
Chapter III

Historical, Social and Political Overview

The focus of this thesis project is on four African American artists whose careers surfaced before the 1940s and whose work and influence is considered an integral part of the Harlem Renaissance itself or of events and philosophies that developed because of it. 

To better understand those influences and therefore the work of the four artists, a broad overview of the chain of circumstances that both preceded and followed the Harlem Renaissance must be addressed. No major socio-political event ever exists in isolation, but is always set against the backdrop of its historical milieu. In this case, the Harlem Renaissance was not only the culmination of and reaction to a number of factors and events, but the beginning of a major change in the visual arts for African American artists.



The Harlem Renaissance, sometimes termed The New Negro Movement or the Negro Renaissance, was a new attempt by Black intellectuals and artists to regain optimism and explore new ideals against the background of the failed Reconstruction Era (1865–1877), where headway was made in terms of education, medical care, and the right to vote by the Civil Rights Act of 1866. However, with the Southern White populus regaining control of the government, "by the end of 1877, all of the gains of Reconstruction had disappeared, and blacks were again relegated to second-class citizens. It would not be until the civil rights movement in the 1960s that this would change" (Mc Elrath, 2006, para. 7).
 

To understand the new wave of optimism that the Harlem Renaissance and subsequent African American movements represented, the Reconstruction must be reviewed. This shameful period in American history chronicles the gains and losses that African Americans experienced after years of degradation through enslavement from 1616 until the Proclamation of Emancipation
 in 1865 (Patton, 1998).

Review of Reconstruction (1865 –1877)


Reconstruction followed immediately after the American Civil War (1861 –1865) and was a period of confusion and chaos. The unstable political scene mixed with economic distress caused the Union to try to maintain order in the 11 Confederate states, which had previously seceded.  

In 1865, in an effort to assist former slaves, Congress established the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands, also known as the Freedmen’s Bureau. It provided food, medical care, helped with resettlement, and its most notable task, it established schools. Over 1,000 schools were built, teacher-training institutions were created, and several black colleges were founded and some were financed with the help of the Freedmen’s Bureau. Despite the bureau’s successes, it was unable to cure all problems (Mc Elrath, 2006, para. 2).

The Freedmen's Bureau was ineffective because of inadequate funding. Further, some Southern states passed laws that prohibited African Americans from owning property in certain areas, dictated where they could and could not live, and restricted employment opportunities, forcing newly freed Blacks into positions in domestic or agricultural settings. These laws, known as black codes were quickly denounced and repealed by Northern congressmen who helped pass the Civil Rights Act of 1866 (Mc Elrath, 2006, para. 3).

The 15th Amendment of 1870 allowed African Americans the right to vote but between 1895 and 1910 seven Southern states refused to abide by these laws and introduced what was known as Grandfather Clauses. These clauses stated that African Americans and their direct descendants who had voted prior to 1867 would be "exempt from educational, property, or tax requirements for voting," thereby denying them the right to vote altogether (The African American Registry, 2005, para. 1).
"In 1915 the Supreme Court declared the grandfather clause unconstitutional because it violated equal voting rights guaranteed by the Fifteenth Amendment" (The African American Registry, 2005, para. 2). 

"By the end of 1877, all of the gains of Reconstruction had disappeared, and blacks were again relegated to second-class citizens. It would not be until the civil rights movement in the 1960s that this would change" (Mc Elrath, 2006, para. 7).
This author challenges this statement and makes the point that although changes were made, they were not secured. Indeed there would be no necessity for research such as this thesis project if this were truly the case.

A Concatenation of Events in Black America

Despite the fact that the Harlem Renaissance seems to suggest a localized movement, the events surrounding it were not limited to Harlem or even New York City. Rather the term “Harlem Renaissance” should be recognized as a concept for the development of a new mindset for African American people; the development of expression of the individual through the arts–music–literature and the visual arts– and the physical migration of African Americans from the South to major cities across the United States. It was a vigorous and remarkable time, one of great social and political importance, with the advent of the commingling of trust and respect between the Black and White races (Lewis, 1997).

