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ABSTRACT
SHAWNYA L. HARRIS:
Conceptualizing African-American Art: The Market, Academic Discourse and Public
Reception
(Under the direction of Dr. Lyneise E. Williams)

The concept of an ‘African-American art market’ presents a new field of scholarly
inquiry. However, objects labeled and fashioned as ‘African American art’ allude to a
broader visual culture composed of objects, buyers, sellers and critics than previously
acknowledged in scholarly literature. This dissertation will provide a nuanced picture of how
an ‘African-American art market’ has been conceptualized and how this understanding
reflects a complex web of tensions and relationships between objects, consumers, sellers and
even scholars and critics of the work. Since the current literature on the field of African-
American art provides only scant attention to the consumption of African-American art and
virtually nothing about its place in the art market, this study will demonstrate how art

historians could critically interpret African-American art in relation to market dynamics

through an investigation of art related publications, oral interviews, public display venues.
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INTRODUCTION

Scholarship, patronage and infrastructure (institution building) have been three legs
supporting the development of African-American art over the past 25 years. While one at
first might see them as distinct entities, they are inextricably linked, interdependent.

Floyd Coleman®

The concept of an ‘African-American art market’ presents a new field of scholarly
inquiry. Objects labeled and fashioned as ‘African-American art’ allude to a broader visual
culture, one composed of objects, buyers, sellers and critics, than previously acknowledged
in scholarly literature. This dissertation will provide a nuanced picture of how an ‘African-
American art market’ has been conceptualized and how this understanding reflects a complex
web of tensions and relationships between objects, consumers, sellers and even scholars and
critics of the work. Since the current literature on the field of African-American art pays only
scant attention to the consumption of African-American art and virtually none to its place in
the art market, this study will demonstrate how art historians critically interpret African-
American art in relation to market dynamics through an investigation of art-related
publications, oral interviews, and public display venues.

A market for art works by African Americans has been characterized by popular

critics as one that is often overlooked and has gained momentum in recent years.2 Major

! Floyd Coleman, "25 Who made a Difference,” International Review of African American Art 18, no. 1 (2001),
2-64.

% See Margery Gordon, "Eyes on the Prizes," Art & Auction 31, no. 5 (February, 2008), 108-17, 153.
Also, Viv Lawes, "Market for African American Art Continues to Grow," The Art Newspaper (March 10, 2012,
March 10, 2012).



exhibitions, art publications, art fairs and auctions have increased in visibility and stature as
prices for some African-American artists’ works have escalated. Buyers, particularly those of
African-American heritage, have become more visible and their collections have generated
interest among museums, auction houses and academics. An initial foray into this topic
involves a discussion about the formation of the category called ‘African-American art’ in the
late twentieth century and how scholars, art market middlemen and buyers have interpreted it
and created their own standards for re-affirming their own definitions. The function of
academic discourse around art by African Americans appears at times integral and at times
peripheral to the visual categories created by buyers and sellers of the work. I argue that there
are several conceptualizations of ‘African-American art’ in different market venues and that
the intersection of these categories with current art historical scholarship has not been well-
formulated or studied. This dissertation will focus on the visual material related to these
taxonomies and corresponding visual strategies which signal varied notions about this body
of work.

African-American art as an intellectual enterprise has been shaped by a variety of
socioeconomic realities that affect art production, supply, demand, dissemination,
consumption and reception. I argue that a core issue which seems to be obscured is the
influence of art commerce on the conceptual framing of African-American art. When did
African-American art, as a body of objects, “mean something” as a visual commodity in the
context of history? How do aspects of commercial exchange in the late 20" and early 21%
century help to amplify or counter academic definitions of African-American art?

Currently, there is no substantive historical or scholarly literature regarding the

market for work created by African-American artists. The scholarly literature on the history



of art markets is largely in the field of European art, examining markets for paintings in the
Netherlands in the 17" century, France in the early 18" century and Great Britain in the late
18™ and early 19™ centuries.® Academic discussions about the art market in the United States
and more specifically in the late twentieth and twenty-first centuries, the location of this
study, are non-existent. Discussions of auctions and other market outlets for art in the United
States consists mainly of anecdotal entries in arts magazines about record-breaking sales,
public advertisements for future sales and profiles of collectors, art dealers and other
middlemen who appear to dominate this rarefied market.* Therefore systematic scholarly
attempts to wed art and the economic markets that they occupy present new challenges and
opportunities for interdisciplinary exchanges between art history and economics. More
relevant to this study is the way in which the perceived relationship between economic
markets and art objects are exploited in order to craft competing notions about where certain
objects fall (or ‘should’ fall) hierarchically in the art world.

Art historical research focusing on African-American artists has been of interest to
scholars for several decades, but it's the work of the last twenty years that has pushed the
boundaries of the ‘Western’ canon. While many scholars posit some early pioneers such as
Alain Locke and James Amos Porter as integral to the development of African-American art
criticism, in the last three decades of the twentieth century in particular there was a marked

increase in attention to various issues related to the work of African-American artists.

® Mapping Markets for Paintings in Europe 1450-1750, eds. Neil De Marchi and Hans J. van Miegroet
(Turnhout: Brepols, 2006).

4 See, for example, Peter Watson, From Manet to Manhattan: The Rise of the Modern Art Market, 1st ed. (New
York: Random House, 1992), 558. This account seems a bit more detailed with regard to price trends, yet as
with most, Watson provides patchworks or stories of collectors, dealers and other art world personalities.

® Mary Ann Calo, “Alain Locke and American Art Criticism,” American Art, 18, no.1 (Spring 2004), 88-97. See
also James Amos Porter, Modern Negro ArtNew York, The Dryden Press, 1943, 1943).
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Following the black protest and civil rights movements of the 1960s and the parallel rise of
black studies programs, African-American art history received another boost with the
emergence of articles and survey publications by scholars such as Robert Farris Thompson,
Elsa Honig Fine, Cedric Dover, Samella Lewis and David Driskell.® J acqueline Francis
suggests that these scholars in particular helped to plant the seeds of African-American art
history with their emphasis on a rich, understudied and definitively “black” visual culture.’
The multicultural “inclusion” and re-insertion of the voices of women and minorities
in the arts and cultural arenas in the 1980s proved fruitful for African-American artists as
major exhibitions of their work were mounted and additional publications began to surface in
the years that followed. Samella Lewis’ 1978 book, Art: African-American, which served as
an academic survey text, would be re-published in 1984 as African American Art and Artists.
More publications were produced in conjunction with survey exhibitions, such as the Studio
Museum in Harlem’s exhibition Harlem Renaissance: Art of Black America (1987), the
Newark Museum’s, Against the Odds.: African American Artists and the Harmon Foundation
(1989-90), and the Dallas Museum of Art’s Black Art Ancestral Legacy: The African Impulse
in African American Art (1989). Artist Romare Bearden and author Harry Henderson
published 4 History of African-American Artists, from 1792 to the Present (1993), a
significant source of artist histories. Sharon Patton’s African-American Art (1998) explored

more visual media, including photography and film and filled in prior historical gaps.

® Robert Farris Thompson, Flash of the Spirit : African and Afro-American Art and Philosophy (New York:
Vintage Books, 1984, 1983).; Cedric Dover, American Negro Art[Greenwich, Conn.] New York Graphic
Society [1960], 1960).; Samella S. Lewis, Art : African American (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich,
1978).; Elsa Honig Fine, The Afro-American Artist: A Search for Identity (New York: Holt, Rinehart and
Winston, 1973), 310.; David C. Driskell, Two Centuries of Black American Art : [Los Angeles County Museum
of Art, Sept. 30-Nov. 21, 1976 ... Et Al.], eds. Los Angeles County Museum of Art. and Leonard Simon (Los
Angeles; New York: Los Angeles County Museum of Art; Knopf, 1976).

" Jacqueline Francis, "Introduction and Overview," American Art 17, no. 1 (Spring 2003), 2-10.
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Richard J. Powell’s Black Art and Culture in the 20™ Century (1997) armed with more
theoretical perspectives that were informed by other theorists such as Stuart Hall and Kobena
Mercer were integral to pushing the discipline beyond a mere biographical approach to one
which further contextualized art and artists in the international context.®

Strides were also made in ‘mainstream’ art historical scholarship, albeit at a much
slower pace. Despite revisions of ‘Western art’ and American art survey texts, narrow
interpretations of the scope of African-American artistic production remained the order of the
day throughout the latter part of the twentieth century, which, for most part, limited academic
exposure for African-American art to exhibition catalogues and a handful of survey
publications produced by black scholars. When examples of African-American art did
appear, the concept of black subjectivity sometimes overshadowed complex aspects of life
and creative experimentation exercised by their white counterparts. Due to its isolation from
the annals of art history, African-American art became an enterprise to be taken up by some
historians on occasion to counter the breadth of Eurocentric achievement in the arts.
Kymberly Pinder, for example, reviews several survey texts produced as late as the 1990s by
H.W. Janson, Robert Hughes, and Helen Gardner and suggests that most authors, in
attempting to introduce African-American artists to the ‘Western canon,’ found it difficult to

separate the prescribed subjectivity of the artist from their work.’

