Romare Bearden (1911 –1988)

A Collage of Experiences

Bearden and pet cat in a relaxed moment. (Figure 1) http://www.landsvideo.com/R_Bearden.htm
Bearden's Bridge
In many ways Romare Bearden can be regarded as an important artistic bridge from the historic past of the Harlem Renaissance and the United States through the present day. The lives of generations of people both now and in the future have been and are being inspired by the richness of his imagery.

Bearden's family was part of the Great Migration of Black Americans away from the South, settling in Harlem at the zenith of the jazz and blues era and the evolution of the Harlem Renaissance for visual artists. He met the leading intellectuals and artists of this historic period including sociologist W. E. B. Du Bois (1868-1963), sculptor Augusta Savage (1892-1962), mural artist Aaron Douglas (1899-1979), poet Langston Hughes (1902-1967), and jazz musician Duke Ellington (1899–1974). As a newly developing artist he shared a Harlem studio with his friend Jacob Lawrence (1917–2000).
Bearden participated in the United States World War II effor and worked for many years as a case worker for the New York Social Services Department. He witnessed  both the hardships and the contributions made by fellow African Americans. 

  During his development as an artist Bearden travelled to Paris where Black culture and the art of Africa were being embraced. He continued to develop his style during the Civil Rights Era and the Black Art and Black Power Movements of the 1960s and 1970s, and contributed his voice through his work and his actions. 

Bearden was a mixed media artist who created a vast body of work in oil, gouache, water color, collage and photomontage. His work reflects his inspiration by a multiplicity of cultural influences including the Cubist and Modernist art movements that had themselves been inspired by the art of Africa. He also took inspiration from the social realist work of the Mexican muralists, the exotic colors and images of Caribbean art and the rich and historically powerful imagery of the lives of Black Americans. His work is political, social, dramatic, emotive and ultimately honest in nature showcasing him as perhaps the most enlightened American artist of the 20th Century.

Some Early Influences

The Conversation (1979) Lithograph (Figure 2)

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

Romare Bearden's family migrated North to Harlem around 1914. Like many other Black families they fled from the South with its racism and economic  problems in search of a better life. They set up home on Harlem's West 131st Street placing them firmly in the physical and the philosophical heart of the Harlem Renaissance. Bessye and Howard were immediately immersed in the events of the times and counted sociologist W. E. B. Dubois (1868 –1963), poets Countee Cullen (1903 –1946), and Langston Hughes (1902 –1967), musician Duke Ellington. (1899–1974), and other leading members of the Harlem Renaissance among their associates and friends.

Bearden was brought up in an atmosphere of social and political awareness and activism and it was this that provided the strong base from which he developed his viewpoint and subsequent artwork.

Pittsburgh Memories (1984) (Figure 3)

http://www.anyonecanflyfoundation.org/art_with_kids/From_Harlem_to_the_Classroom/BeardenArtWithKids.pdf
Bearden completed his elementary schooling in New York City and then split his high school years between New York and Pittsburgh where he stayed with his maternal grandparents. The images of the industrial setting and belching smoke stacks feature prominently in his later work. During the summer of 1927, while working at a U.S. Steel mill, he was disturbed by the poor living and working conditions for Black workers and this further contributed to his awareness of racist issues that were to become the focus of his later works.

During his college years Bearden attended schools first in Philadelphia, and then in Boston and New York, where he studied languages, math, and art. During this time and amid the turbulence of the Great Depression (1892 –1933) he created many political cartoons and journal covers that were featured in university publications, some making their way to the front covers of public journals such as the National Urban League's magazine, Opportunity, A Journal of Negro Life and the Baltimore Afro-American. This gave him a chance to express his own political concerns that became the mainstay of his art for years to come.

