the Harlem Renaissance
The Harlem Renaissance was the bedrock of the new Black music: jazz and the blues. Jazz and the blues became immediately popular and was emulated by Black and White musician alike. Although the Harlem Renaissance was also the bedrock of Black art, its evolution took a lengthier process. During this exciting time, philosopher and writer Alain Locke (1868–1963), and leading historian W.E. B. Du Bois (1868–1963), boldly looked back to African culture for inspiration and urged the development of a Black Aesthetic for visual artists. However, the social and political nuances surrounding this field were multiply layered and controversial, and the acceptance of Black art in a predominantly White culture has been more difficult to achieve.

During this author's second interview with Ringgold they spoke about the influences of Locke and Du Bois and questioned if they had really made things better for Black artists and what their legacy has been.

Ringgold:    As far as I am concerned the main advantage that came out of the Harlem Renaissance period regarding individual arts was the fact that we were now given permission by our scholars and ourselves to paint ourselves Black, and that was huge.

Maunder:    We talked earlier [in an informal conversation] about issues with ‘racism’ being the reason art is still not integrated today. Do you think that perhaps if African American artists had not been influenced by Locke and the others and not been encouraged to look back at Africa, but continued in a kind of Eurocentric/American genre, that things would have been any different? Do you think that if images of Black people had not been portrayed at that point, in other words, if a Black Aesthetic had not been adopted, and artists had continued with their landscapes, etc., integration would have been more successful? 

Ringgold:    No one ever achieves notice for imitating another person’s culture in the visual arts. It has not happened anywhere that I can see. At that time, we [artists] all had landscapes. It was what we were taught to do, but, why should the mainstream art world share its limited spots with people who are simply copying the mainstream, why not just go straight to the source? That [refers to book of Bearden’s collages] came out of this period, that we know, and what kind of work did he do? Bearden painted people, and Lawrence too; Bearden and Lawrence are actually the two most important African American artists that we have had so far I think. I would say they are the top. I would say that Aaron Douglas was before them but that he never got the opportunity to develop like they did. 

(Maunder) A similar conversation was held with Patton:

Maunder:  What would you say is the most lasting legacy of the Harlem Renaissance, a very big question I know,  but if there is one lasting legacy that you could point out or think of as the most important what would it be?

Patton:   Well when I think of the lasting legacy I think it's a combination of things but really the fostering of art that reflects the experiences of both urban and rural and upper class instead of Black and working class African Americans.  I mean it really expands the representation of the American experience.  It’s quite broad and at the same time promoting of self-worth within the African American community. It is bringing a face to the African American culture and experiences.  I would say that the legacy is the mentorship of the Harlem Renaissance, which is outstanding.  It has its people, Charles Austin, Augustus Savage, people like that, you can’t beat them, and there's this sense of community, which I think is just so strong.  You have the visual artists, poets and writers and musicians and many of them had good friends who supported them.  So there is this grace, in a way, of multiculturalism, but definitely a reflection of the American experience.

Maunder:   Is there a single artist, a scholar or a group of artists that you would credit with making a groundbreaking contribution from that era?

Patton:  When you look at the legacy of the Harlem Renaissance, I think the main artist is Jacob Lawrence. He was the most influential of that whole group.  There was a very enthusiastic embrace of representational art within the African American community by African American artists. It's the narrative capacity of figurative art that was so well embraced.  It conveyed a story.

I would say when I think of the Harlem Renaissance's most influential figure it would be Locke, because only Locke wrote about the New Negro, and he was a connector to people with money. He facilitated artists, getting shows in the mainstream galleries, working the crowd in the African American community;  working the crowd in the mainstream white community; really trying to help artists become even more renowned. In that regard he was not only a mentor for Aaron Douglas but was instrumental in getting Jacob Lawrence's career off the ground.

(Maunder)  Sajet presents her views on this subject:

Sajet:   Looking back we can say that Locke and intelligentsia during the time of the so-called Harlem Renaissance had their own agenda. They consciously sought to re-cast the African America as the heroic battler, championing their community and race, and encouraging an active embrace of their African heritage. They were advocating an artistic response that said, " I am going to look at Africa." Even when you look at Africobra [African Commune of Bad African Artists], it’s all about the Kool-Aid colors, the African iconography, and the jazz. This is when Du Bois’s notion of double consciousness is really embraced–and it is admittedly very difficult to constantly operate between two ways of ‘being.’ Throughout the Harlem Renaissance and onwards there is this huge need to be both American and African-American.