8 See Kobena Mercer 1960-, Exiles, Diasporas & Strangers (Cambridge, Mass.;: MIT Press;, 2008).; Stuart
Hall : Critical Dialogues in Cultural Studies, eds. Kuan-Hsing Chen, Stuart Hall and David Morley (London
;New York: Routledge, 1996).; Kobena Mercer 1960-, Welcome to the Jungle : New Positions in Black Cultural
Studies (New York: Routledge, 1994).

o Kymberly N. Pinder, "Black Representation and Western Survey Textbooks," The Art Bulletin 81, no. 3
(September, 1999), 533-538.



A range of art catalogues focusing on private collections supplemented survey
literature in their incorporation of scholarly essays. For example, art historians Sharon Patton
and Alvia Wardlaw have provided short histories of African-American art patronage in
private collector publications.™ Patton and Wardlaw’s essays, tailored for catalogues of two
traveling exhibitions of African-American art, also positioned African American artists,
business professionals, athletes and celebrities as significant to the development of private
collections of African-American art. Other similar publications emerging in the last twenty
years are filled with lavish color images of nineteenth and twentieth century African-
American artworks by Henry O. Tanner, Romare Bearden, Jacob Lawrence, Charles White,
and Elizabeth Catlett, among others. ! These coincided with the growth of scholarly survey
publications and exhibitions of African-American art. In such publications, private collectors

viewed their role in the acquisition of African-American art not only as a tangible extension

10'See Sharon Patton, “A History of Collecting African American Art” in Narratives of African American Art
and ldentity: The David C. Driskell Collection, eds. Terry Gips and University of Maryland,College Park Art
Gallery. (College Park, Md.; San Francisco: The Art Gallery and the Department of Art History and
Archaeology, University of Maryland; Pomegranate, 1998), 45-54 and Alvia Wardlaw, “A Brief Look at the
History of African American Collections,” in Grant Hill 1972-, Something all our Own : The Grant Hill
Collection of African American Art, ed. Alvia J. Wardlaw (Durham: Duke University Press, 2004).

11 see for example Harmon Kelley, The Harmon and Harriet Kelley Collection of African American Art :
Exhibition, eds. Gylbert Coker and others (San Antonio, Texas: San Antonio Museum of Art, 1994).Tritobia
Hayes Benjamin, "Walter O. Evans Collection of African-American Art," American Art Review 15, no. 3
(May/June, 2003), 122-131.; Hill, Something all our Own : The Grant Hill Collection of African American Art;
Andrea Barnwell Brownlee, Walter O. Evans Collection of African American Art, ed. Tritobia H. Benjamin
(S.1.; Seattle: Walter O. Evans Foundation for Art and Literature; Distributed by University of Washington
Press, 1999).; A Century of African American Art : The Paul R. Jones Collection, ed. Amalia K. Amaki
(Newark, DE; New Brunswick, N.J.: University Museum, University of Delaware; Rutgers University Press,
2004).



of their cultural pride, but also as one geared toward bringing attention to artists who were
under-examined and under-appreciated by the public.12

Private collectors' amassing of African-American art attracted much more interest.
Several African-American art collectors rose to prominence due not only due to what they
had amassed, but also to their institutional collaborations and donations to museums and
educational institutions. In 1996, the art dealer Thurlow Tibbs donated 34 pieces from the
Evans-Tibbs Collection, his family collection begun by his grandmother Lillian Evanti, to the
Corcoran Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C. In 1998, Bank of America acquired John and
Vivian Hewitt’s collection of art."®> NBA Star Grant Hill toured his collection of African-
American Art from 2003 to 2005 while collector Walter O. Evans donated over 70 works
from his collection to the Savannah College of Art and Design in 2006. Paul R. Jones (1928-
2010) donated a portion of his collection to the University of Delaware in 2004 with the
remainder, consisting of over 1,700 items, donated to the University of Alabama at
Tuscaloosa in 2008. As many of these donations were attached to with universities with
educational missions, the didactic importance of African-American art often remained as
critical as any aesthetic or financial investment potential the works may have had. 1

Publications produced during the latter part of the 1990s also emphasized the
cultivation of newer collectors of African-American art. For example, in 1998, Collecting

African American Art: Works on Paper and Canvas, was written by art appraiser and

12 Lowery Stokes Sims, “Collecting the Art of African Americans at the Studio Museum in Harlem: Positioning
the 'New' from the Perspective of the Past,”Collecting the New: Museums and Contemporary Art, ed. Bruce
Altshuler (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2005).

¥ The Hewitt Collection is currently housed at Harvey Gantt Center in Charlotte, North Carolina.

4 Narratives of African American Art and Identity : The David C. Driskell Collection, eds. Terry Gips and
University of Maryland,College Park.Art Gallery. (College Park, Md.; San Francisco: The Art Gallery and the
Department of Art History and Archaeology, University of Maryland; Pomegranate, 1998).



consultant Halima Taha. Taha’s publication, filled with 200 lavish glossy color images of
works by several African- American artists, has been described as a “much needed book” by
reviewers who saw the work of African Americans as a fast-developing collecting area as
evidenced by art journals such as Art News." Taha’s book also supplies the names of several
dealers and venues for purchasing quality African-American art, thus replacing general
academic narratives on works and artist histories with a primer on collecting and
connoisseurship.

The discourse on the trade or market for art has been explored by scholars in terms of
how it interrogates or re-situates ‘Western’ canon formation, thought to be the barometer for
value in art. For example, Art historian Christopher B. Steiner, who has done extensive work
on the trade in West African art, has discussed the ways in which African art has been re-
negotiated into the canon of art history by the economic value placed on it by the art market.
Steiner asserts that the canon’s highly complex and hierarchical set of taxonomies have not
changed but have instead “opened up” to allow previously ignored or undervalued forms,
such as African art, for consideration. Steiner views the canon as “a structuring structure
which is in a continuous process of reproducing itself, mediating its identity through market
forces, and negating the social conditions of its production by covering the tracks of its

51

arbitrary and subjective formations. 6 According to Steiner, this opinion counters the views

of sociologists such as Pierre Bourdieu who view the canon as a fixed set of standards and

15 Opal Baker, "The Battle for a Much Needed Book," The International Review of African American Art 15,
no. 3 (1998), 55.

16 Christopher B. Steiner, "Can the Canon Burst?" The Art Bulletin New York : College Art Association of
America, no. 2 (June, 1996), 213-217.



taxonomies into which artists and objects are placed.'” If one were to use Steiner’s
framework in examining African-American art, it is then possible to view its increasing
though late arrival in the competitive art market as an example of a previously marginalized
category gaining visibility by way of a “bursting” ‘Western’ canon.

Anthropologist Fred Myers' study on the market for aboriginal art in Australia also
provides some insight on the changing paradigms that affect its production, circulation and
consumption. Myers contends that the creation of an aboriginal ‘high art’ is ironic since
Aboriginal peoples were once despised and presumed incapable of upholding ‘Western’
standards of art production. Although the imposition of ‘Western’ art historical designations
of ‘high’ or ‘fine’ art have transformed the meanings of some objects that have cultural
import in private use, Myers contends that Aboriginal acrylic painters have been able to use
this current elevation in status of their art to both construct and dismantle perceptions about
their own culture. The multiple strands of discourse produced by interaction between
Aboriginal painters, art dealers, collectors and the various ‘art worlds’ from local villages to
New York City appropriates earlier ethnographic research done by anthropologists such as
Myers since the early 1970s.8 Although this study emerges from the field of anthropology,
Myers' concern underscores the use of academic discourse in the trade for art as being a two-
edged sword: on the one hand it provides some vital information about previously unknown
producers, yet on the other hand it can be manipulated to suit various constituents.

As with many areas of art history, general surveys of African-American art have

concentrated on the basic monographic and biographical accounts of artists with only minor

7 bid.

18 Fred R. Myers, Painting Culture: The Making of an Aboriginal High Art (Durham N.C.: Duke University
Press, 2002).



references, if any, to the economic history of their work.'® However, some art market critics
have initiated dialogue on the economic factors after noticing an upward swing in prices for
African-American art. Eileen Kinsella has argued that within the last two decades the “surge
of research and scholarship” in African-American art has encouraged museums to collect in
this area to fill in major absences found in their collections.”’ She mentioned that New York
art dealers such as June Kelly and Michael Rosenfeld, who represent several African-
American artists, have also remarked that although many “group shows” are sometimes
conceptually limited, sales in both auctions and private galleries have skyrocketed.21 For
example, auctions, notably recent sales at the department of African-American fine art at
Swann Galleries in New York City, have not only raised price expectations but also set new
records for artists such as Charles White, Elizabeth Catlett, Jacob Lawrence and Aaron
Douglas.22

Despite the optimism, scholars differ in their opinions on these trends. Some art
historians have often been skeptical about the category termed “African-American art” as it
implies a process of ‘ghettoization’ that they believe has had harmful implications for the sale
and appreciation of the work of artists of African descent. For example, art historian Judith

Wilson views the “monolithic conception” of African-American art as being a result of

19 Several inroads have been made by contemporary scholars to expand the field beyond the mere biographical
accounts of artists, ranging from in-depth discussion of artistic production to the application of critical race
theory. For a concise overview of the field please refer to Jacqueline Francis, “Writing African American Art
History,” American Art 17, no.1 (2003), 2-10.

20 Ejleen Kinsella, "The Rise of African American Art," ARTnews 102, no. 8 (09, 2003), 118-123.
2! Eileen Kinsella, "The Rise of African American Art," 119-120.

