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Chapter I

Introduction


This thesis project reviews, analyzes, and describes the participation and influence of four African American artists and their work within and on mainstream art movements from the Harlem Renaissance (1920 –1930s) until the 1960s and the 1970s. It gives a historical and political overview of the era in which the four artists worked and establishes their importance within the timeline of art history with regard to both mainstream European and American art.


The study also includes an educational resource highlighting the artists and their art for teachers and students in the elementary and middle school classroom. Included in this resource are biographies of the artists examining their lives and work in context to the times; large posters of their work, videos, slides, a CD ROM, and a teacher's packet with ideas for lesson plans and activities.


  The four artists highlighted in this thesis project are Aaron Douglas (1899–1979), Romare Bearden (1911–1988), Jacob Lawrence (1917–2000), and Elizabeth Catlett 

(b.1915). These particular artists were selected with advice and input from Faith Ringgold (b. 1930), an internationally respected African American artist and educator, and founder of the Anyone Can Fly Foundation. 


Although there was a temptation to write about less well-known African American artists there was a decision to highlight more renowned artists since their work is acknowledged and exhibited nationally. It was felt that it is in this author's best interests to illustrate her points by highlighting artists whose lives and work speak directly to them.

Rationale for Study

At all levels of art education there is a deficit in knowledge about African American art and artists. Art students, pre-service teachers of art, and teachers of art receive little instruction or information about the art of minority groups working in the United States and only a cursory exposure to art from non-Western countries.  


Sharon F. Patton, Director of the Smithsonian's National Museum of African Art in Washington D.C., was shocked to realize this deficit herself.  In the introduction to her book, African American Art (1998), she recalls her reaction during her first teaching appointment at the University of Minnesota in 1991, when an African American artist made the suggestion that she teach an African American art history course:  

 I was perplexed; as far as I knew, there were only a few black artists, and I considered naively that I was pretty well familiar with American art, especially modern American art. All of us young, black art historians at mainstream universities were studying everything except black (including African) art. Students take their lead from their professors, and I was no exception (Patton, 1998, p. 11).


Patton subsequently addressed this shortfall by producing her book and making a vital contribution to the art of the United States by providing a clear overview of the work of African American artists, organized using broad chronologies from early eighteenth century slave communities to the art of the 1990s.


The necessity for such information is critical. To begin with, the art of a people,

who have remained on the periphery of the mainstream, deserves recognition and needs to be seen and appreciated for what it says, for what it represents, and for what it can reveal. Art is a reflection of society and to miss an integral part of the American story is to deny its existence and value–and the existence and value of those who created the art.


In a multicultural society, which the United States is, the art of that society should be representative of those who live in it. We look to history books to tell us about events…but we look to the arts to help us understand the more complex layers of the effects of these events on the lives of those who experienced them.


Sharon Patton's text succinctly addresses this; it includes information and photographs of folk and decorative arts including quilts, ceramics, and furniture, and provides detailed information about the fine arts of sculpture, painting, and photography, created by both free and enslaved African Americans. It furthermore gives a detailed cultural and political history, covering the New Negro Movement of the 1920s, as well as the 1960s, and 1970s Civil Rights Era  (1956 –1971) and Black Nationalism up to the work of artists and theorists of the 1990s. 

Children of elementary and middle school age will benefit greatly from more knowledge about African American contributions to the field of art. Rather than only considering the work of African American artists and their work during a single month– Black History Month–students will come to understand the artists and their work as an integral, real, and vital part of American art and art history.

Value and Significance of Study

Evidence drawn from experts in the field–African American artists and art historians, museum educators, art texts–and from survey and conversations with art educators, pre-service teachers, and practicing teachers, will demonstrate that, currently, African American artists continue to be marginalized in most school and university art programs.

           A review of literature will also examine whether African American artists have been integrated or remain on the periphery of mainstream art.

 
  It is believed that this study will contribute to the field of knowledge about African American artists and help to place them on the mainstream timeline of art history. Materials for students aged 7–13, and their teachers are presented here. This author encourages the materials to be used in a hands-on, dynamic fashion to excite, educate and inspire children about the contribution to the visual arts by African American artists.


This study reveals that pre-service teachers and indeed teachers currently in the field of art education at all levels generally have poor knowledge of African American art and artists. 

Documentation from personal interviews, literary citations, and surveys will demonstrate this, thereby emphasizing that educational programs and available information in this field are in dire need of attention.

Researcher's Interest and Involvement in Study
This researcher’s personal interest and involvement in this area of study came about after attending a lecture and presentation at the Philadelphia Museum of Art in 2000, which highlighted the work of Faith Ringgold (b. 1930). The presentation was made by Linda Freeman, an accomplished multi-media artist and filmmaker. Freeman’s enthusiasm and commentary about Ringgold’s career and work captured this author’s attention and prompted her desire to learn more about Ringgold’s work and that of other African American artists. During the next few years this author presented the work of Jacob Lawrence (1917–2000), Hale Woodruff (1900–1980), Archibald Motley (1891 –1981), Elizabeth Catlett (b. 1915) and Faith Ringgold (b. 1930), to elementary school aged students in local township schools as part of the voluntary Art Goes to School of Delaware Valley program (Forman, Art Goes to School, n.d.).  She also visited several African American art exhibits, collected articles, read books about the historical background and work of Black artists, and researched issues related to African American art and how it is displayed in museums during her coursework at the University of the Arts (2001). 