IV.  Anyone Can Fly Foundation: Art with Kids Grant: Its History and a New Approach.

In 1998, the Anyone can Fly Foundation's committee identified a real need for the art of the African Diaspora to be introduced and taught to children in the middle and elementary school classroom. Although similar programs exist as kits that can be purchased from art education companies such as Crizmac Art and Cultural Educational Magazines, Inc. (2004), and Crystal Productions (2004), they are standalone programs that rely solely upon their purchase by a school district or individual teacher. The ACFF committee decided that it must create its own, exciting program about Black artists, but it also must provide a well-trained art educator to take the program into the classroom. Consequently the Foundation began to develop its Kids and Scholars programs and its Web site, which serves as its main resource for information (http://www.anyonecanflyfoundation.org/)

From 2003 until the present time ACFF Grantees wrote and presented a three-part program featuring an individual African American artist and his/her work. This program included a slide presentation, an art making activity, and a museum trip. The program was presented in several elementary and middle school classrooms in Pennsylvania and New Jersey.

 In conversations with Ringgold, the Founder of ACFF, this author, a previous Grantee and a Fellow of the Foundation, proposed a new approach to its important educational mission. She suggested that instead of confining the research of presenters to only one African American artist per year the Foundation could create its own program and Educational Resource/Teachers' Kit for teacher/presenters. The kit would contain all the elements of the previous Art With Kids program but would highlight the work of up to four artists and in addition would include posters and videotapes about the selected artists. The author proposed that this research and kit be an ongoing project, with four different Black artist's highlighted each year. She also suggested that the kit focus on the influence the artists had not only upon on the lives of fellow African Americans but upon artists of other countries and cultures. The rationale for such an approach was to allow African American artists to claim their rightful place along the timeline of art history.

This suggestion was of great interest to Ringgold and the committee. They invited the author to create the program and named her Creative Program Director, and Director of the Timeline Project for the Foundation. Discussions and ideas about how to further develop the Anyone Can Fly Foundation's Art With Kids Grant and Program were refined over a period of three months. This author and Ringgold had several exchanges on the subject, either during personal meetings or via e-mail or telephone. Details of the exchanges about the program are documented below:

IV.  From Harlem to the Classroom: Educational Resource Materials for

        Teachers and Students in the Elementary and Middle School Classroom.

Maunder:   Can you elucidate on why the Foundation is creating this program about the innovation of African American artists, and why have we chosen well- documented and well-researched people instead of lesser-known ones? What will be different and original about our research?

Ringgold:   Well we want to write about the innovations of African American artists into American art. Mostly, what people talk about in reference to Black artists, or African American artists is that they should be included in something, but inclusion is only part of history making. It’s the importance of their work and how it impacted on other art forms and other artists through the years. Nobody has done that and that is the new thing that we are going to be doing and that’s why it’s important. It is also vital to continue to write about artists that are important. We don’t have any limitations on Van Gogh, Picasso and Michelangelo and so on because other people, different people, have a different point of view about these artists, when an artist is significant, and what is really important. It’s OK if lots of people write about them; we don’t want to stop that from happening.

But, what is completely unique about what you’re [this author] doing is that you are showing the relationship to this African American art and the art of America. That’s important, that’s a new thing and I discussed it with David Driskell, who I saw recently, and I said to him, "You know, we’re starting a Timeline, we have a young woman who has been calling you and she’s doing part of it. We’ve never had any timeline of African American art, is that correct, David?" And he said, "Yes, that’s right!" So, there it is, it’s correct! 

So, now, let me show you this. This is such a fantastically interesting project, I’m really excited about it and so I collected a timeline from one of the books that I’m in and I want to show it to you and there are so many different ways you can do this.

[Ringgold describes layout of Timeline from Living With Art by Rita Gilbert (1994). Published by McGraw Hill, Inc.] So, she has the continents on one side, the top has the years and the time, and in the middle are the different genres, which I think is fascinating. Now, look what I did, I got so excited when I saw that, that I made one!