The Block (1971) (Figure 4)

http://www.metmuseum.org/explore/the_block/guide_02.html
Bearden's established many connections with a number of artists, mentors and organizations. He met and visited the studio of Augusta Savage (1892 –1962), a teacher, sculptor, and activist who, although experiencing difficulty establishing herself at this challenging time was invested in supporting other African American artists in their quest for recognition and contribution. George Grosz (1893-1959), a German-born artist and teacher at the Art Students League helped Bearden to discover his interest as a painter by introducing him to the work of European masters such as Neoclassical artist Dominque Ingres (1780-1867), and Dutch Renaissance painter Hieronymus Bosch (c.1450-1516) (Fine, 2003). Grosz's own interest and involvement with the satirical Dada Movement is considered to have had great impact on Bearden, as demonstrated by his later use of collage. 

Bearden's successfully built up associations with organizations and programs that were central to the philosophy and support of the Harlem Renaissance, i.e., the Work's Progress Administration (WPA), the Harlem Artist's Workshop, the Harlem Community Art Center, and the 135th Street branch of New York's Public Library.

During the daytime he worked for the New York City Department of Social

Services as a caseworker. He kept this position until 1969 and it provided a strong

Foundation for the powerful social and political imagery he created in his work. Bearden's liaison with a group of artists known as the 306 Group 

(named for their meeting place on West 141st Street) was another pivotal event in 

the young Bearden's life. Many famous artists such as muralist Aaron Douglas (1899–1979), and social realist Jacob Lawrence (1917–2000), two artists highlighted in this study, were members of this group. By May 1940, Bearden had created enough of his own paintings to hold a solo exhibit at the 306 studio. He showed 24 paintings in a variety of media that included works in gouache, oil and watercolor. Later, concentrating on a preferred medium of gouache he created enormous canvases, quoted as "measuring as large as 48 x 32 inches"(Fine, 2003). Fine further notes that Bearden was clearly inspired by the work of Mexican social realists and muralists Diego Rivera (1886¬1957) and David Alfaro Siqueros (1896 ¬1974), which may have provoked his move to this larger scale as well as the use of multiple media such as paint and photographic imagery (Fine, 2003).
Bearden's Double Consciousness


Bearden was also excited by the work of Degas, Matisse, and Picasso, and his particular fondness for cubism led him to adopt a similar style in his own work. Like Elizabeth Catlett (b. 1915), and other African American artists of the time, his interest in the Modernist art movement was sparked by its strong connections to African art and imagery. He was also influenced by the exhortantion from African American philosopher and educator, Alain Locke (1885–1954), for Black artists to look back to the art of Africa for inspiration. This had been heeded by Douglas, who was regarded as a pioneering africanist (Patton, 1998, p. 119). The feeling of pride and heritage engendered by Locke's philosophy was powerful and inspirational to many including Bearden several years later. His work progressed to contain a blend of modernist abstraction and representation that was to become his oeuvre.


The death of Bearden's mother in 1943 and his enlistment into the US army in the United States in 1942 created a brief hiatus from his work as an artist and as a social worker.  In 1945, after the war was over he resumed these roles. Shortly afterwards he was introduced to Manhattan gallery owner and art dealer Samuel Kootz who invited him to exhibit his work alongside other renowned artists such as American abstract expressionist painter, Robert Motherwell (1915-1991), Fernand Léger (1881-1955), and the American abstract kinetic artist, Alexander Calder (1898-1976).

Bearden's modernist paintings included religious and literary imagery, and were inspired by the writings of European political satirists and poets. His work, although exhibited in prestigious venues such as the Whitney Museum in New York in 1945 –47, and 1950, was not appreciated by everyone on the art scene. Sharon Patton, author of African-American Art (1998), states that some American and French critics were not impressed. In 1947 Kootz arranged an American art show at a Paris gallery but to his dismay the inclusion of Bearden's work caused an outcry by the French press who claimed it "nothing but a puzzle of screaming accents" and said that "a painter of this sort would be considered very mediocre in France" (1998, p. 169). Patton asserts that this may well have been in part "a reaction to the United States government's aggressive promotion of abstract expressionism, and other American enterprises in post-war Europe" (1998, p. 169). 


Shortly after this Bearden was dropped from Kootz's gallery, which closed for a brief period and then reopened without his inclusion in its group of artists. The effect on Bearden was a brief withdrawal from the New York art scene to consider his options both intellectually and artistically. His own developing world-view and the philosophy of a Black Aesthetic as proposed by Locke and Du Bois caused him examine the notions of a Double Consciousness. He addressed issues these issues in an essay, questioning whether Black artists should be recognized as a separate group or accepted within the mainstream as artists who happened to be Black (Fine, 2003). 

