Chapter V

Biographies of the Artists: Echoes of the Harlem Renaissance 

                                    Aaron Douglas    (1899–1979)
                                    Jacob Lawrence   (1917–2000)

 Romare Bearden  (1914 – 1988)
                                    Elizabeth Catlett   (b. 1915)

Aaron Douglas (1899–1979) (Figure 1)

 http://www.artgallery.umd.edu/driskell/exhibition/sec2/polk_p_01.htm
A Pioneering Africanist
Research for the Essay


Unlike the three other artists highlighted in this thesis, information about the details of Aaron Douglas’s life is sparse and generally confined to his most famous contributions to the art world. Although some sources appear on the World Wide Web, very little appears to be documented by verifiable sources. 


Amy Helene Kirschke, assistant professor of fine arts and an expert in African American art history at Vanderbuilt University, Nashville, Tennesee, is the author of what is considered the leading text about Aaron Douglas. Her work brings together authentic materials from Fisk University, The Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, Howard University, the NAACP, the National Urban League, and draws on oral and taped interviews with those who knew the artist personally. Her text served as the leading resource in research for this essay (Kirshke, 1999).


Hailed today as the “Father of Black American Art” Aaron Douglas, heeded the urgings of Harlem Renaissance scholars Alain Locke (1886-1954) and W. E. B. Du Bois (1868–1963) and became the first African American artist to look back to Africa for influence and inspiration. Visiting Harlem in 1924 on his way to Paris had an immediate impact on him. The city's energy mixed with the influence and encouragement of leaders in the literary and art world quickly made him abandon plans to travel and commit to staying in Harlem, where he became renowned as one of the most prominent artists of the Harlem Renaissance.

Early Influences


Born in Topeka, Kansas, in 1899, Douglas came from a poor family with several brothers and sisters, but was fortunate to receive a solid education. His mother, Elizabeth, a homemaker and still life artist, served as an inspiration to the young boy as he grew up, giving him a lifelong love of painting and drawing.


Opportunities for Topeka’s thriving Black community were provided by the Black Topeka Federation, which followed Booker T. Washington’s self-help creed of economic development and political activities. The town’s Library and Literary Society, sponsored by the church, and the existence of social welfare programs helped Douglas grow up with a strong set of values about education and the abilities of African American people.


With an insatiable desire to explore and learn more, his ultimate goal was to find a well-paying job to finance his college education. He traveled to Detroit, where he immediately found work on a building site and later in a factory for the automobile company, Cadillac. Having come from a city where African Americans were accepted and treated with respect, Douglas had a difficult time dealing with the overt racism of his fellow workers. Reflecting on his experiences years later he commented,

All kinds of outlandish myths were concocted to justify the exclusion of black men from our industries. It was seriously argued, for instance, that the black man’s eyes, ears and reflexes were not sufficiently keen for regular factory work or our sense of touch was considered to be inadequate for the control and effective handling of fine tools, delicate instruments and expensive machines. These myths were eternally driven into the minds of the majority of Americans, both black and white, until nearly every black child in the land was afflicted with a feeling of inferiority almost impossible to overcome….those were the days when the black man at times could be crushed and utterly silenced by such derisive terms as "nigger," "coon," "shine," and the like, (Douglas, quoted in Kirschke, 1999, p. 5)

These early experiences in the factory strongly influenced both his artistic work and his political stance as he later took his place as a leading member of the Harlem Renaissance.

A Desire for Education


Returning to his home town of Topeka in 1917, Douglas put his dream of receiving a good education into practice and moved to the University of Nebraska, where he immediately signed up to be part of the Student Army Training Corps (SATC) in preparation for involvement in World War I. Here he again experienced the humiliation of being treated differently because of the color of his skin and was dismissed from the unit after only a few weeks. Moving to another unit based at the University of Minnesota, he encountered a very different attitude of respect and responsibility. These experiences prompted him to want to learn more about the issues of racism and he began to read the literary works of leading scholars. This thirst for knowledge led him to the writings of W.E.B. Du Bois. By 1921 he was a regular reader of Du Bois' magazines Crisis  and Opportunity.