22 gyann Auction Galleries, “Swann Auction Galleries African-American Fine Art Department”. Swann
Auction Galleries, accessed 17 February 17, 2009, http://www.swanngalleries.com/special_sales.cgi.
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“individual and collective biases” of viewers and critics.?® Artists who do not celebrate
African-American history and culture or create work that does not protest injustices primarily
affecting African Americans are often dismissed, leaving a conceptual black hole in the
discourse.?* Artist and art historian David Driskell, like Wilson, is ambivalent about the
consistent grouping of African-American artists in shows (which extends into their
marketability) as it furthers the segregation of these artists from that of the mainstream art
world. Yet, in his estimation, the much desired dissolution of the practice does not appear to
be on the horizon.? For the purposes of this dissertation, I argue that the term African-
American art’ not only represented inequities described by Wilson and Driskell but also a
category which reflected these tensions and the potential for a newer emphasis on its place in
art market.

Although commentators have discussed the presence of art world segmentation along
racial lines, others have suggested, in a more positive sense, that “African-American art” has
a particular appeal among African-American consumers as it reflects their cultural heritage.
The actor Bill Cosby is a cultural icon who is frequently referenced by many of these
collectors. Bill Cosby produced one of the most important contributions to popular culture in
the 1980s and 1990s with his family sitcom, 7he Cosby Show. By prominently featuring the
work of several African-American artists, including Varnette Honeywood, Ellis Wilson, and

Archibald Motley, The Cosby Show positively portrayed the act of collecting art, but more

28 Judith Wilson, "Collectors' Resources: African American Art 1998-2001: Will the Monolithic Conception of
"African American Art" be Losing Currency in the Early 21st Century?" International Review of African
American Art 14, no. 4 (1998), 43.

2% Ibid.; For a deeper discussion of Driskell’s relationship to this issue in relation to his own practice see Bridget
R. Cooks 1972-, Exhibiting Blackness : African Americans and the American Art Museum (Ambherst: University
of Massachusetts Press, 2011).

% Margery Gordon, "Eyes on the Prizes," Art & Auction 31, no. 5 (February, 2008), 108-17, 153.
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importantly the popularity of African-American art, among many upwardly mobile African-
American art buyers.26 The off-stage Bill Cosby and his wife Camille Cosby are avid
collectors of furniture and fine art, but it's their interest and dedication to their collection of
African-American art that has captured attention.”’ In addition, the notion of a black middle
class collector as depicted in The Cosby Show was reinforced in the art world imagination by
the appearance of several other high profile private collectors. For example, in 1986, Harmon
and Harriet Kelley of San Antonio, Texas, began to collect African-American art after
viewing another survey exhibition, also curated by David Driskell, entitled Hidden Heritage.
Ten years later, their collection which was then 150 works became the first private collection
of African-American art ever exhibited by the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, D.C.%
Soon to follow were publications of other collections, such as that of Walter O. Evans, David
C. Driskell, Grant Hill, John and Vivian Hewitt, and Paul R. Jones. These publications
included essays written by art historians such as Andrea Barnwell, Richard J. Powell, Sharon
Patton, Leslie King Hammond and Amalia Amaki, thus adding to the available literature and

record of images produced by African-American artists.”

% Juliette Harris, "The Cosbys: From Grandma's Quilts to Sotheby's Grandeur," The International Review of
African American Art 1 no. 1 (2002), 25.

2 See David C. Driskell, The Other Side of Color: African American Art in the Collection of Camille O. and
William H. Cosby, Jr., eds. Bill Cosby, Camille O. (Camille Olivia) Cosby and René Hanks (San Francisco:
Pomegranate, 2001).

%8 Jan Russell, "Harriet and Harmon Kelley," Texas Monthly 24, no. 9 (1996), 118.

2 Qee, for example, Evans-Tibbs Collection, The Evans-Tibbs Collection: Selections from the Permanent
Holdings: 19th and 20th Century American Art (Washington, D.C.: Evans-Tibbs Collection, 1985); Guy C.
McElroy et al., African-American Artists, 1880-1987: Selections from the Evans-Tibbs Collection (Washington,
D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Traveling Exhibition Service, in association with University of Washington Press,
Seattle, 1989), 125; Harmon Kelley, The Harmon and Harriet Kelley Collection of African American Art:
Exhibition, eds. Gylbert Coker and others (San Antonio, Texas: San Antonio Museum of Art, 1994);
Successions: Prints by African American Artists from the Jean and Robert Steele Collection, eds. Adrienne L.
Childs and University of Maryland (College Park, Md.) Art Gallery (College Park, Md: Art Gallery, University
of Maryland, 2002), Michael D. Harris and Walton Arts Center, Images of America: African American Voices
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The coupling of art acquisition with ideas about collective consciousness is an
interesting theme discussed by sociologists and others in the social sciences, yet the emphasis
on art acquisition among African-American art collectors appears to be an important
marketing strategy when examining the dialectic between academic scholarship and market
success. Art historian and curator Lowery Stokes Simms stated that collectors have moved
from a “cultural consciousness” to a “collecting consciousness.”

Several social theorists have attempted to understand issues of taste, social
positioning and their relationship to consumption patterns. Sociologist Pierre Bourdieu
produced one of the more notable studies in his book Distinction: A Social Critique of the
Judgment of Taste (1984). Bourdieu suggests that judgments of taste are related to social
position or class but also unconsciously reproduce or reinforce social class ascent or descent
in the process. Cultural capital, achieved through socialization, symbolic objects (such as fine
art) or institutional assimilation and recognition, is, to Bourdieu, as important as economic
capital and could be used in much the same way in delineating social class distinctions.*

Although Bourdieu’s study has been especially important in juxtaposing taste with
class distinctions, it has also been critiqued for not considering the conscious ways in which

the combination of class and race are reproduced through consumption. In her investigation

of art collecting practices among African Americans, sociologist Patricia Banks suggests that

(Fayetteville, Ark.: Walton Arts Center, 2003), 125, [collection of former NBA star, Darrell Walker]; A Century
of African American Art: The Paul R. Jones Collection, ed. Amalia K. Amaki (Newark, Del; New Brunswick,
N.J.: University Museum, University of Delaware; Rutgers University Press, 2004).

% Gordon, “Eyes on the Prizes,” 108-17, 153.

®. pierre Bourdieu, Distinction :A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1984).
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art acquisition factored into their concept of wealth building and social class mobility but that
their preference for African-American art was tied to their concept of cultural connection.*?
This theoretical construct appears to suggest that for dealers and collectors, participation in
art consumption is one that is both class-driven but also a deep expression of cultural
heritage. African-American art is then appropriated by many African-American collectors to
remedy not only traditional alienation from the art establishment, but also to help solidify
notions about black economic advancement and social integration.
Terminology

It 1s difficult to adequately describe contributions of artists of the African diaspora
without dealing with the limitations inherent in the lexicon of racial difference as it has been
construed in the United States and beyond. Such difficulties plainly illustrate the paradox of
race in its historical context and the various forms of incorporation and resistance in their use
and development over time. The majority of the dissertation will use the term “African-
American” to describe artists, art production and other cultural ideas that are communicated.
Terms such as ‘Colored,” ‘Negro,” ‘Black,” ‘Black American,’ and ‘Afro-American’ were
typical of certain time periods and related events or titles discussed. For example, the term
“Negro” was generally used to describe African-American art and artists from the 1920s to
the 1950s. From the 1960s through the early 1980s, the term “black™ had both geographic
and deeper ideological significance due to social, political and even conceptual changes. By
the late 1980s, where the majority of this dissertation concentrates its themes, the term
“African-American” had become commonplace due to the influence of political leaders such

as Jesse Jackson, who embraced the direct relationship between those born in the Americas

%2 See, for example, Patricia Ann Banks, Represent: Art and Identity Among the Black Upper-Middle Class
(New York: Routledge, 2010), 121.
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and those born in the Caribbean and the continent of Africa. The unhyphenated “African
American,” which appeared in U.S. Census documentation around the year 2000 to describe
individuals, will be used to refer to groups while the hyphenated version is used as an
adjective.

Terms such as “art world” and the “mainstream” are equally difficult to define. In
fact, I have yet to see them sufficiently critiqued for their ambiguity despite their frequent
usage by art professionals and journalists. For the purposes of this dissertation, “mainstream”
will typically describe characteristics which conform to a prevailing norm that is perceived
by those documented as being on the margins of that norm. In the instances in which the term
is used, I will contextualize its use based on the perspective of the various speakers who have
used the term in a variety of ways. Ruth Fine, curator of the National Gallery of Art, for
example, has problematized the notion of “mainstream” interpretations of African-American
Art in relation to her work on the artist Romare Bearden.® Despite Bearden’s omnipresence
in the American art scene from the 1940s to the present, Fine suggests that public reception
has not awarded him the same iconic status of white-identified artists such as Andy Warhol or
Jackson Pollock, who are remembered for their paradigm-changing ideas and technical
virtuosity. Instead, Bearden’s legacy has been firmly rooted in a presumably shared “black
experience,” rather than in the broader humanistic themes which are said to filter through his
paintings. In addition, Fine intimates that there are multiple “mainstreams” in American art,

yet these differing mainstream canons tend to be constrained by exclusions in academic art

% Ruth Fine, "Expanding the Mainstream: Romare Bearden Revisited," Proceedings of the American
Philosophical Society 149, no. 1 (March, 2005), 40-55.
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history.34 Mainstream criticism and acceptance here implies an invisibility of social issues or
at least the social concerns of traditionally marginalized groups in the United States.
Chapter Structure

Chapter 1 begins with an overview of patronage narratives for African-American art
as it has been constructed historically. I argue that during what became an international art
boom in the 1980s, market-centered constructions of African-American art begin a new
chapter in the patronage narrative described in previous scholarly treatments. This newer
orientation not only produced more visibility for African-American artists and their work but
also added complexity to discussions about how art production by African Americans fits
into the larger perception of a supposedly “mainstream” art world.