     
To further understand the reasons and philosophical thinking behind the Harlem Renaissance, the subsequent Civil Rights Era of the 1940s and 1950s, and the Black Arts and Black Power Movement of the 1960s and 1970s, one can look to a quotation by African American art historian and critic Freeman Henry Morris Murray (1859 –1950) to set the stage. In his book, Emancipation and the Freed in American Sculpture, A Study in Interpretation, Murray states:

The fact is, the conditions of being exploited, held down, even enslaved in one form or another, are so common and so old, that people, the victims included, come to regard these conditions as natural if not right; at any rate as natural and unavoidable. Emancipation-even under the circumstances through which it came about in this country-is conceived and expressed nearly always as a bestowal; seldom or never as a restitution. Hence American art—-and foreign art,too, it seems-usually puts it: objectively, 'See what's been done for you,': or subjectively, 'Look what’s been done for me' (Murray, in Powell 1997, p. 18).


Murray and Alain Locke (1868–1963), were instrumental in proposing that all African peoples, including African Americans should look back to Africa, their motherland, for influence and inspiration in all art forms (Powell, 1997). With the African diaspora being scattered across the globe as a result of enslavement, Murray's idea of a black cultural capitol was not based in any country or city like the European cultural centers such as Paris, Florence, or Athens. Instead, what Murray referred to as a dark center, was a more far reaching concept, with both a local and global framework (Murray in Powell, 1997, p. 18).


This framework helped to provide the growing consciousness of a Black aesthetic which heretofore had not been explored. The term Black aesthetic is used in this study in the context of what cultural theorist Stuart Hall (b. 1932) later describes as: 

the name for a collection of philosophical theories about the arts of the African diaspora: an aesthetic grounded in the idea of a new, that is, a post-Emancipation and post colonial, black identity which, from Jazz-Age Harlem and Montparnasse to the "sound system" societies of west Kingston, South London, and central Los Angeles, thrives in the black communities where artistic creativity and performance are the basic cultural currencies (Hall in Powell, 2000, p.15).

     
With pioneering critics such as Murray and African American philosopher Locke presenting this empowering new philosophy it was an auspicious moment for great hope and change among the Black community. It was also a time of events such as race riots, lynchings in the Southern states, the resurrection of the Ku Klux Klan,
 and a slump in job opportunities for African Americans in the North (Lewis, 1997).

These events were in stark contrast to the way Blacks were treated in other countries. For example, Black soldiers in France during World War I were accepted, indeed embraced, whereas the United States War Department excluded African American troops from the Victory Parade along the Champs-Elysees on August 29th, 1944. Furthermore, despite the full acceptance of Black troops by both British and French forces, the US War Department refused to allow the depiction of African American soldiers in the heroic frieze displayed in the Pantheon de la Guerre
 in France  (Lewis, 1997). Paris was now the art capital of the world and American musicians, artists and writers flocked to the city of lights with its tolerance and harmony. Parisians were intrigued with the Black arts and culture of Africa, and French art critics were excited about the new aesthetic they discovered in African art saying, "We came to the realization that hardly anywhere else had certain problems of form and certain technical ways of solving them, presented itself in greater clarity or success than in the art of the Negro" (Locke, 1969  p. 37).

     
It is important to note that Europe in general was greatly interested in African art at this time, with large collections on view to the public in the British Museum in London, the Trocadero in Paris, and in museums in Berlin, Brussels, and Vienna (Locke, 1969). At first this had more to do with intrigue and mystique rather than a true appreciation, but eventually art critics began to evaluate and admire the skill and craftsmanship used in the creation of these artifacts. In Locke's words, "As a result, a new Africa was discovered–the new continent of the black man’s mind. With art as a key, the secrets of African civilization were about to be opened up and revealed" (1969, p. 37).

  
Back in the United States, with unfolding events of unrest and racial intolerance the new attitude of the returning African American soldier was powerfully illustrated by sociologist, historian and Black activist, W. E. B. Du Bois (1868–1963) in a message printed in The Crisis, the official monthly magazine of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, (NAACP, in print since 1910). Entitled Returning Soldiers, Du Bois concluded with the following words:
The faults of our country are our faults. Under similar circumstances we would fight again. But by the God of heaven, we are cowards and jackasses if now that the war is over we do not marshal every ounce of our brain and brawn to fight a sterner, longer, more unbending battle against the forces of hell in our own land.

We return
We return from fighting.
We return fighting.

Make way for democracy! We saved it in France, and by the Great Jehovah, we will save it in the United States of America, or know the reason why (Du Bois in Lewis, 1997, p. 15).


The return from war overseas did, as Du Bois predicted, herald significant changes in the lives of some African Americans. 