Douglas secured both a bachelor's and a master's degree in the fine arts from the University of Nebraska and University of Columbia respectively and went on to take a teaching position at Lincoln High school in Kansas City, Missouri, in 1923.  After two years, however, he started to experience strong feelings of racial and cultural isolation and decided to continue his studies in Paris, France. At the end of that school year he commented "Where else but to Paris would the artist go who wished really to learn his craft and eventually succeed in the art of painting?" (Douglas Papers, quoted in Kirshke, 1999).

The Harlem Experience


On his way to Paris Douglas decided to stop off in Harlem for a visit. The impact of the city's vibrant energy and his immmediate association with editors and influencial leaders in the literary and art world quickly established him as a prominent artist. An "enormous outdoor stage" was his instant impression of Harlem:

Here, life moved across this vast stage without a halt from morning until night and from dusk to dawn. Here one found a kaleidoscope of rapidly changing colors, sounds, movements-rising, swelling, contracting, now hurrying, now dragging along without end and often without apparent purpose. And yet beneath the surface of this chaotic incoherent activity, one sensed an inner harmony, one felt the presence of a mysterious hand fitting all of these disparate elements into a whole, to be realized, to be understood only in time and from a great distance (Douglas, quoted in Kirshke, 1999, p. 12). 


Forming close relationships with two champions of the developing New Negro Movement, Charles S. Johnson (1883–1956), the editor of Opportunity and Director of Research and Investigations of the National Urban League, and Alain Locke (1885–1954) leading educator, writer and philosopher, made Douglas dismiss any notion of traveling to Paris and instead he chose to stay in New York City, where he could really make his voice heard. In his words,

I had hardly reached the city when I was called upon to prepare cover designs for drawings and sketches to be used for illustrating texts of various kinds for both the Crisis and Opportunity Magazines. This work soon convinced me that it was unnecessary to go all the way to Paris to master the fundamentals of the art of painting and that a more reasonable course was to remain in America, and particularly New York, and carry on my work. (Douglas, quoted in Kirschke, 1999, p. 12)


This decision by Douglas was a salient moment for African American art as he moved forward to become the leading artist of the New Negro Movement.


Locke believed that a change in racial discrimination was possible through the work of artists; he insisted that by looking back to their African roots for inspiration in music, art, and literature, Black Americans would imbue themselves with self esteem, a sense of "belonging," and racial pride. He contended that the creation of a new idiom would raise the profile of the Negro in Black and White society alike (Kirschke, 1999). Firm in the conviction that the younger generation of Black Americans could successfully create this new idiom, Locke stated: 

The generation now in the artistic vanguard inherits the fine and dearly bought achievement of another generation of creative workmen who have been pioneers and path-breakers in the cultural development and recognition of the Negro in the arts (Locke, 1925, p. 48).


This view was shared by Black and White philosophers, literary artists, and visual artists alike. Artists, poets, playrights, and writers, including William Scott, Henry O. Tanner, Paul Laurence Dunbar, Eugene O'Neil, Clement Wood, and James Weldon Johnson were regarded as the pioneers of the cultural development of the movement

The baton was ready to be passed to the new generation and Aaron Douglas, with his awareness of race consciousness was in prime position to receive it (Kirschke, 1999).

The Influence of Winold Reiss

 
Having previously worked in a more traditional style of realism, Douglas seized this opportunity to create a new form of imagery. His attention was drawn to the artwork of Winold Reiss (1886–1953), a well travelled Bavarian artist and illustrator.
Arriving in the United States in 1913, Reiss documented the Pueblo community in Mexico and the Blackfoot Indians in the United States believing he could "illuminate the distinctions and integrity of different ethnic groups" (Kirschke, 1999, p. 28). This philosophy took on a new role once Reiss arrived in Harlem. He immediately gave his attention to issues of race and Africanism, becoming the leading illustrator of The Survey Graphic (that later expanded to become the volume, The New Negro, 1925, edited by Alain Locke). The Survey Graphic's editor Paul Kellogg (1879–1958), a White advocate for social welfare and reform, offered to devote the entire March 1925 issue to emerging black artists (Kirschke, 1999).


Douglas became aware of Reiss' frank and honest depictions of African Americans without caricature or overemphasis of negroid features. His clear, flat patterned and silhouetted figures in black and white inspired Douglas and he became eager to meet Reiss, doing so through an introduction by Charles Johnson. Their meeting spawned a friendship, the foundation of which was mutual admiration and respect 

(Kirschke, 1999).