Chapter 2 revolves around of dealers and gallery owners who claim to specialize in
the sales or market for African-American art. I argue that beginning in the late 1980s art
middlemen fashioned their own constructions of ‘African-American art’ as a way of branding
a distinct category of art for potential audiences. Their complex formulations of African-
American art generated nuanced conceptualizations which influenced ideas about not only
the forms but also the functions of this category in the grand scheme of the market for
American art. Case studies focus on the practices of the following gallery owners or art
dealers to illustrate these points: Michael Rosenfeld Gallery (New York), Avisca Fine Art

(Atlanta), Bill Hodges Gallery (New York), and Fine Arts of Atlanta (Atlanta).

% Fine discusses the examples of Wayne Craven’s survey text American Art History and Culture (1994), Robert
Hughes’ American Visions: The Epic History of Art in America (1997), and David Bjelajac’s American Art: A
Cultural History (2001) in relation to their marginal discussions of select African American artists such as
Robert Duncanson, Romare Bearden, Jacob Lawrence, Henry O. Tanner and William H. Johnson. She lauds the
attempts of Americanists such as Frances Pohl for broadening both the list of artists and discussion of American
art as an intersection of various technical and sociocultural elements rather than subscribing to flat
interpretations of modernism as one-dimensional and lifeless. See Ruth Fine, "Expanding the Mainstream:
Romare Bearden Revisited," Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society 149, no. 1 (March, 2005), 40-
55.
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Chapter 3 draws on the setting of the art fair as a context for understanding yet more
conceptualizations of African-American art and the development of patronage efforts. The
National Black Fine Art Show, begun in 1997, was an annual fair in which several art dealers
gathered to sell African-American fine art until 2010. In this chapter, | argue that show
producers and participants negotiated and validated certain definitions of African-American
art through images, literature, and programming efforts and established notions of quality
which differed from other fairs, using the example of the Philadelphia International Art
Expo. Further, the critical reception and internal dynamics of these fairs point to an unstable
or non-cohesive adherence to imagined social and aesthetic norms as fair organizers

struggled for public recognition and profit.

Chapter 4 discusses the definition of African-American art and its patronage by using
the setting of the auction house as a focal point. Swann Galleries, an auction house in New
York City, was the first to develop a specialized department for “African-American Fine
Art.”® I argue that the Swann Galleries’ African-American Fine Art Department has
generated conflicting notions about the economic and socio-cultural value of African-
American art which became evident this auction setting. In addition this chapter includes an
important set of statistical analyses derived from studying trends for objects and artists in
approximately eight auctions occurring between 2007 and 2010. The analysis provides a
quantitative basis for the categorization ‘African-American Fine Art’ constructed by Swann

Galleries to complement its socio-historical significance.

% Adrian Dannatt, "Swann Holds First African-American Fine Art Sale," Art Newspaper 16 (03, 2007), 55.
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Chapter 5 serves as a conclusion and summary of discussions in previous chapters. In
addition it presents suggestions for further research into histories of art collectors and art
middlemen in developing a market for African-American art. In addition, the increased
attention toward auction data and price formation for works by African American artists is

referenced as yet another critical area for further research.
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CHAPTER |

OVERVIEW OF AFRICAN-AMERICAN ART PATRONAGE

For centuries, art patronage has been conceptually structured around developments in
Western European art and its connection to the United States. Critical examination of this
structure only began in the late 20th and early 21% centuries.*® American art patronage, which
includes private, public and corporate patronage, had been studied along with the topics of
American nationalism and patriotic fervor following the Civil War. The private philanthropy
of industrial capitalists, federal and state supported programs in the first half of the century,
as well as a rising middle class and globally engaged consumer in the late 20™ century also
characterize American art patronage. However, the meanings and impulses related to art
patronage have also been conceived of in terms of white male privilege, excluding the voices
of racialized or gendered “others.” Even the terms, “African-American art”, “Black art” or
“Negro art” suggest not only cultural distinctions but also the crucible of segregation which

shaped the experiences of its creators and patrons.

Patrons of African-American artists appear in historical literature in a variety of
guises, with their intentions bound to conflicting notions of social uplift, economic
empowerment, and identity formation. For the most part, scholars have traced the beginnings

of patronage of African-American art to the 19" century, during which the names of fine

% See Handbook of the Economics of Art and Culture, eds. Victor Ginsburgh and C. D. Throsby (Amsterdam
;Boston Mass.: Elsevier North-Holland, 2006).



artists began to surface in the available documentation of their era, such as newspaper
advertisements for furniture makers, portraitists and engravers. The hardships and oppressive
structure of antebellum slavery did not afford other artisan slaves formal training in art.
Therefore, knowledge about many individual creators has been obscured by their relative
anonymity.*” Early fine artists such as Joshua Johnston and Robert S. Duncanson, for
example, found interest in their work through private patronage networks of local white
merchants, African-American clerics and others who had abolitionist sympathies during the
antebellum period.® Art venues such as museums or galleries generally excluded artists of
color, and in cases where artists of color were not barred from participation, their identities
may have been muted with the process of time. Social barriers aggravated by racism
complicate the historical narratives of known artists and, by extension, our understanding of

their patronage in relation to their white artistic contemporaries.*

In terms of 19" century patrons who were African-American themselves, the names
are scant, yet some examples surface in individual accounts of artists in studies of black
bibliophiles rather than art collectors. Dr. John V. DeGrasse, an important military physician,

was a collector of the work of Edward Mitchell Bannister, Edmonia Lewis, Patrick Reason

%7 The contributions of slave artisans are summarized in surveys of African-American art such as . Patton,
African-American Art.

%8 For more information of Joshua Johnson see Carolyn J. Weekley, Joshua Johnson : Freeman and Early
American Portrait Painter (Williamsburg, Va.: Abby Aldrich Rockefeller Folk Art Center, 1987) and

For an account of Duncanson see Joseph D. Ketner, The Emergence of the African-American Artist: Robert S.
Duncanson, 1821-1872 (Columbia and London: University of Missouri Press, 1993).

% Regenia Perry, Free within Ourselves: African-American Artists in the Collection of the National Museum of
American Art, eds. National Museum of American Art (U.S.) and Wadsworth Atheneum. (Washington, D.C.:
National Museum of American Art, Smithsonian Institution in association with Pomegranate Artbooks, San
Francisco, 1992).
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and Henry O. Tanner.*® William Henry Dorsey (1837-1923), an artist, African-American
bibliophile and member of the American Negro Historical Society, created a private museum
in his home where rare portrait engravings done by Patrick Reason, and “oil and watercolor
paintings by well-known artists such as Robert S. Duncanson” could be found.** In most
instances, collecting among African Americans in this period remained a private enterprise

that is, to date, understudied.

Toward the end of the 19" century, some African-American artists did have
opportunities for formal training or commercial acceptance in the American art community.
One of the most successful African-American artists to have emerged in the latter part of the
20th century, Henry Ossawa Tanner, is an example of an artist who had the rare opportunity
of acquiring formal education in art by studying at the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Art
and subsequently achieved international renown after relocating to Paris in 1891. Tanner's
accomplishment was viewed as a tremendous feat for “uplifting the race” by leaders such as
W.E.B. DuBois and Booker T. Washington. In the literature on Tanner, we do find
discussions about his various patrons. For example, philanthropist Robert Ogden purchased
The Banjo Lesson in 1894 for Hampton Institute (now Hampton University). The French
government purchased his paintings The Resurrection of Lazarus in 1897 and The Disciples

at Emmaus in 1906. ** Several private collectors in America and abroad patronized his work

“0 patton, African-American Art, 47. For Edward Mitchell Bannister, see Edward Mitchell Bannister, 1828-
1901, eds. Juanita Marie Holland and others (Stamford, Conn.; New York: Kenkeleba House; Whitney Museum
of American Art at Champion; Distributed by Harry N. Abrams, 1992). For artists in Philadelphia, see Steven L.
Jones, A Keen Sense of the Artistic: African American Material Cultures in 19th Century Philadelphia
(Hampton, VA: Hampton University Museum, 1995).

! Dorothy Porter Wesley, “Black Antiquarians and Bibliophiles,” Black Bibliophiles and Collectors, eds. Elinor
Sinnette, W. Paul Coates, Thomas C. Battle (Washington, DC: Howard University Press, 1990), 10.