The Great Migration (1913–1946)

        
A marked decline of European immigration due to the First World War mixed with the changing attitudes of returning soldiers created real opportunities and desire for Black laborers to move North. Higher wages were available for steel and iron workers, railroad employees, and those who worked with machinery or in the shop plants in the major cities of New York, Chicago, Detroit, Cleveland, and Philadelphia. As a result the number of African Americans moving North increased by hundreds of thousands between 1913 and 1946 (Patton, 1998). Jacob Lawrence, one of the featured artists in this thesis project created an entire series of panel paintings based on this movement to the North. Entitled the Migration of the Negro (1940–1941) Lawrence depicted the story of why the people left, their social conditions, and the journey by railroad to the larger cities. His story is told in Chapter IV. New York City, particularly Harlem, became a haven for many Blacks leaving the South for a better life. In When Harlem was in Vogue (1997), Lewis recounts the scene:

Many African Americans were pouring into Harlem in New York City. Black realtors and businessmen realizing their opportunity to make money offered high rent apartments to people of their own race. Business flourished alongside overcrowding and some frictions, with opposition from the White Property Owners Protective Agency of Harlem, however the higher rents being paid by African American tenants were such an incentive many encouraged their White tenants to move away (p. 24).

Describing the area east of Eighth Avenue to the Harlem River and from 130th to 145th Streets, Lewis considered it "the largest, most exciting urban community in Afro-American terms-or anywhere else for that matter" (Lewis, 1997, p. 27).

Historians and writers such as Nathan Huggins (n.d.) and James Weldon Johnson (1871–1938) considered the Harlem Renaissance to be a time of real revitalization from the Black perspective, a reflection of White America's desire for independence from Europe's influence and the clear establishment of a cultural identity (Patton, 1998, pp.113-114).


Black cultural identity was open to interpretation and created a dichotomy between scholars and writers. Novelist James Weldon Johnson, (1871–1938), an African American educator, diplomat and author was adamant in his "admiration for the various cultural idioms of the day– ragtime music, Negro spirituals, African American religious oratory, and the popular black dance known as "the cakewalk," were "on a par with the very best of European art" and held "universal appeal" (Powell, 1997, p. 29). Unfortunately, in his zest to popularize 'Black culture' Johnson overlooked the racially stereotypical and cliched images like the "tap dancing Negro," often embraced by visual artists from the United States such as American illustrator, Stuart Davies (1894–1964), and the German Expressionist, Ernst Ludwig Kirshner (1880–1938). "In sharp contrast to James Weldon Johnson, most educated blacks of this period rejected those aspects of black culture which perpetuated certain notions of black servility, racial jokes, derogatory pictures, and other disparaging displays" (Powell, 1997, p. 31).


In contrast, Du Bois, an African American, leading historian, novelist, and political radical was educated at the Universities of Fisk, Harvard, and Berlin and was subsequently employed at Atlanta University as professor of history and economics. He supported the notion of Pan Africanism, a cultural and political ideology based on the idea that the political unification of Africa would contribute to all Black people of African descent and would overcome issues of language, religion and ethnicity, no matter where they lived in the world. In 1919, Du Bois organized a Pan African Conference that was held in Paris. It was the first such meeting to explore this new concept (Patton, 1998). 


Du Bois' agenda was political action and racial equality to redress what he saw as an "identity crisis" for African Americans, which he referred to as a Double Consciousness. He explicated his concept of the Black Psyche in the seminal text The Souls of Black Folk
The Negro is a sort of seventh son, born with a veil, and gifted with a second-sight in this American world--a world which yields him no true self-consciousness, but only lets himself through the revelation of the other world. It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at one's self through the eyes of others, of measuring one's soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his two-ness–an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.The history of the American Negro is the history of this strife –this longing to attain self- conscious manhood, to merge his double self into a better and truer self (Du Bois, 1903, p. 17).

     
This radical postion was not actively embraced by many leaders in the Black community. Booker T. Washington (1856 –1915), an educator and spokesperson, contended that African Americans should dispense with any political agenda and concentrate their abilities on modeling economic self-reliance. Regarded as the leading Black authority on politics, education, philanthropy, business, and labor relations, Washington is best known for the Atlanta Compromise,
 

. 

In this speech he called on white America to provide jobs and industrial-agricultural education for Negroes. In exchange, blacks would give up demands for social equality and civil rights. His message to the Negro was that political and social equality were less important as immediate goals than economic respectability and independence. Washington believed that if blacks gained an economic foothold, and proved themselves useful to whites, then civil rights and social equality would eventually be given to them. Blacks were urged to work as farmers, skilled artisans, domestic servants, and manual laborers to prove to whites that all blacks were not “liars and chicken thieves.