The Timeline of African American Art. Here’s the 18th Century and I’ve broken it into panels of 20 years, something to begin with. Now, on the side I’ve put the various different genres and these might not relate or you might find an artist fits with two or three, or they may not start until a certain date. As you go along they would change, there’s any amount of creativity that can happen here. Within this situation here we’ve got the Harlem Renaissance from 1920 to 1939, and then we’ve got the ‘Depression’ years also overlapping in the 30s. In the 40s, we’ve got ‘The New Deal,’ and then in the 60s, you’re into the ‘Civil Rights Era’ and the Black artists, and there’s a war in there too, World War II. That gives you the socio political influences of the times on these artists work and that is particularly interesting because they are influenced by what is happening to Black America and what is happening to White America too. All of these things are involved and that’s what makes what you’re doing more interesting than what anybody else has done!  

(Maunder) In preparation for the research for the Art with Kids Program, the author invited Ringgold to elucidate further on the importance of children knowing and appreciating the work of Black artists.

Maunder:   How important is it for African American children to learn about African American artists?  We have briefly spoken about how important is it to see your own likeness, your self, your female self and so on reflected in the visual arts.  Can you say more?

Ringgold: Yes, they [children] don't get the full picture, if you're not being taught about other people, you're not getting the whole picture, What a rich reservoir of visual art they are missing by not knowing their own art and their own people's art. It's unnecessary. These things are very important. It is important that children know that someone is creating things that looks like them. Now, you can say that’s trite and that is doesn’t matter, it does matter! We [as educators and artists] hear from those children, and it is important that children know, 'I can do that, based on the fact that she did it and she looks just like me.' That’s important, it’s not only, 'she's the same color',  it's 'she’s the same sex as I am!' So, we need to know, for women, and also for racial reasons. These are important things. 

(Maunder) Sharon Patton, is an expert in the field of African American studies, she is the director of a museum that caters to children's as well as adult needs. Patton, as a highly esteemed educator with personal experience in the classroom was invited to give her advice about the development of Foundation's program:

Maunder:    Do you feel that the Anyone Can Fly Foundation is taking the right approach? We plan to present the work of African American artists and their work in the classroom. We had to decide whether to profile the work of the 1920s and show a cross section of what was being produced by all artists or we had to zero in on what was happening with African American artists. I suppose for me, since I am working and writing on behalf of the Foundation whose mission is to educate the public about African American art, it would appear a token effort if we only put one or two African American artists in each program I write. So, we chose to highlight a group of four artists that we can really look at in depth and then later another four.  A different approach maybe another program that will look at the cultural things together.

Patton:   I think it's better to use four or five artists as representatives to illustrate whatever point you want to make, and particularly if you have four or five artists that either reinforces an idea or you might speak to particular points so that you show the diversity or the unified esthetic and explain that.

Maunder:  Yes, and the relationship between the artists.  In this case we've chosen Douglas, then after that comes Lawrence who was directly influenced. by him, this shows the continuum of  how things developed. As far as I am concerned as an educator I'm trying to get kids, particularly those aged 7–14 , excited about the art, being responsive to art,  dialoguing about art and getting them to realize that they can create their own. While your doing that you're teaching them that the art was also a reflection of what was going on in society, that's sort of a byproduct.  For me the essential thing is to get kids alive and enthusiastic and not present it through a PowerPoint presentation which to me is a dead medium in the art world!  If you do that they tend to start dropping off to sleep,  but if you’re walking about, holding up posters, pointing things out, and and saying "Look what can you see?," it works much better. If you’re enthusiastic it carries over and they won't forget that.

Patton:  I find that video tapes are helpful for young people too.  I used to use them in my college classses. The video brings a real face to the name and the work and they talk about the challenges of being an artist.  Many visual artists can relate to that. People like that because they can see how a person's experiences in their environment is reflected in the art and that is very meaningful.  Slides can be dull; I've dropped off to sleep when I was an undergraduate!

Maunder:   Linda Freeman has very kindly given us full permission to use her videos as part of the program.  She has one about Catlett, Bearden, and Lawrence, and they're wonderful.  They'll be part of the teaching kit.

Patton:   Great! I think the key point is to get young people excited about the art and what they are looking at.  If you can create that curiosity and then you start them in on the path to learn.