*2 Dewey F. Moshy, Henry Ossawa Tanner, eds. Rae Alexander-Minter et al. (Philadelphia, PA; New York,
NY: Philadelphia Museum of Art; Rizzoli International Publications, 1991).
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throughout his career, both for themselves and for museum collections such as the
Metropolitan Museum of Art and the High Museum of Art in Atlanta. Tanner lamented,
however, that patronage by African Americans was slow to non-existent for him, a factor that
did not change until the mid-1920s, demonstrating that even sources of patronage were often

construed racially and not simply economically.®

What typically is absent in these accounts is the nature and scope of the United States
market for art during late 19" century and what exactly constituted broad patronage for any
artist in that context. Most information regarding patronage resides in discussions about
individual artists or perhaps the reception of certain exhibitions or artistic movements rather
than discussions about art patronage in economic terms. When the few African-American
artists were included in surveys of early American art, the discussion was often dominated by

sociological interest about their lives rather than the value and perception of their work.

As the 20th century approached, African Americans became more aware of their need
to develop a reformed view of themselves as they attempted to integrate into the wider
American society. This period of re-conceptualization is often referred to as the New Negro

Movement and its insistence on the functionality of the arts is significant to scholars.** As

*3 Dewey F. Moshy, Henry Ossawa Tanner, eds. Rae Alexander-Minter et al. (Philadelphia, PA; New York,
NY: Philadelphia Museum of Art; Rizzoli International Publications, 1991).

* Writings about the figures and the philosophies of the Harlem Renaissance and the New Negro abound as it is
characterized by tremendous growth in the areas of literary, musical and visual arts and their intersection. See
Henry Louis Gates Jr., "The Trope of a New Negro and the Reconstruction of the Image of the Black,"
Representations, no. 24, Special Issue: America Reconstructed, 1840-1940 (Autumn, 1988): 129-155; David C.
Driskell, David L. Lewis, and Deborah Willis, Harlem Renaissance: Art of Black America (New York: The
Studio Museum in Harlem, 1987); Richard J. Powell and David A. Bailey, Rhapsodies in Black: Art of the
Harlem Renaissance (London: Hayward Gallery, 1997); Mary Ann Calo, Distinction and Denial: Race, Nation,
and the Critical Construction of the African American Artist, 1920-40 (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan
Press, 2007).
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early as 1921, the 135" Street Branch of the New York Public Library held major art
exhibitions annually that included artists such as Laura Wheeler Waring, William Eduoard
Scott and Meta Warrick Fuller.* As visual artists produced the image of a New Negro®,
movement proponents W.E.B. DuBois and Alain Locke encouraged patronage efforts with
special appeals for African Americans to assist.*” For example, in the 1920s A’lelia Walker,
heiress of the fortune of cosmetic giant Madame C.J. Walker, often hosted lavish receptions
at her “Dark Tower” salon featuring the art of individuals such as Aaron Douglas.*® Actor
Paul Robeson, poet Countee Cullen, and musician Duke Ellington were also known to have
patronized artists. Another celebrated collector, Arthur Schomburg, is remembered for his
broad interest in collecting books, manuscripts and memorabilia, yet collecting fine art also
characterized his efforts.*® Although New York, more specifically Harlem, has been cited for
the efforts of private patrons, collectors in other major cities such as Philadelphia, Chicago,

and Washington, D.C. engaged in similar efforts.

*® Deborah A. Deacon, Schomburg Center Issue: Bulletin of Research in the Humanities (New York: Readex
Books, 1981).

% The term “New Negro” did not necessarily emerge during the Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s or in Alain
Locke’s 1925 publication of the same name as some may believe. Earlier evidence of this term can be found in
newspapers and other publications. See, for example, John E. MacBrady et al., A New Negro for a New
Century: An Accurate and Up-to-Date Record of the Negro Race (Chicago: American Publishing, 1900).

47 patton, African-American Art, 47.

*® bid.

4 New York Public Library, “Art and Artifacts Division,” http://www.nypl.org/press/schomburgbg.cfm,
Accessed 3/15/2008. The 135™ St. Branch of the New York Public Library purchased all of his materials in

1926 through a grant from the Carnegie Foundation. The Art and Artifacts division of the Schomburg Center for
Black History and Culture houses more than 20,000 examples of work from “Africa and the African diaspora.”

%0 Another notable collector was opera singer Lillian Evanti, whose home and collection were in Washington,
D.C.
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The New Negro Movement has also been characterized by the philanthropic support
of wealthy, white industrial magnates whose patronage efforts emerged through private
foundations. Visual art was often part of larger scheme among national business and political
leaders to demonstrate the competence of blacks in the cultural realm and cooperation among
races in achieving interracial harmony. In 1917, the Julius Rosenwald Fund was founded to
support educational institutions or organizations dedicated to improving the plight of
disenfranchised groups, with a special focus on African Americans. During its intentionally
short existence (it was established for the duration of one generation and closed in 1948), the
Julius Rosenwald Fund had supported several writers, musicians and visual artists with
fellowships for travel, supplies and other needs related to creative endeavors.®* The Harmon
Foundation held annual achievement awards from the 1920s through the mid-1930s with
special awards for “Negro” artists. These annual competitions traveled to major cities around
the country and became a principal outlet for introducing African-American artists to
mainstream American audiences.?? Although sales were included in the exhibitions, the
Harmon Foundation did not have a specific goal of promoting art sales. Therefore, many
sales during this period may have been prompted by the philanthropic interests of the
attendees or a sociological interest in African-American life rather than a true a desire to

integrate them into the broader art scene dominated by white artists.

*! Artists who received funding from the Julius Rosenwald Fund include Augusta Savage, Aaron Douglas, Hale
Woodruff, Eldzier Cortor, and Jacob Lawrence. See A Force for Change: African American Art and the Julius
Rosenwald Fund, eds. Allentown Art Museum.and others (Chicago, IL; Evanston, IL: Spertus Museum;
Northwestern University Press, 2009)..

%2 The most extensive publication on the role of the Harmon Foundation in promoting African-American artists

centers on a major exhibition at the Newark Museum in the late 1980s. See Gary A. Reynolds et al., Against the
Odds: African-American Artists and the Harmon Foundation (Newark, N.J.: Newark Museum, 1989), 298.
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The early efforts of organizations like the Harmon Foundation encouraged patronage
of art by African Americans through philanthropy, yet federal patronage of African-
American art became a significant force in encouraging and subsidizing artistic production
during the Depression. The Federal Arts Project, administered by the Works Progress
Administration (WPA), employed several American artists, including many African
Americans from 1935 to 1943. Artists such as Aaron Douglas, Jacob Lawrence, William H.
Johnson, Norman Lewis, Romare Bearden, Ernest Crichlow, Dox Thrash, and Archibald
Motley were able to continue their artistic production with federal support, although such
support was limited and at times situational forcing many artists to retreat to other

occupations such as teaching rather than pursue full development of their artistic talents.

In the 1940s, New York began to emerge as a major international art center, a
position previously held by Paris. In addition, governmental and cultural authorities also
sought to further a truly national identity through visual art as World War 11 approached. The
art market served this end as did special pleas for Americans to buy art. For example, “Buy
American Art Week” was instituted in 1940, reinforcing a nativist thread in popular art
buying.>® Although American modernist painting was encouraged by critics and dealers,
most African Americans, even those residing in the New York, were largely unable to take
advantage of such attention due to entrenched racism. Beyond federal and private patronage
received to produce work, many early 20th century African-American artists, like those of
their 19" century predecessors, hardly, if ever, entered influential collections or generated

significant sales for their work despite the success of some of their white contemporaries.

%% Serge Guilbaut, How New York Stole the Idea of Modern Art: Abstract Expressionism, Freedom, and the
Cold War (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983).
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One exception was Jacob Lawrence, a beneficiary of the earlier WPA artist workshops, who
was the first African-American artist to be accepted into the stable of Edith Halpert of the
Downtown Gallery in New York City. Lawrence achieved attention that resulted in Halpert
arranging the 1941 debut of his Migration Series which appeared on the cover of Fortune
Magazine and the subsequent placement of works in the series to both Phillips Memorial
Gallery (now Phillips Collection) and the Museum of Modern Art. In the same year, Halpert
also worked collaboratively with Alain Locke in arranging an exhibition of Negro artists at
her gallery, American Negro Art. American Negro Art was formative for the careers of other
artists such as Romare Bearden, Eldzier Cortor, Sargent Johnson and Elizabeth Catlett.>
Despite the timing of this exhibition, the relationship between Halpert and Lawrence proved
that a formula for commercial success for African-American artists, like any other American

artist, required gallery representation as one of its hallmarks. >

Focused support for artistic work by African Americans was generated largely
through culturally specific and/or regional galleries and organizations where artists lived or
maintained community ties. Organizations such as the Southside Community Art Center in
Chicago (1940-present), Karamu House in Cleveland and the Harlem Community Art Center
(1937-1942), were founded during the era of federal funding from the WPA and continued to
be central to artistic development. Museums and galleries that formed alongside art

departments at historically black colleges such as Howard University, Hampton University

** Jacob Lawrence : The Migration Series, eds. Lonnie G. Bunch and others (Washington, D.C.: Rappahannock
Press in association with The Phillips Collection, 1993).Halpert’s exhibition had a rival, Negro Art,
Contemporary, offered by Mc Millen Interior Decoration and Art Gallery (also in New York City) two months
before her exhibition. However, Halpert’s exhibition of Negro Art ultimately became the more historically
significant of the two.