The Development of a Style


Reiss, acting as mentor and teacher for Douglas encouraged him to find his own identity. He urged him to explore "that inner thing of blackness" and further broaden his artistic horizons by looking at a variety of artistic styles, both ancient and modern (Powell, 2003, p. 44). Western and non Western. He introduced Douglas to Egyptian art and taught him to pay special attention to the flattened, clean edged designs of its simplified human forms, which were similar to Reiss' own stylized imagery. 


It is interesting to note that some of Reiss' paintings (see Dawn in Harlem- c.1925)  http://www.winold-reiss.org/works/artwork/landscapes/M.htm)

 included the use of concentric circles of energy that were later incorporated into Douglas's own work as shown here in the mural Song of the Towers (1934) (Figure 3)

http://www.anyonecanflyfoundation.org/art_with_kids/From_Harlem_to_the_Classroom/DouglasForKids.pdf

Influenced by both Egyptian imagery and that of Synthetic Cubism Douglas developed his own unique style of painting. "He employed a syncopated flow of circular lines amidst smoothly painted surfaces in each work, and by following this formula he was able to move closer to a personal interpretation of his Black subjects" (Driskell, 1994, p. 110). 


This author notes the flow of creative ideas and techniques that moved between the continents of Africa, Europe, and France at this time. It serves as a good example of the way art and artists are simultaneously influenced and inspired. The influence of African imagery and masks on Picasso's own work in pieces like Les Demoiselles d' Avignon (1907) http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Les_Demoiselles_d'Avignon (Figure 4) is apparent, even though Picasso initially denied this.

                   Douglas's work became immensley popular among the art magazine editors and writers. He was commissioned to produce artwork for the covers of Crisis, Opportunity, and Vanity Fair and was asked to illustrate 13 books by leading African American authors such as Countee Cullen (1903-1946), James Weldon Johnson, (1871–1938), and the poet Langston Hughes, among others (Patton, 1998). 


His work broke away from the traditions of the almost anthrolopological study of the Negro, with its iconographical and stereotypical imagery. David Driskell comments, "Critics looked upon Douglas's art as a breath of fresh air in what had been rather a stagnant climate." He explains that Douglas presented his own formula for depicting his imagery by using geometrical shapes. "Circles, triangles, rectangles, and squares became the dominant design motifs of Douglas's compositions. Figures were prominently displayed so as to fulfill his principle of highly designed, 'meaningful spatial relations' " (Driskell, 1994, p 111). Essentially Douglas developed a unique aesthetic identity that evoked pride of self and place in being Black.

And it was the artwork  he created for Locke's, The New Negro (1925), James Weldon Johnson's book of poetic sermons, God's Trombones (1927), and Black Magic (1929) by French novelist and diplomat, Paul Morand (1888–1976), that firmly established Douglas as a true leader and "pioneering africanist" (Patton, 1998, p. 119).

 A Barnes Scholarship and a Trip to Paris


In 1928 Douglas was offered a scholarship by Albert C. Barnes, a wealthy businessman who dedicated his life and teaching to education and the collection of art. The Barnes Foundation in Merion, Pennsylvania, housed many works by artists such as Matisse, Cezanne, Renoir and Degas, and Picasso. Although Barnes admired European and American art he embraced African art too. Forming a large collection, he portrayed himself as an expert in the field and became actively involved as a patron of the Harlem Renaissance artists. His connections with Alain Locke, the NAACP, and the Urban League afforded him an opportunity to write an essay in the Survey Graphic (1925) and the New Negro, (1925),  although the condescending tone of this "brash and highly opinionated millionaire" was not appreciated by Locke and other Black leaders. Douglas accepted the Barnes scholarship and traveled to the Foundation from Harlem between Tuesday and Friday for a year, but it appears the experience had little effect on him because he never mentioned or wrote about it (Kirschke, 1999). 


In 1931, Douglas finally achieved his original goal of traveling to Paris to study. Again this is rarely mentioned and seems to have had little impact on his style or technique. He did however meet Henry O. Tanner (1859–1937), the African American Realist painter, who, disgruntled by the racist attitudes prevalent in the United States, chose to live in France, where he remained for the rest of his life ( Kirshke 1999).