Author's note: Research for this study has demonstrated that this issue continues to be discussed among artists and curators with strong support for each viewpoint.
Uptown Sunday Night Session (1981) (Figure 5)

http://www.anyonecanflyfoundation.org/art_with_kids/From_Harlem_to_the_Classroom/BeardenArtWithKids.pdf
Jazz and the Blues 



In 1950 Bearden went to Paris. The artistic climate there was one of acceptance and openness for Black artists and their work. The Black music genre of jazz and blues was immensely popular and African art was embraced, albeit for its exotic otherness, and Black artists felt comfortable and able to pursue their interests without the additional concerns of political and social struggle. Although he was there only for a short period he met and was influenced by Romanian abstract sculptor, Constantin Brancusi (1876-1957), and French Cubists Georges Braque (1882-1963), and Fernand Leger (1881-1955). Bearden enjoyed his time in Paris so much that he was loathe to leave. Biographical information on the National Gallery of Art's Web site by his friend, the cultural critic, essayist, and novelist Albert Murray states: 

Romie spent the whole day buying paper...all kinds of drawing papers—rice papers, special sizes and surfaces, different colors. His eyes got more and more moist the later it got. (National Gallery of Art, Romare Bearden: Bearden Memories, Paris, 2006)

 On his return to the United States Bearden did not continue to paint but instead began writing songs to procure funds for a return to Paris. (National Gallery of Art, Romare Bearden: Bearden Memories, Paris, 2006). He was quite successful at this and wrote several pieces including Seabreeze, recorded in the 1950s by the singer Billy Eckstine. However, Bearden was advised by a friend that he was wasting his time as a songwriter and that he should return to making art (Bearden in an interview with Ghent, 1968, Smithsonian Archives of American Art, para. 4).

Bearden was supported and encouraged to return to painting by his new wife Nanette  Rohan, whom he married in 1954, and it was his friend Stuart Davies (1894–1964), a post Cubist painter and jazz musician, who enabled Bearden to form the stable base from which to combine his artistic sensibilities with his love for jazz and the blues. Davies had his own jazz ensemble and encouraged Bearden to develop his style and technique with nuances of this music as the backdrop. Bearden spoke clearly about these influences in an interview for the Smithsonian Archives of American Art:

I gradually got back to painting again. And when I did I found I had very definite ideas about color. I began to just put color down in big marks and I found that using the color in this mosaic-like way destroyed the form, you know, opened up the form. So my color work became then increasingly non-representational as I allowed this color to give itself free rein. And I felt by using these tracks of color up and down and across the canvas, that I learned a great deal about the color's action. I had known Stuart Davis and Stuart, in a talk to me one time, said always remember about color that in a painting it has a position and a place, and it makes space. And thinking of color this way, not as a separate entity but color also as a form, as space, and not as decoration, taught me a great deal about space and color (Bearden in an interview with Ghent, 1968, Smithsonian Archives of American Art, para. 4).


Bearden continued to make his art but it was the Civil Rights Movement 

of the 1960s that really gave birth to his distinctive and unique style. 

The Spiral Group

The Civil Rights Movement brought with it a strong awareness and desire among Black artists to contribute to the cause. Bearden became a member of Spiral, a group of artists whose senior member was the social realist Hale Woodruff (1900 – 1980). Spiral's mission was to make a positive contribution to the movement through their art. Many discussions about how to achieve this ensued, with one idea being the construction of images in black and white in order to make comment upon social issues as well as provide an artistic challenge. To this end Bearden started to create collaged images using cut and torn newspaper clippings and pictures from magazines. Although this art making method was not embraced by the rest of the members of Spiral it touched an artistic nerve in Bearden and became a substantial component of his work thereafter. He went on to continue this technique, having the images enlarged photostatically and referring to his work as photomontage projections.
The Street (1964) (Figure 6)