*® The opening took place December 8, 1941, the day after the bombing of Pearl Harbor and the entry of the
U.S. into World War 1. Attendance to the exhibition was lower than hoped for as a result.
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and Atlanta University provided additional exposure through rotating exhibitions and
programming. They also offered opportunities for art buying in the context of academic
fundraising. In 1942, for example, artist Hale Woodruff, an earlier protégé of Halpert and
Locke and a faculty member at Atlanta University, began an annual juried exhibition for the
university's students and artists from all over the country. In 1943, the Barnett-Aden Gallery
of Washington, D.C. was founded by Howard University professor James V. Herring and
curator Alonzo Aden, creating the first gallery that was privately-owned by African
Americans in the United States.”® In 1941 the Pyramid Club, a civic organization developed
by African-American business leaders in 1937, began a series of exhibitions in partnership
with the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts to both showcase works of African-American
artists and encourage acquisition of their works.*” The Atlanta University's Annual
Exhibition, the Barnett-Aden Gallery, and the Pyramid Club were among the few nationally-
known venues through which African-American art was shown regularly in the 1940s and

1950s.

From the mid- to late-1940s into the 1950s, Abstract Expressionism occupied the
public imagination as critics such as Clement Greenberg and Harold Rosenberg championed
its role in the development of modern art. In addition, commercially-driven art galleries and
art dealers advanced the precepts of new artistic styles and artists, organizing structures of

patronage to be more competitively market-driven than benevolent. As most American artists

*® The Barnett-Aden Gallery remained in existence in Washington, D.C. from 1943-1969. A good description of
the Barnett Aden Gallery’s early activities and role in Washington D.C. can be found in Keith Morrison, Art in
Washington and Its Afro-American Presence: 1940-1970, (Washington, D.C.: Washington Project for the Arts,
1985).

> John W. Ittmann, Dox Thrash: An African American Master Printmaker Rediscovered, eds. Philadelphia

Museum of Art and Terra Museum of American Art (Philadelphia; Seattle: Philadelphia Museum of Art; In
association with the University of Washington Press, 2001).
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and critics struggled with the evolution of this artistic movement and its rejection of the
narrative function of social realism, African-American artists who aimed to distinguish
themselves through the new abstraction remained ostracized from the New York gallery
scene or simply maintained a status as the “token” African-American artist in the stable.
Though not an Abstract Expressionist painter, Jacob Lawrence had the singular status of
being a gallery-represented artist of African descent due to his representation by the
Downtown Gallery.”® Romare Bearden was the only African American represented by
Samuel Kootz Gallery in 1946.%° Norman Lewis, notably an original participant in the
meetings with other American Abstractionists in 1950 at Studio 35, was, despite finding little
in the way of commercial success, represented along with white Abstractionists such as
Clyfford Still and Mark Tobey by the Willard Gallery.®® Other black Abstract Expressionist
artists such as Herbert Gentry, Edward Clark and Beauford Delaney spent the majority of
their careers abroad, hoping to live and work in a more socially tolerant atmosphere, and
their relationships with American art galleries did not occur until much later or were tenuous

at best.%!

*% The Downtown Gallery also represented folk artist Horace Pippin and other artists such as Hale Woodruff for
a brief period of time.

% The Archives of American Art contains correspondence between Romare Bearden and the Samuel Kootz
Gallery referencing their business relationship. In a letter dated 20 Feb 1946, the gallery agreed to be the sole
representative of Bearden for two years “from the expiration of the current agreement” although their previous
agreement was not actually stated. The agreement also stated that the gallery would receive a 40 percent
commission for all work sold in the gallery or his studio, and would advertise and catalogue all of his work, but
also stipulated that Bearden was responsible for photographing his work. See Archives of American Art-
Collections Online, Romare Bearden Papers, Correspondence, 1944-September;, 1972. (Box 1, Folder 3),
http://www.aaa.si.edu/collectionsonline/bearroma (accessed 6 Sept.2008).

% Ann Eden Gibson, Abstract Expressionism :Other Politics (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1997), 248.

%1 See Explorations in the City of Light : African-American Artists in Paris, 1945-1965, eds. Audreen Buffalo
and Studio Museum in Harlem (New York, NY: Studio Museum in Harlem, 1996).
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Art historian Ann Gibson suggests that prevailing assumptions by critics and galleries
about African-American, Native American and women artists were overly-deterministic and
cast them as being incapable of mastering full abstraction and its “universal” impulse due to
a supposed predilection for social and cultural themes. The idea that minority artists were
more emotional and at best more culturally- or sociopolitically-motivated cast them as being
out of touch with the purely artistic ideals espoused by mainstream Abstract Expressionism,
creating a fictional disparity in terms of their artistic quality and relevance. Artists such as
Hale Woodruff and Charles Alston, both painting and teaching in New York City at the time,
challenged the limiting effects of such assumptions, declaring their universal role as artists
beyond their racial classification or background.®

As the decade of the 1960s approached, some traditional support of African-
American artists began to wane as the major figures in their institutions aged and another
generation of leadership assumed a role in guiding patronage efforts. The Harmon
Foundation, which had been a significant philanthropic supporter of various African-
American artists, ceased operations in 1967 and began a process of deaccessioning its
collection of “Negro” art to the National Collection of Art (now the Smithsonian’s National
Museum of American Art) and several historically black colleges including Hampton
University, Morgan State University and Tulane University’s Amistad Research Center. The
Barnett-Aden Gallery reduced its exhibition programming and activities following the death
of Alonzo Aden in 1961, foreshadowing its ultimate demise in 1969 upon the death of his
partner, James V. Herring. In 1970, Atlanta University hosted the final year of its national art

competition, which had been a major venue for artists for twenty-eight years. Ideological

%2 Ann Eden Gibson, Abstract Expressionism: Other Politics (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1997), 248.
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changes in the social and political climate demanded a more radical approach to breaking

boundaries in the art arena.

In the wake of the Civil Rights protests and organized demonstrations against
injustice in the 1960s and 1970s, several African-American artists banded together to analyze
their plight and develop solutions for making their work both relevant but also accessible for
consumption by the masses. For the most part, artists were at a major crossroads in
determining whether their relationship with the art establishment would be one that led to
further integration or one that was specifically tailored to the African-American community
and carried a specifically “black aesthetic.”® “Black art” was debated furiously throughout
the next two decades as artists, theorists and even critics from popular media attempted to
understand the role of African-American artists in relation to the turbulent era of protests

against racial, sexual and socioeconomic injustice.*®

One notable example occurred on July 5, 1963, on the eve of the historic March on
Washington led by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., when artist Romare Bearden was joined by
artists Hale Woodruff, Charles Alston, Norman Lewis, William Pritchard, Richard Mayhew,
Emma Amos, Ernest Crichlow, Reginald Gammon, Alvin Hollingsworth and others in his
studio on Christopher Street in New York City to form the group, Spiral. Members of Spiral
had varied interests and connections to the theme of black art. Therefore, their vigorous
debates about the role of black artists and the merits of collective struggle both within the art

world and throughout the larger society was both timely and relevant.

% Addison Gayle, The Black Aesthetic (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1971).

% Mary Schmidt Campbell and Studio Museum in Harlem, Tradition and Conflict: Images of a Turbulent
Decade, 1963-1973 (New York, N.Y.: Studio Museum in Harlem, 1985), 99.
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Individual artists used such forums not only to receive recognition for the quality of
their work, but also to ensure that they would be considered on par with white artists in terms
of developing newer patronage systems that involved gallery representation. In an interview
with Jeanne Siegel, in which Bearden discusses his experiences working under the WPA,
studying in Paris, and being represented by the Samuel Kootz Gallery, he notes that black
artists had a particularly difficult time in achieving gallery representation in New York City
despite the success of a few. Bearden’s experience with Kootz Gallery, Norman Lewis' with
Willard Gallery and even Jacob Lawrence’s earlier representation by the Downtown Gallery
would be the only examples that Bearden could reference. Therefore the importance of the
Christopher Street space for creating networks of exposure for artists was not small or

incidental .®®

Although art galleries had been formed in some universities and social organizations
years earlier, there were very few that were privately controlled by African Americans. In the
late 1960s African-American artists staged protests for inclusion of their work in major
museums such as the Metropolitan Museum of Art and the Whitney Museum of Art. Many
artists felt that their voices had gone unheard and that much of their work had been left out of
critical exhibitions which would have given them national visibility. As a result, more artists
looked to cultivate their own museums, art centers and community-oriented approaches to art
appreciation. For example, in 1968 the Studio Museum in Harlem opened with innovative
exhibitions for artists of African descent. In the same year, arts activist EIma Lewis founded
the National Center of Afro-American Artists (NCAA) in Boston, which flourished under the

curatorial leadership of its director, Edmund Barry Gaither. In 1969, Romare Bearden,

% Jeanne Siegel, Artwords: Discourse on the 60s and 70s (New York: Da Capo Press, 1992).
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Norman Lewis and Ernest Crichlow went on to found Cinque Gallery, a gallery that

primarily supported emerging artists of color.®

The development of alternative gallery spaces for African-American artists not only
focused on addressing the ideological concerns of artists and the gallery owners, bout also
building commercially viable structures of economic patronage. Lisa Meyerowitz’s study on
alternative gallery spaces in New York City focuses on the efforts of gallery owners such as
Corrine Jennings and Joe Overstreet of Kenkeleba Gallery and Linda Bryant of Just Above
Midtown Gallery as examples of grassroots efforts to support African-American artists.®’
Although geographically restricted to the environs of the New York Metropolitan area,
Meyerowitz’s study underscores the notion that black-run operatives were important not
only in providing venues for showing African-American art, but also in shaping the careers
of several artists and resurrecting the careers of others. In many cases, the exposure led to the
acquisition of work by private collectors as well as mainstream art museums. For example,
artist Palmer Hayden’s Nous Quatre & Paris was purchased from Just Above Midtown
through funds of the Joseph H. Hazen Foundation for the Metropolitan Museum of Art in

1975.8

Significant developments in the exhibition world were spurred by continued activism
by artists and community members who demanded attention to the African-American visual

arts tradition and diversity in the ranks of emerging curatorial projects. In 1970, the Boston

% Sharon F. Patton, African-American Art (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998).