The philosophy of Washington was one of accommodation to white oppression. He advised blacks to trust the paternalism of the southern whites and accept the fact of white supremacy. He stressed the mutual interdependence of blacks and whites in the South, but said they were to remain socially separate: 'In all things that are purely social we can be as separate as the fingers, yet one as the hand in all things essential to mutual progress.' Washington counseled blacks to remain in the South, obtain a useful education, save their money, work hard, and purchase property. By doing such things, Washington believed, the Negro could ultimately “earn” full citizenship rights (Gibson, 2005, paras.6–7).


Du Bois, the primary advocate of the gradualist political strategy rather than Washington’s gradualist economic one, mistrusted Washington and resented his willingness to use his relationships with White Northern Industrialists to promote his views. He was angered by Washington's concurrence with the first Chairman of the General Education Board that one should "protect the Afro-American from  'so-called higher education' so that he 'should not be educated beyond his environment," (Lewis, 1997, p. 158). Conducting studies about conditions for Southern African Americans confirmed Du Bois' belief that improving the standard of education and persistent political action was the way to achieve equal rights for African Americans. Introducing the notion that the Talented Tenth (corresponding to the number of African Americans who were educated and from the middle class) should lead the way forward for the masses, Du Bois, gained increased support from fellow scholars and philosophers (Patton, 1998, pp. 114 –115).

     
Charles Spurgeon Johnson (1883 –1956), an African American sociologist and Director of Research and Investigations for the National Urban League,
 and editor of its new magazine, Opportunity: a Journal of Negro Life , believed that "superbly educated and privileged 'elitist' Du Bois made more sense than 'populist' Washington" (Lewis, 1997, p. 48). Johnson's attitude was similar to Du Bois', he believed that nothing would ever change for the poorer African American if it were not first modeled by the more educated and better placed. He agreed entirely with Du Bois' notion of a "Talented Tenth" and stated thatit was "left to the Afro- American elite to win what assimilation it could through copyrights, concerts and exhibitions" (Lewis, 1997, pp. 48 –49).

Another emerging philosopher and writer was Alain Locke. He was highly regarded among African American artists and scholars as: "the preeminent African American intellectual of his generation," According to the Web site Africa Within.com  

Alain Locke was the leading promoter and interpreter of the artistic and cultural contributions of African Americans to American life. More than anyone else, he familiarized white Americans with the Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s, while encouraging African American authors to set high artistic standards in their depiction of life. As a professor of philosophy, he expounded his theory of "cultural pluralism" that valued the uniqueness of different styles and values available within a democratic society (Africa Within: Alain Locke, 2001, para. 2).


Locke and other leading philosophers and philanthropists of the times, namely. Du Bois and Albert C. Barnes (1872–1951), a White collector and proponent of African and African American art, led the intellectual side of the movement supporting the development of the New Negro movement. "He (Locke) saw the younger generation as capable of establishing the artistic vanguard, not only in terms of style and technique but also subject matter and evocation, of a 'black' sensibility" (Patton, 1998, p. 115).

Although both Washington and Du Bois aspired to lead the African American people to recognition and eventual equality, their philosophies were quite different. With the death of Washington in 1915, it left leadership in the hands of Du Bois and the  National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). Founded in 1909 the NAACP was "a coalition of black and white radicals which sought to remove legal barriers to full citizenship for Negroes. The association began an intensive campaign to bring about the enforcement of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments. The NAACP fought against segregation and discrimination mainly in the courts" (Gibson, 2005, para. 20).

It is prudent at this point to mention Marcus Garvey (1887–1940), a Jamaican activist and advocate of the New Negro, who established the United Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) to promote the philosophy of Pan Africanism and unification between Africa and America though recogition of both political and economic enterprise. As a member of the New Negro movement being advocated by Du Bois and Locke, Garvey was instrumental in:
     
encouraging people of African ancestry to return to their ancestral homeland. He is also recognized as the most important prophet of the "back-to-Africa" Rastafari Movement. Garvey said he wanted those of African ancestry to "redeem Africa, and for the European colonial powers to leave it (Wikipedia, Marcus Garvey 2006, para. 1).

   

Garvey asserted that, "African peoples should proudly proclaim Africa as their motherland, because a people bereft of cultural and political heritage would always be regarded condescendingly by others" (Patton, 1998, p. 113).