     
On his return from Paris, Douglas became the first president of the Harlem Artists Guild, that worked to achieve African American artists' acceptance into the arts project under the Works Progress Administration (WPA) (African Americans in the Visual Arts: 

A Historical Perspective: Aaron Douglas, n.d.). 
Murals 


During his years working alongside Reiss, Douglas had the experience of watching him become a mural painter. As a professor at New York University, Reiss often used ethnic groups as his subject matter, creating murals in hotels, theaters, restaurant, and even in railroad stations. Although never credited, it is likely that Reiss' murals had some influence on Douglas' decision to later create his own (Kirschke, 1999). The first appeared at New York's Club Ebony in 1927. It featured a typical African scene of tom-tom players and dancers alongside American Negro imagery of a banjo and dancing cakewalkers (Belton, n.d., para. 20).


More murals followed. They were commissioned by Fisk University's president to create a series in the library. Douglas spent the summer and fall of 1930 working with five assistants on this project. The murals told the historical story of the Negro's journey from Africa to the United States, depicting enslavement, emancipation, and freedom.

Art and Politics

         The Great Depression, which began in 1929 and lasted until 1941, led to massive bank failures and high unemployment. This period had a significant impact on Douglas, inciting him to study and adopt the philosophy of Marxism, the theory and practice of working class self-emancipation. Consequently, his next series of four library murals that were commissioned for the Countee Cullen Branch of the New York Public Library in 1934, reflected his new political leanings. Under sponsorship from the Public Works Administration (PWA), this art project ran from December 1933 through June 1934. The series was titled; Aspects of Negro Life.
These four important pieces have been selected by the Anyone Can Fly Foundation for inclusion in its Timeline Project and Art with Kids Grant program. Details of the work, its imagery, and its highly symbolic messages follow. The murals are currently housed at the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture in Harlem.  

The Negro in an African Setting (1934) (Figure 5) http://www.anyonecanflyfoundation.org/art_with_kids/From_Harlem_to_the_Classroom/DouglasForKids.pdf
Featuring sterotypical images of African culture, this mural presents a "primitive" vision of African life. Two figures are shown performing a ritualistic dance, with seated African drum players at the bottom of the mural. One can almost hear and feel the drum beat in their dynamic posture. Douglas used a distictive style in his rendition of the human body for these murals, very different from his earlier more "realistic" style. With an almost Egyptian manner he presents a three quarter orientation of the sihouetted figure with elongated eyes and no clear features. Floating in the uppermost center of the mural is an African sculpture, which suggests the importance of spritual symbolism in African culture (Kirschke, 1999).
Slavery through Reconstruction (1934) (Figure 6) http://www.anyonecanflyfoundation.org/art_with_kids/From_Harlem_to_the_Classroom/DouglasForKids.pdf

This large mural measuring 5' x 11' 7" is divided into three sections, each set within a series of concentric circles. Viewed from right to left it tells the story of the emancipation from slavery. Within the center of the first set of circles stands a figure wearing a hat and reading the Emancipation Proclamation. To his right, another man plays the trumpet, a symbol of the jazz era, while another stretches skyward in an expressive gesture as if to symbolize the triumph of a goal finally reached. 

The Emancipation Proclamation read on January 1, 1863 by Abraham Lincoln, the President of the United States of America set out new laws proclaiming freedom for enslaved people, making it possible for African Americans to be employed by the armed forces and broadening opprtunities for work in other areas.

In front of the speaker stand people joyous at this news, their fists raised high in triumph (this gesture, a symbol of freedom and success, is integral to the Black Panther and  Black Power Movement of the 1960s and 70s). These movements, which encouraged the improvement of African American communities were influenced by the Black Muslim leader, Malcolm X, "who believed that Black people must develop their own society and ethical values" (Wikipedia, 2006, Malcolm X).

The second set of circles feature a figure holding a document and pointing to the country's Capitol on a hill in the distance. In direct contrast to the enslaved cotton-pickers depicted at the front of the panel, this figure embodies the power of African Americans and their right to vote.  The third section, again constructed within a set of circles, shows the muted silhouettes of mounted Ku Klux Klan (KKK) members, with more highlighting Union soldiers withdrawing from their positions in the South (Kirschke, 1998).