®7 Lisa Ann Meyerowitz, "Exhibiting Equality : Black-Run Museums and Galleries in 1970s New York" (PhD,
University of Chicago), .

% Ipid.
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Museum of Fine Arts, under the curatorial leadership of Edmund Barry Gaither, organized
the exhibition, Afro-American Artists: New York and Boston. In the early 1970s, protests by
Los Angeles arts activists regarding the lack of black artists shown at Los Angeles County
Museum of Art resulted in solo exhibitions for artists David Hammons and Charles White.*
In 1976, the Metropolitan Museum of Art organized the first-ever traveling exhibition of 19th

century black artists in their collection based on the research of art historian Regenia Perry.”

A major breakthrough came in 1976 at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art.
Members of the Black Arts Council, a museum advocacy group composed of African-
American artists, collectors, scholars and others, encouraged the development of Two
Centuries of Black American Art with the assistance of then Fisk University curator and art
professor, David C. Driskell. Two Centuries of Black American Art, a groundbreaking
traveling exhibition and identically titled publication, introduced the nation to an extensive
survey of 19" and 20" century art by African Americans during the period of the nation’s
bicentennial celebration. This exhibition accompanied two other bicentennial exhibitions at
the museum and reversed the exclusion of African-American artists from American art
history. Driskell’s encyclopedic coverage of over 200 artists, which concluded with artists
active by 1950, gave credence to the notion of the presence of African-American art and
African-American artists' participation in the American artistic tradition.

According to Bridget Cooks, reviews of Two Centuries mirrored the racial politics of

the era. Although many praised the attempt to educate viewers on the neglected artistic

% Black Los Angeles: American Dreams and Racial Realities, eds. Darnell M. Hunt and Ana-Christina Ramén
(New York: New York University Press, 2010).

0 Regenia Perry, Selections of Nineteenth-Century Afro-American Art / [Exhibition]: June 19-August 1, 1970,
ed. Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York, N.Y.) (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1976).
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legacy of American blacks, critics such as Harold Rosenberg and Hilton Kramer tended to
focus on the presumed social relevance of the exhibition with only fleeting discussion of
visual images. The exhibition was also criticized for the uneven nature of the quality of
“major” and “minor” artists as well as Driskell’s failure to define a specific “black” aesthetic
for its audiences.”* Nonetheless, the press coverage of Two Centuries, its outreach and
programming which included a well-researched catalogue, documentary film and national

news coverage, was unprecedented for its time.

The timing of Two Centuries and other exhibitions paralleled other significant
activities occurring in relation to the academic and critical reception of black artists. In 1970,
Jeff Donaldson hosted CONFABA (Conference on the Functional Aspects of Black Art) at
Northwestern University, at which visual and performing artists, art historians, and
interdisciplinary scholars discussed aspects of black aesthetics, art history and patronage. "

In 1976, artist, collector and art historian Samella Lewis published two volumes
entitled Black Artists on Art with Ruth Waddy. Lewis helped found the first and only
scholarly periodical dedicated to African-American art, Black Art: An International
Quarterly (now The International Review of African-American Art). Like Driskell’s earlier
project, Lewis’ publications provided biographical entries on several black artists with color
images, yet her text also included contemporary and virtually unknown artists working at the
time of publication. Lewis’ new periodical not only ran articles about artists and reviews of
exhibitions, it also served as an outlet for promoting black art galleries and artwork such as

her own. She often featured advice columns on collecting written by other artists such as

" Bridget R. Cooks, Exhibiting Blackness: African Americans and the American Art Museum (Amherst:
University of Massachusetts Press, 2011).

2 Coleman, 25 Who made a Difference, 27.
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Benny Andrews and Alvin C. Hollingsworth alongside articles on contemporary artists and
their predecessors. Other articles even featured entrepreneurs who were eager to help artists
to meet the demand of collectors by developing strategies such as producing limited edition

prints.”

Lewis’ mission in creating the journal was to increase the visibility of black artists
and the market for their work. Early volumes contain gallery ads for works of art, particularly
lithographs, by artists such as Elizabeth Catlett, Romare Bearden, Joseph Holston and
Varnette Honeywood, as well as several articles and tips on collecting African-American art.
Figure 1.1 shows an example of a limited edition print created by Lewis’ mentor and former
teacher Elizabeth Catlett that was offered through Hancraft Studios in Claremont, California.
Lewis also opened Contemporary Arts and Crafts Gallery on Pico Boulevard in Los Angeles
with artist and actor Bernie Casey, where they produced and sold prints based on original
artwork by several black artists.”* Working as a collector, gallery owner and editor of the
journal, Lewis was able to solidify her own importance as an art critic and provide a forum
for regular discourse and documentation that had been ignored in popular art periodicals.
Exhibitions of national significance and regular documentation of artistic activity by black
artists provided necessary momentum for the collecting efforts that Lewis and others
advocated. This enthusiasm was echoed by artists such as Benny Andrews, who encouraged

opportunities to cultivate black patronage. In other words, artists' collective resistance against

" One article describes the efforts of a company called L.D. International which was founded by Donald F.
Greene and Lawrence R. Johnson with the aim of stimulating demand for work by black and other non-Western
artists through sales of limited editions and “original print graphics.” No further mention of their business has
been identified. See “The Artist in the Marketplace,” Black Art:An International Quarterly 2, no.1 (1977), 58-
59.

" Black Los Angeles: American Dreams and Racial Realities, 256.
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racism in the art world also emphasized and invigorated a culture of patronage among

African Americans as a strategy for overcoming the disparities.

During the 1970s collecting and its ability to preserve one’s heritage became a regular
staple of the rhetoric for potential African-American art buyers, and such individuals were
vested with a collective responsibility to do so. Some African Americans fulfilled their
growing consciousness of the need to embrace a black cultural legacy through participation
in the visual art arena. The notion of a “legacy” of creative expression in the visual arts was
coupled with an emphasis on building a newer legacy of collecting. Art dealers such as
Thurlow Tibbs reinforced the importance of black collectors by describing those who had
already made commitments to the cause in 1970s: African-American corporations such as
Johnson Publishing Company, African-American private collectors such as broadcast
journalist Max Robinson (Chicago) and actor and comedian Bill Cosby (Los Angeles), and
the growing number of black museums and art centers emerging in major cities such as

Chicago, Boston, Los Angeles, Philadelphia, New York and Washington, D.C."

The 1980s ushered in the occurrence of more scholarly literature, traveling
exhibitions of significance to African-American art and a growing fine art consumer base.
Irving Sandler notes that the 1980s art market boom occurred largely after the 1974-75
economic recession. The problem of inflation, caused by the looming oil crisis, motivated
investors to move toward tangible assets such as precious gems, real estate and art as

investment vehicles.”® Art and financial magazines encouraged speculation on art as record-

" Evans-Tibbs Collection, The Evans-Tibbs Collection: Selections from the Permanent Holdings: 19th and 20th
Century American Art
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breaking auctions and the evolution of art investment strategies began to develop in stock

brokerage firms.

Art historian Judith Wilson described a “bullish market” for black art in a December
1980 issue of Black Enterprise, a monthly periodical devoted to providing business news and
economic empowerment tools to the African American community.’” It reported on the
increasing value of work by African-American artists in the midst of the U.S. art boom. The
value of African-American art apparently lagged behind art of white contemporaries, but its
future was viewed in optimistic terms due to patronage by the African-American middle

class.

The choice of the image for the issue (Figure 1.2) was by no means accidental, but
instead evocative of the theme. An image of the painting, The Cardplayers, by artist Hale
Woodruff, had been contributed by art collectors John and Vivian Hewitt, who had been
collecting work by African-American artists such as Woodruff for some years. Woodruff,
who had died only months before the publication of this issue, had had a long and prolific
career as a painter and teacher in Atlanta and New York City. The Card Players (Figure 1.2)
is @ modern Cubist-inspired painting of two figures engaged in a game of cards. Its angular
compositional elements and tilted picture plane demonstrate the influence of European
modernists such as Cezanne who were major influences on the artist’s style. The faces of the
figures resemble African masks of West Africa and are suggestive of the modernist debt to
African art. Woodruff did a series of paintings based on this theme and compositional

strategy, beginning in 1930 with a painting of the same name which won a Harmon

™ Judith Wilson, "The Bullish Market for Black Art," Black Enterprise 11, no. 5 (1980), 35-36; 39-40.

37



Foundation award in 1931 and critical recognition by Alain Locke for this and eleven other

works in the anthology Negro Art Past and Present.”