    
This new embrace of African heritage and its roots, primarily a literary movement, developed into a grand event, the Harlem Renaissance that incorporated music, in the form of jazz and the graphic and visual arts. 

     
Another leading force in this exciting era was the The Harmon Foundation, founded by William E. Harmon, who encouraged excellence and academic achievement in the arts from 1922–1967, with juried shows and awards for African American artists (Patton, 1998).  

Later, with federal funding set up under Franklin D. Roosevelt's cultural reform program, the New Deal and programs such as the Works Progress Administration (est. 1935), and the Federal Arts Project (1936) helped to bolster the advances made by African Americans and their art during the Harlem Renaissance.  For example, from 1935–1943, "a staggering amount of art was produced, including 108,000 paintings, 18,000 sculptures, 25,000 murals and thousands of prints, photographs and posters (Patton, 1978, p. 127).

Consequently, with support from such scholars, philanthropists, and programs, artists such as Aaron Douglas, Jacob Lawrence, Romare Bearden, and Elizabeth Catlett –the four artists highlighted in this study –were able to bring their own unique and innovative ideas to public attention and lead the way for other African American artists to do the same.  

Douglas's career was the only one of the four artists that spanned the years of the Harlem Renaissance itself. He was the first Black artist to acknowledge the urgings and heed the advice of Locke and Du Bois to return to his ancient roots. As a result he is associated with and known as one of the most prominent artists of the Harlem Renaissance (Kirshke, 1999). 

Lawrence, Bearden, and Catlett, whose lives and art were heavily influenced by events of this dramatic time in African American history followed afterwards. Catlett at age 91 in 2006, continues to make her contribution to the art world. Detailed biographies about all four artists appear in Chapter IV. 

�  Transcription of The Emancipation Proclamation issued by Abraham Lincoln, (1809 –1865) President of the United States of America, (1861 –1865) on September 22, 1862, to go into effect on January 1, 1863 (Retrieved May, 24, 2005 from The National Archives, Emancipation Proclamation, n.d.).











�        The Ku Klux Klan (KKK) was a fraternal organization that advocated White supremacy, and sought to reestablish White Democratic power in the South. Opposing the reforms enforced on the South by federal troops regarding the treatment of former slaves, the KKK often used extreme violence to achieve their goals. 





Author's note: The first "KKK" Web site appearing on � HYPERLINK "http://www.google.com/" ��http://www.google.com/� thereby indicating active use and popularity, is not one of historical information, but an up-to-date site proclaiming "…a Message of Hope and Deliverance for White Christian America," as "America's Largest, Oldest, and Most Professional White Rights Organization, (Welcome to the Ku Klux Klan, n.d.).








�       " It took 130 artists to create this monumental masterpiece. They worked upon it from October 1914 until after the Armistice. While the picture was being painted, Paris was being continuously bombarded.


Against a background of war-ravaged France and Belgium stood groups of more than 6,000 individuals. All the famous leaders of the Allied nations, the great heroes, and the martyrs were depicted. Twenty-eight nations were represented" (Chicago's World Fair, n.d., paras 2–3).














4 Statistics from 1910 show only 14,300 of the 60,534 resident African Americans in Upper Manhattan had been born in New York; the rest had moved into the city from other parts of the country (Lewis, 1997, p. 24). By 1920, Harlem's Black population had rapidly increased from 83,248  to 203,894 in 1930, with a residential density of 236 persons per acre, twice that of Manhattan as a whole. (Mount Morris Park, Community Improvement Association, A History of Harlem , 2002, para. 11). 





� On September 18, 1895, African-American spokesman and leader Booker T. Washington spoke before a predominantly white audience at the Cotton States and International Exposition in Atlanta. His “Atlanta Compromise” address, as it came to be called, was one of the most important and influential speeches in American history. Although the organizers of the exposition worried that “public sentiment was not prepared for such an advanced step,” they decided that inviting a black speaker would impress Northern visitors with the evidence of racial progress in the South. Washington soothed his listeners’ concerns about “uppity” blacks by claiming that his race would content itself with living “by the productions of our hands" (Harlan, 1974, para. 1). 





� 	The National Urban League (NUL) is a non-profit, nonpartisan, civil rights and community-based movement that advocates on behalf of African Americans and against racial discrimination. It is the United States oldest and largest community-based movement empowering Black Americans to enter the economic and social mainstream (National Urban League, 2006, para.1).
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