http://www.anyonecanflyfoundation.org/art_with_kids/From_Harlem_to_the_Classroom/BeardenArtWithKids.pdf
The Street (1964) (Figure 6), was part of a series of photomontages that Bearden created to portray what he saw as the quintessential African American experience. Taking many cuttings from Black magazines Jet and Ebony, his subjects included images and scenes of religious iconography, its ritualistic burials and baptisms, civil rights issues and depictions of life in the South, as well as typical urban scenes. The Harlem scene pictured here juxtaposes images of the figures and faces of children and adults with structures of houses, stairwells, and a bridge. The original collage for this piece was much smaller, measuring only 9 5/8" x 11" and was constucted from a variety of papers on cardboard. It included some areas of color, that blended into grayscale tones once the photostatic technique was employed. British cultural historian James Hall noted:

The set of artistic practices Bearden perfects in the early sixties allows him to display his commitment to African-American community, capture the character of contemporary American life, and develop a unique artistic vocabulary that has remarkable cross-disciplinary and cross- cultural resonance (Hall in Fine, 2003, p. 44).

     Bearden's popularity as an artist grew during the 1960s, and his work was shown in group and solo shows across the United States, in New York, Chicago, Minneapolis, Oklahoma, and Iowa to name a few. (Fine, 2003). 

           Towards the end of the 1960s Bearden began to use fiberboard as the base for his oversized collages, each one measuring approximately four to five feet in size. He used a varied media of papers, ink, graphite, and spray paint as well as brushed paint. The subject matters related to his roots and the places he had deep connections with such as Mecklenburg County, North Carolina, Pittsburgh and the Caribbean island of St. Martin, where Bearden and his wife, Nanette purchased a second home in the 1970s. 

         The mask-like Black faces in Bearden's work were reminiscent of African masks as well as Picasso's Cubist style, both a life-long influences upon him. Visions of the colorful images of the Caribbean, its flora and fauna and the bright fabrics worn by the Caribbean people also featured in his work. These varied motifs mixed with his love of literature and story telling created a depth and authenticity of personal experience apparent in his work.

In 1969, Bearden retired from his position as a social worker, opting to concentrate fully on his own art production and continued support for African American artists. He became a founding member of the Black Academy of Art and Letters in 1970, with a firm belief in its mission to "define, preserve, promote and develop the arts and letters of black people" (Fine, 2003, p. 228).

In 2006, the Black Academy continues its support of African American artists. Its  current mission statement:

To create and enhance an awareness and understanding of artistic, cultural, and aesthetic differences utilizing the framework of African-American Arts and Letters. To promote, foster, cultivate, perpetuate and preserve the Arts and Letters of African –Americans in the Fine, Literary and Performing Arts" (About  TBAAL, 2005, para. 1) 

           Along with his art making Bearden continued to encourage and support other young African American artists. In 1967, with the assistance of colleague and author Carroll Greene, Bearden was instrumental in setting up the show entitled Evolution of Afro-American Artists: 1800-1950, a display of 150 pieces of work by 55 Black artists at the City College of New York. In 1969 he founded the Cinque Gallery at 20 West 72nd Street in New York with fellow artists Ernest Crichlow (1914–2005), and Norman Lewis (1909–1979). Bearden explains the motivation for establishing a gallery for young Black artists:

Until they are about thirty years old (young artists) find the art world very difficult. They can’t get into galleries and show their work. They decide to drop out and do something else. A lot of the minority artists are a little reluctant to go around and ask to show their work at the Galleries. So Cinque Gallery was opened to provide a showcase for young minority artists, thirty years of age and under. We pay all the expenses for the ads and the catalogues and opening, The only expense that the artist has is bringing his work there, If he or she sells anything, the artist gets one 100 percent of the sales price. (Bearden, quoted in Fine, 2003, p. 64)

The Cinque Gallery still exists today, although its location has changed. The Bearden Foundation, among its other initiatives assumed its administration "as part of Bearden’s legacy as an institution builder and supporter of artists" (Romare Bearden Foundation, 2005, Foundation Programs: New Initiatives, para. 7).
 