After several conversations with art educators, teachers, and museum curators of leading establishments, she came to a realization and understanding that the whole topic is in flux, and is fueled by a political agenda from several viewpoints.

 
Many believe that artwork by African Americans should be displayed separately in order to establish the artists as a viable group; whereas others feel strongly that integration with other American art is the correct way to proceed. This researcher has come to the personal conclusion and realization that, however the artwork is displayed, so little of it is observed and acknowledged in the mainstream that this is in fact the fundamental and primary concern.

The more one reads, the more conscious one becomes of the lack of exposure African American artists really have had and continue to exist without. When speaking with graduate students and pre-service teachers, many of whom are about to seek employment in schools with a predominantly African American enrollment, it is shocking and discouraging to note how few African American visual artists can be cited and how little is known of their involvement in the art world. 

In January 2003, the author received the first Art with Kids Grant from the Anyone Can Fly Foundation and created a three part program highlighting the work of self taught artist, Horace Pippin.  The program consisted of a slide presentation, an art making workshop and culminated in a visit to the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts in Philadelphia (December, 2003), to see several of Pippin's original paintings. 

The Pop in for Pippin program was presented in five elementary schools, two in New Jersey with a predominant enrolment of White students, and three in Philadelphia with predominantly African American students. In all cases, children responded eagerly to the artwork of Horace Pippin and were excited by what they saw and could relate to. It was especially gratifying to watch young African American faces light up when presented with pictures and stories of African American life, a link to their own past, from the 1940s. It was also a valuable experience for children from predominantly White middle class backgrounds to see a part of history previously unseen in an art form, unfold before them. Many children of all races made positive comments about their experience of seeing and learning about Horace Pippin and his life. That experience led this author to pursue this topic for her graduate thesis.


Methodology and Structure of Study


The Research Method used in this study will be of a qualitative nature. The inquiry will incorporate a mixture of descriptive, historical, philosophical, and ethnographical perspectives. This study will review, analyze, and describe the participation and influence of four African American artists and their work within and on mainstream art movements from the Harlem Renaissance (1920 –1930s) until the 1960s.  It will also include the development of a portfolio of resource materials for use by teachers and students in the elementary and middle school classroom. 


The four master African American artists highlighted here are: Aaron Douglas (1899–1979), Romare Bearden (1911–1988), Jacob Lawrence (1917–2000), and Elizabeth Catlett  (b. 1915). Selected with careful insight and advice from African American artist and educator, Faith Ringgold, these well respected Master Artists represent the art of Harlem Renaissance and its future development and are intended to contribute to the establishment of the work of African American artists alongside their European and American counterparts.

Limitations of the Study

This study is limited to four African American artists: Aaron Douglas (1899 –1979); Romare Bearden (1911 –1988); Jacob Lawrence (1917 –2000), and Elizabeth Catlett  (b. 1915).
The time frame of the Harlem Renaissance (1920 –1930s) to the end of the 1960s was selected as a focus for this study. The socio-political influences and changes of the times, i.e., The Harlem Renaissance itself, the Civil Rights Era of the 1940s and 1950s, the Black Arts Movement and Black Power Movement of the 1960s and 1970s created many changes within the art world for African American artists, and after consideration, deemed the logical place to begin. The artists highlighted here were of prime importance during this time and although there were many others of note, a limitation of four was judged to be manageable and of the greatest value for the purposes of this thesis project.

While this author as an art educator and presenter believes that students must be exposed to art forms from all over the world and that the full inclusion and integration of minority artists with those of the mainstream is undoubtedly the ideal scenario she presents the view that this can only be fully realized once the minority group has been recognized. The pluralistic view will certainly be embraced as the Art with Kids Program unfolds, but at its inception, the Harlem Renaissance and the movements, which followed were predominantly and historically Black events and must be documented as such.

There are no delimitations in terms of African American artists past and present being cited and quoted in the body of the text of this thesis, because an overarching perspective of the socio political context of African American artists and their lives and work is useful, indeed necessary.

Structure of the Study
– Chapter II reviews available research and resources

– Chapter III provides other's reflections on the materials available

– Chapter IV gives a historical and political overview of the Harlem Renaissance

– Chapter V showcases the lives and creative work of the four African Ameican artists  selected for this study

– Chapter VI summarizes what was learned during this investigation and implications for the field

– Appendices: Survey and Educational Kit designed for the Anyone Can Fly Foundation Inc.
Evidence of this lack of knowledge about the work of African American art and artists will be presented here as the results of surveys taken from students and teachers. Ignorance about any topic breeds more of the same and the only way to address such an important issue is to offer education in the field.

Resource Materials for Teachers and Students


This portfolio of resource materials is designed for use by the Anyone Can Fly Foundation, Inc., its Art with Kids Grant winner and program presenter, teachers and students. It will include: biography on each artist, minimum of three posters of each artist’s work, video about each artist, lesson plans and documentation regarding the development and ongoing timeline of African American artists’ work alongside Westernized mainstream art movements. For more information go to  http://www.anyonecanflyfoundation.org/
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