Maunder:   Yes, and even if they don't walk away remembering the artist's name, although that would be nice, at least they have been exposed to the work.

Patton:   I think it's a good idea if you have posters and they are really beautiful colorful reproductions. If you could have smaller scale posters with something about the artist on the back, they could be given to each student and then they could walk away with them and put them on their wall at home or on their lockers.

Maunder:   A good idea, each Foundation teacher/presenter will receive a CD with the images to show to the kids. Afterwards, the responsibility will fall back to the classroom teacher to follow up. Perhaps later the Foundation can follow up to  inquire, "What have you done and how has it worked?" Faith has suggested offering some extra incentives to teachers that might involve other projects. One idea is that the art teacher gets his or her children to create related art work and then sends it to the Foundation. It would then be photographed and put on the Foundation's Web site.  That would create a kind of of museum for children. and would be very nice.  Hopefully that sort of thing will happen over time.

(Maunder) As the Senior Vice President for Museum and Public Programs and Deputy Director of the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts in Philadelphia, Kim Sajet is responsible for overseeing programs for its elementary and middle school clientele. She is held in high regard by this author, who took the opportunity to ask for her views about the creation of the Anyone Can Fly Foundation art kit. Sajet offers her opinion and comments on the four artists who are showcased in the study: Aaron Douglas, Jacob Lawrence, Romare Bearden and Elizabeth Catlett:

Maunder:   What would be your advice to me as somebody who is writing about those very artists and showing the imagery in order to present a very true story to the children? It is my responsibility to write about the artists, not just simply rehash their historical story, but to put it into a social context for today, because we are teaching the children of today and they need to see the history but they also need to be able to fit in into a framework of today, so it is a big challenge to get this out.

Sajet:   Well, I think that it’s important to locate it in the moment of American History, i.e., America in the early part of the 20th century.  It was a moment, it was very difficult for Black artists to survive and Aaron Douglas and all of those artists triumphed under very extraordinary circumstances. The way they said it was as important as what they said, and they also got momentum because of what they said. It was a moment when I think people were ready…and I would not underestimate at all the intellectual ‘clout’ that was coming out at that time around that time. You do have Locke and all of those people and you did need a movement to put some 'teeth' into it. 

Maunder:   Yes, I agree, every movement has to have the intelligentsia behind it. I think it is easy to look back and be critical.

Sajet:   I think it is important to talk, certainly about the moment but then also look back and say, “Look, these are the things that we’ve learned and these are the things that haven’t changed and these are the things that have changed, and to my mind it all comes down to how you think about identity, whether it is Black, White, male or female etc. The Harlem Renaissance has been heroized; that’s been done. My advice to you is not to recreate what’s already been done. What is it that we’ve learned from that experience?

Maunder:   For me it is about motivating the kids and having them see art, and they need to see images of all sorts of people. African American children need to see paintings of the images that they have and they need to see a painting of Harlem in the 1920s; they need to know the history of it, because it is their history. 

Sajet:    Yes, but also take the individual’s work, Romare Bearden is so rich for that, the whole collage tradition is so wonderful for children. What collage does is it brings in the outside environment and gives you ultimate control, and I think particularly that that is what Bearden did.  He said, "I’m not in control, I’m in a minority situation and I have no voice," and so he subverted that. He takes dominant images and he has ultimate control in re-piecing his universe. Children can do that with their work. The foreground and the background are blurred; there is no distinction between perspectives, pictorially, visually or intellectually with a collage, which I think is a real moment.  A lot of people will talk about the fact that Bearden was hugely influential because Braque and Picasso took the formal elements of collage and made them into an art form. But Bearden made it political; he really made a statement.  The Dadaists did too, but their statement was  "We’re just going to take any old refuse and put it together and that’s our statement about nihilism and nothingness and to hell with everything, and we are all going to be killed by war anyway." But Bearden said, "No, I’m very conscious of picking images that I object to, and I’m going to put them into my pictures. It was very much about identity. And Liz Catlett, she’s an amazing feminist--to her it’s all about women and how they have fought for a place at the table. 

Who you are as a person is obviously going to influence what you make.

So I think if you start from that and say “Here we have the example of four African American artists, all with very different concerns about who they are as people and how they experience things.” Liz Catlett is a woman and she was black and she was a socialist who left America and lived in Mexico in protest – all those things are important in understanding her art. 