Bearden explains his process and reasons for making art. (Figure 7) 

http://www.landsvideo.com/R_Bearden.htm
Memories 

My approach to art is determined by memories of different times and environments in which I've lived. Memories of a life I know best. Memories begin to emerge and I out them down on paper. I determine abstract relations of forms and color. These are always indefinite at the beginning but I keep going. After a while feelings begin to surface from these memories and if I'm lucky some vivid imagery begins to take shape. (Bearden in L & S Video: Visual Jazz, 1998)

Farewell Eugene (1978)

Profile/Part I, The Twenties: Pittsburgh Memories (Figure 8)

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

Bearden's rich and varied life experiences and his never-ending interest in everything around him was a constant source of inspiration to him. 

His past and his present impacted fully upon his imagery as he recollected people and places from childhood and included them in his work. He created many collages of scenes from his life in Mecklenburg County, North Carolina, and Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. In 1978 Bearden created the collage Farewell Eugene (Figure 8), a tribute to his sickly childhood friend Eugene Bailey who, although he died in the mid 1920s as a teenager, was always fondly remembered .


Bearden's prolific body of work continues to inspire and inform. His endless experimentation and exploration with new media and imagery combined with his appreciation of literature and dance and his love of jazz come together in his work to create the harmonious images for which he is respected and admired.

Known fondly to his friends and family as "Romie," Bearden died in 1988. Today his artistic legacy is continued through the Foundation bearing his name. Established in 1990:

Piano Lesson (1983)
Collage of various papers, ink and graphite on fiberboard (Figure 9)

http://www.anyonecanflyfoundation.org/art_with_kids/From_Harlem_to_the_Classroom/BeardenArtWithKids.pdf
 The Romare Bearden Foundation supports educational programs, special projects, exhibitions, critical scholarship and seminal publications that deepen appreciation of and access to Bearden's extraordinary art and life. In addition, the Foundation acknowledges the professional and personal encouragement Bearden generously provided other artists, as well as his broad intellectual and scholarly interests, by supporting the creative and intellectual development of up-and-coming African-American artists and scholars. (Romare Bearden Foundation: About, 2005. para 1)
Important documentary

Li'l Dan, the Drummer Boy: A Civil War Story 

http://www.npr.org/ecommerce/purchase/2003/sep/romare_bearden_list.html
 
This children's book written and illustrated by Bearden was published posthumously in 2003. It is the story of a young enslaved boy from a Southern plantation who uses both his intelligence and his drumming skills to save a group of Union soldiers from the Confederates. Bearden's lively illustrations and sensitive treatment of the subject matter this book further reveals his wealth of creativity and contribution to the arts.

A History of African-American Artists: From 1792 to the Present

Bearden and his friend, journalist Harry Henderson coauthored this text after collaborating on its content for more than 20 years. Henderson completed its editing and publication in 1993, five years after Bearden's death. He describes their joint motivation in providing this book:

Our attempt to create a history of African-American artists grew out of a request in 1965 from the Museum of Modern Art to Romare Bearden that he talk with a group of students about the history and development of black artists in America. He found that he could put together a few scanty notes on only a dozen artists before his own generation. His concern about this situation led to our discussions, our research, and to this book–a book of discovery, a challenging effort to uncover the history of African-American artists. (Henderson in Bearden & Henderson, 1993, p. xiii)

Bearden and Henderson rose to the challenge and higlighted the lives of over 40 African American artists who practiced their art between 1792 and 1993. This book serves as an excellent tool for learning a more complete history of the United States through the stories of the artists and their art forms within its pages. In the concluding paragraphs of the Introduction Henderson states:

We hope that readers will find in this book not only the history of African American artists, but also the basis for a better understanding of all art. We also hope that our work will serve as a stimulating challenge to American art historians to re evaluate the participation and contributions to our culture of African-American artists. In our own view we have sketched little more than an outline and washed away some old varnish that has contributed to the denial of recognition of African-American artists and their participation in American art. 

(Henderson in Bearden & Henderson, 1993, p. xvi–xvii)
This author highly recommends this text and notes that Henderson's well chosen words are as significant today as they were when they were written in 1993. 
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