Although Douglas draws attention to the issues of White supremacy he is careful to send a strong message of hope to fellow African Americans by making the central figure holding the ballot the central focus of the mural (Burlovich, n.d., Aspects of a Negro Life).

An Idyll of the Deep South (1934) (Figure 7)
http://www.anyonecanflyfoundation.org/art_with_kids/From_Harlem_to_the_Classroom/DouglasForKids.pdf

The third panel highights the toils and tribulations of the American Negro, this time with one large set of concentric circles in the center. Silhouetted Black figures are shown singing and dancing as they work the fields. As mourners surround the body of a lynching victim, a powerful beam of starlight streams down across the canvas. One man's head turns directly towards it, symbolic perhaps of hope and change. White sihouettes as well as Black are shown in this mural possibly illustrating the difficulties between the Black and White races at this time.

Song of the Towers (1934) (Figure 8)

http://www.anyonecanflyfoundation.org/art_with_kids/From_Harlem_to_the_Classroom/DouglasForKids.pdf

This mural carries a strong social realist message, symbolizing the migration of the Negro from the Southern United States to the North after World War I, the socio economic effects of industrialization of the 1930s and its negative impact on the lives of African Americans.

     
The images show troubled African Americans at the bottom right and left of the painting. One is trying to ascend the steps of success, briefcase in hand, and another is sitting with his hand atop his head, while plumes of industrial smoke whirl around him.  The central figure, standing fully upright and dominant in the middle of the piece is placed on top of a huge tire and within concentric circles. Holding a saxophone, a symbol of the freedom of music and the jazz era, he is set against a backdrop of huge, overpowering skyscrapers and a faraway image of the Statue of Liberty.


 This powerful mural tells the story of the frustrations of African Americans who, after experiencing success in the work place through the initiatives of Booker T. Washington, and the positive effects of the Harlem Renaissance, suddenly found themselves overpowered by the technological times and the 1929 crash of the stock market. These dramatic events were instrumental in removing funding and financial support for African Americans, which substantially resulted in a downturn in their economic and social standing (Patton, 1998).


Although Douglas's murals represent political statements and can be seen within a framework of a Marxist philosophy, Douglas claimed "he would present historical fact in an orthodox manner in the same way history is taught in every school in the country" (Kirschke, 1999 p. 122). According to Kirschke, Douglas had every intention of completing a fifth mural that would have more sharply illustrated his alignment with Marxist theory and the revolutionary struggle between the Black and White proletariat. Expressing genuine concern that the whole series would be rejected by the PWA if he followed that path, he stated, "Under our present system, the artist must paint what his employer wants," while trying to “maintain a certain honesty and present the picture as he sees it" (Douglas quoted in Kirschke, 1999, p. 123).


It appears that the Marxist dream faded from Douglas's thoughts around 1940, once he moved to Nashville, Tennessee, with his wife Alta Sawyer Douglas, and became chairman of Fisk University's art department where he remained until 1966. Lecturing and teaching about the Harlem Renaissance, he encouraged students to learn about Black history and worked to instill in them racial pride. He believed his students were duty bound to carry on the goals and ideas of this era. His words, during an interview communicate that message:  "Open your eyes to where we came from, where we have the possibility of going. Not what we are going to do, what we have done" (Kirschke, 1999, p. 131).


Romare Bearden (1911–1988), a renowned African American artist and Harry Henderson, Bearden's journalist friend and colleague of many years, highlighted Douglas in his text History of African-American Artists: From 1792 to the Present, (1993). He concluded his essay with these words:
Douglas's vision helped change America's concept of its black people by celebrating their past and their active contributions to all forms of American life, industrial as well as cultural. He offered a new way of seeing the African – American that was recognizable to all. The impact of his work on young African –American artists over a period of sixty years has been profoundly synergistic.

Aaron Douglas died in 1977 at the age of 79,  but left behind a legacy of murals and a unique perspective. His aesthetic contributions opened the doors for Black artists who followed him. Today, Douglas is honored and remembered as a gifted artist who rose above the odds at a difficult time, creating his African-inspired art largely without White patronage, but with the backing of Black leaders who believed in him and through his own positive resolve.
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