What Jacob Lawrence noticed was that people did not know their own history.  He told stories… about the Migration Series… about Lafayette…about starting a new country. The reason Bearden went into collage is because he felt he could tell stories using other people’s pictures, and Catlett chose to use wood and stone to make strong statements out of indelible, natural materials.

(Maunder) At the time of publication of this thesis project the Timeline Project and the Art With Kids Program are well underway. The materials located in the Appendix have been approved by the Foundation committee and will be published on the Foundation's Web site in the spring of 2006. In addition, three ACFF Grant winners have been approved to take the program into the classroom. 


This author will continue her research in 2006/07 with the undertaking of research and documentation of four more African American artists for the Foundation's projects.

V.  African American Art Education: Addressing the Need  

It seems evident from the comments made by African American artists and scholars alike, that it is high time that African American art is placed firmly on the  map. It is clear that there is a vital need for a major paradigm shift in terms of the approach to the teaching and education about African American art and artists, not only as a means of relaying a true and complete history of the United States but as a basic humanistic principle of a culture which embraces true pluralism in art. The premise of pluralism after all, is to honor the differences within and between equitable groups while acknowledging and appreciating their commonalities, and this does not appear to be the current state of affairs. Furthermore, from statements made by Patton in the introduction to her text, one can see that although some ongoing studies are taking place they too are far from mainstream:

In the course of my inquiries I soon discovered that there is an alternative academy, a network of researchers in the black community. Research on African-American art has been ongoing, virtually unnoticed by scholars in academia. These part-time researchers have provided me with information about contemporary art, often from a more centered African–American viewpoint, and have confirmed that art always represents the culture and society from which it emerges (Patton, 1998, p. 12).

An opinion regarding the current situation in museums was offered by Patton:

V. i.  African American Art and Museum Education

Patton:   Being in the museum field, one cannot deny the relationship between the market place and museums, that galleries and collectors are places to channel and circulate art. Therefore, what gets into a museum or doesn't get into in a museum has to be to explained to the Board or to the supporter.  They might then say, "Who is Al Lovvit, Faith Ringgold?" They don't want to go that route; they don't really want to be challenged.

I personally feel that museums in general have not done their part in terms of what I think their mandate should be, and that is exposing our audiences to all the different kinds of art that is available, and that's out there, that's being produced. There are certain artists who are always circulated and other artists who are not. Look at African American museums. There are so many African American museums now, but with the exception of the Studio Museum in Harlem, and a few others, they are not  really art museums, they are cultural history museums. This means that art is always seen in a context of cultural or ethnic support for historical narrative in a cultural description. In the major art museums it is better, but I think it's nowhere near where it should be in the inclusion of  artists of color, not only in their special exhibitions but also in their permanent collections too. As you pointed out earler,  African American art will often be received as gifts, not really built into the programming. So the philosophy of the institution about these works gets sidelined. Take for example Faith Ringgold's Tar Beach, which is like her piece. Everybody thinks of that when they hear her name and yet it is not shown. [Author's note: Ringgold explained that the Guggenheim has owned this well known story quilt for over 30 years and it has never been displayed; yet it is often loaned out to other museums].

V. ii.  African American Art Education at the University Level


Patton herself researched and wrote the text African American Art (1998) after being shocked to discover how little University art students in Minnesota knew of African American artists. She admits that she too had no detailed knowledge of Black artists and, after considering the real reasons for this, acknowledged that in fact "students take their lead from their professors" (Patton, 1998, p. 11).


This is a critical statement. There appears to be a deficit in knowledge about African American art and artists at all levels of art; however it is at the university and college level that this situation can be rectified. If art students and pre service teachers of art receive education about African American art and artists they are then equipped to instruct students in their own classrooms once they become certified.


To the mind of this author, this is crucial, especially when so many of America's classrooms have a high popluation of African American students. For example: demographic data shows that almost half of the population of Philadelphia is African American. This fact alone should be enough to encolurage art education establishments, and the University of the Arts is a case in point, to furnish their students with a working knowledge of Black American artists through history to the present day. 

Surveys 


At all levels of art education there appears to be a deficit of knowledge about African American art and artists. Surveys taken from university students in Art Education programs and from practicing art teachers reveal this deficit. They also disclose a real interest and desire to learn more about both, if given the opportunity.


Results from a Survey for Art Teachers in Pennsylvania questioning the reasons behind these deficits conducted by this researcher are exemplified in these responses by Randy Granger, Head of Visual Arts Department at William Penn Charter School, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, President of the Pennsylvania Art Education Association ( PAEA), and recipient of its 2005 Art Educator of the Year award.

These are Granger's response to the questions on the survey:

Question: Were you ever taught about African American art  and artists in your elementary,  middle  or high school as far as you can recall?

Answer: Yes, in all three, but not to any large degree,

Question:  If not, why do you think that might have been?
Answer:
· Lack of available information in literature and books about African American artists

· The focus was on White, European art and culture. 

Question:  Do you think it is important for teachers of art to know about African American art and artists? Is so, why?

Answer:

· Art teachers should be aware of all participating artists in society

· African American art can teach an important part of art history, which has so far been mostly overlooked. 

· Art teachers want to give their students as much information as they can about leading artists, whatever their race and background.

· Students from minority groups should be exposed to work by artists of their own race and background.

Question:  Do you think it is important to teach children about the contributions made to the arts by African American artists, If so, why?

Answer: Yes, because their contributions speak directly to and from their perspectives as part of the 'American Experience.'



These answers were typical of answers received from art teachers in general.

The survey also asked practicing teachers if they would be interested in 

taking courses to learn about African American art and artists. Again, Granger's answers typify the group.

Question: If a course were made available, through the Philadelphia School District, the Web or a local university would you be interested in taking it?

Answer: Yes

If there were a course available at The University of the Arts about African American art and artists would you be interested in taking it?

For credit?  Yes

For non credit? Yes

Examples of the surveys appear in Appendices A–D.

Survey Data and Demographics

Two hundred surveys were sent out during the course of this study and forty- eight were completed and returned. Thirty-seven of those returned were completed by students at The University of the Arts, fourteen of which were from graduate art education students, and twenty three of which were from graduate students in the Masters of Art in Education program (MAT). Eleven surveys were submitted by practicing art teachers in Pennsylvania.

It is important to note that one individual told this author that she was hesitant to send back the survey because it was "embarrassing" to her because she said she realized she knew nothing about the art of Black Americans despite having attended schools in predominantly African American neighborhoods. This statement may explain why more surveys were not completed and returned. Others may have felt the same way. The surveys that were returned clearly indicate the participants' lack of knowledge and education related to African American art and artists.

 In addition, the surveys reveal that African American art and artists are not being included in the coursework or curriculums of elementary, middle or high school art programs (Table 1). The data also indicate the students and teachers have a strong interest in receiving training in this area, particularly in the form of educational courses (Tables 2 and 6). Tables 3, 4, and 5 document the reasons art educators think information on African American art and artists is not included in pre-service courses; why they think such knowledge is important to and for their students, and the way they would like to see this subject addressed.

Teachers and students who responded to the surveys agree that the art of all members of society should be represented in their art curriculum. The acknowledgement of the importance of this inclusion led the author to add demographical information to 

the study.

African American citizens make up a significant part of the country's population, with cities such as Philadelphia having an almost equal number of Black and White residents. Information from the Government Census, 2000, show the demographics of the United States, Pennsylvania and the city of Philadelphia. This information is presented in Tables, 7, 8, and 9. 

Author's note:  

The author is indebted to Ringgold, Patton, and Sajet for their generosity in sharing their time, their valued insights, and their permission to contribute their voices to this research. Their commentary sets a strong precedent for inclusion of the work of African American artists in the mainstream of art. Each is making a strong contribution to the improvement of the educational canon in art by making information about African American artists and their work more accessible to the general public. 


Survey results offer sound reasons as to why African American art has not been accepted into the mainstream and show more fully what needs to be addressed for things to change.

Chapter V begins to address these needs by presenting detailed biographies of four leading African American artists lives and work. These essays appear again, along with details of some of the artists' work and lesson ideas, as part of the Educational Resource Kit. The Resource Kit appears in the Appendices.

�      Retrieved Oct. 2, 2005 from William Penn Charter School Web site  http://www.penncharter.com/Content/news/grangerinquirer.asp
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