The Cardplayers, which served as a replacement to its badly deteriorated predecessor,
is dated 1978, meaning that it was created and purchased during the same year in which the
Hewitts sponsored a private sale of the artist’s work in their home. The private sale was due
in part to a suggestion by artist Al Hollingsworth that the Hewitts exhibit his work at their
home. Later the exhibits and sales included not only Woodruff and Hollingsworth’s work but
also that of others such as Eugene Grigsby and Ernest Crichlow.’ In addition, as one
exhibition in its Black Masters Series, the Studio Museum in Harlem assembled a major
retrospective exhibition of Hale Woodruff’s work in 1979 where The Card Players, among

other paintings, was exhibited.®

The use of Woodruff’s painting as the Black Enterprise frontispiece to the issue
highlights two interesting facets of this booming market. First, Woodruff’s painting resonates
artistically with experiments in 20th century modernism, and second, an interest an African-
inspired modernism is connected with a tradition of patronage among intimate networks of
artists and collectors of African-American art. The interrelationship between works by artists
such as Hale Woodruff and the emergence of African-American corporate patronage signals

a strategic departure from the dominant narrative of white philanthropic support such as the

8 Richard A. Long, “Afterword: Remembering Hale Woodruff,” Hale Woodruff, Nancy Elizabeth Prophet and
the Academy (Seattle and London: University of Washington Press, 2007), 95.

™ Todd D. Smith, The Hewitt Collection : Celebration and Vision : The Hewitt Collection of African-American
Art, eds. Band of America Corporation. and Mint Museum of Craft + Design. (Charlotte, N.C.: Bank of
America Corp, 1999).

8 Hale Woodruff 1900-1980., Hale Woodruff : 50 Years of His Art, April 29 Thru June 24, 1979, the Studio

Museum in Harlem, ed. Studio Museum in Harlem. (New York, N.Y. (2033 5th Ave., New York 10035): The
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Harmon Foundation as the primary driver. In 1949, a little over fifty years earlier, Woodruff
and painter Charles Alston had completed a mural entitled the The Negro in California
History for the Golden State Mutual Insurance Company. Golden State Mutual Insurance
Company, formed in 1925, was one of the few companies to offer life insurance to African
Americans during the era of segregation and was a visible and active promoter of civic and
cultural engagement with its constituents, most notably through its patronage of the visual
arts. In 1949, a concerted effort was begun to build its corporate art collection with works by
African Americans such as Richmond Barthé, Henry O. Tanner and others via donations and
direct purchases from artists or art exhibits. At the company's fortieth anniversary celebration
in 1965, 36 works by artists such as Charles White, Beulah Woodard and Hughie Lee Smith

were shown to the public.

With more than 100 paintings, drawings, sculptures and collages, the Golden State
Mutual Insurance Company was considered to have the “largest public collection of Black art
west of Chicago.”® Tours were given regularly in the lobby and various areas of the Golden
State Mutual Insurance headquarters, and educational brochures and pamphlets were
provided to visitors. As another way of displaying the work, the company produced a
calendar with reproductions of its art; the calendar doubled as a way to show the collection
but itself became collectible and “suitable for framing.”®* Such efforts were now resurrected
through a collaboration between black media outlets, historians, and artists who sought to
frame African-American art as a continuing legacy that needed continual support in an age of

marketplace competition for fine art. Interventions by African-American-owned corporations

8 Francine Carter, "The Golden State Mutual Afro-American Collection,” 1, no. 2 (Winter 1976, 1976), 14-15.
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such as the Golden State Mutual Insurance Company and even Black Enterprise magazine’s
publisher, Earl Graves, were indicators of the importance of collecting African-American art

as both an investment strategy and a marker of cultural pride.

A major event in this world of black art buying came when celebrity comedian Bill
Cosby purchased the Thankful Poor by Henry Ossawa Tanner from Sotheby’s auction house
in 1981. Cosby’s purchase spurred fascination and interest as it set an auction record for any
African-American artist at the time. David Driskell, who became Cosby’s family curator and
consultant in 1977 following the Two Centuries exhibition, placed the successful bid of
$250,000 for the Coshys, drawing headlines and broader interest in such extant works.
Cosby’s visibility as an elite entertainer who collected significant works from his own
cultural heritage became an inspiration for other collectors. Although Bill Cosby has been
noted for his collection of African-American art, since 1964 he has also been a collector of
major works by European and American artists such as Reginald Marsh and Thomas Hart
Benton as well early American furniture. Cosby’s interest in African-American art began in
1967 when he purchased two Charles White ink and charcoal drawings entitled Nude and

Cathedral of Life.®

David Driskell’s involvement in shaping the Cosby collection is significant.
Driskell’s curatorial endeavors began while he was an art student at Howard University and
worked at the nearby Barnett-Aden Gallery. After teaching at several historically black
institutions such as Howard University and Talladega College and studying abroad in Europe

and Africa, Driskell became sought after for his knowledge of African-American art

8 Driskell, The Other Side of Color: African American Art in the Collection of Camille O. and William H.
Cosby, Jr.
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traditions. Collectors Harriet and Harmon Kelley cite Driskell’s Hidden Heritage exhibition,
another survey building on the success of Two Centuries, as an impetus for their collecting
journey which began in 1987.% The formulation of nationally-touring survey exhibitions of
African-American art also helped to institute a canonical focus for African-American art
history, which not only reinforced the notion of a visual arts tradition among blacks but also

a field of interest for potential collectors looking for untapped offerings in American art.

Projects such as Driskell’s Two Centuries and related scholarship can be viewed in
the context of a growing desire for historical revisionism and critique of American art history
and practice. Many historians in the field of American art, largely defined as work created in
the United States prior to 1945, were largely ignorant of the contributions of African
Americans or Native Americans. The lack of knowledge mirrored a lack of visibility in the
public arena as well as the halls of academia. In addition, American art scholarship as a
whole continued to struggle to find its voice in a patronage system in the United States that
had a preference for traditions in French or British art. One could argue that as the field itself
struggled to build a legacy of “American” painters and sculptors, internal divisions based on
race or gender inequities persisted beneath the surface, diminishing the diversity of an
American visual arts tradition.®> Commercial galleries increasingly took on the role of
compiling and publishing catalogue raisonnés for artists, which disturbed some art historians

who objected to what they believed was marketing rather than scholarship.®
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While American art scholars continued to grapple with thematic and methodological
changes in their field in the wake of post-structuralist intellectual discourse, art dealers also
attempted to articulate the position of African-American art in the dominant discourse in the
art market. For example, in a publication produced by art dealer Thurlow Tibbs, he suggests
that African-American art produced between 1930 and 1960 fell into three categories:
“Mainstream,” “Traditionalist,” and “Neo-Primitive.” “Mainstream” is described as “styles
accepted by historians as most representative of tastes popular at a particular time and in a

99

particular place. % He cites J oseph Delaney’s works as being consistent with the style of
artists such as Thomas Hart Benton and Reginald Marsh, and Norman Lewis’s work as to
some degree comparable to Franz Kline and Jackson Pollack. “Traditionalists” are those
employing studio practices found in the academy, such as those by sculptor Richmond
Barthé, painters Lara Wheeler Waring and Lois Mailou Jones, and draftsman and
lithographer Charles White. “Neo-Primitives” would include the work of self-taught artists or
those who had less formal training, such as Jacob Lawrence, Horace Pippin, Bill Traylor,
Clementine Hunter and Marion Perkins.?® Such definitions demonstrate a desire on the part
of art dealers to craft their own definitions about the role and place of work by African

Americans that responded to their own needs but also ‘mainstream’ perceptions of art which

were seemingly fixed and highly categorical in the public imagination.

Toward the end of the decade, the inclusion of some minority artists in the broader art

world of museums and galleries was met with a significant amount of cynicism, particularly
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among contemporary artists. Howardena Pindell’s indictment of the art world in the June,
1987 Agendas for Survival conference at Hunter College was summarized in the New Art
Examiner in 1989. Filled with statistical data on the paucity of exhibitions of artists of color
at major museums and galleries in New York City, it refuted the art world’s inflated claims
of inclusion. Pindell’s activist stance was in part inspired by her participation in groups such
as Guerilla Girls and PESTS, which criticized racism and sexism in large museums like the

Museum of Modern Art as well as supposedly progressive alternative spaces.®

In response to claims of multicultural exclusion in museums and galleries, other
periodicals began to examine the issue with articles written by a variety of individuals who
were conversant with the issues of African-American artists. For example, in a 1988 Art
News article, Patricia Failing interviewed 38 artists, dealers, art historians, and collectors and
subsequently published an exposé on the exclusion from exhibitions that many of those
artists had experienced. In addition, it highlighted ongoing stereotypes about the content and
quality of a supposedly monolithic “black art.” For example, curator Lowery Stokes Sims
emphasized how the role of discriminatory judgments about African-American art had
economic consequences for artists in the marketplace in the form of unfair assessments of
‘quality.”® Kellie Jones lamented that the work of alternative spaces such as the Studio
Museum in Harlem and EI Museo del Barrio were virtually ignored as legitimate spaces for

viewing art. ** Unlike Pindell’s article, this article by Failing does expose readers to a loosely
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affiliated group of scholars, curators, and art dealers whose perspective and presence

countered the overall sense of artistic neglect.

In viewing images of various individuals featured in Failing’s article, it is interesting
that the majority of the participants are themselves people of color or African American,
further projecting “black art’s” association with black people and cultural specificity.
Although several interviewees described their desire to acquire equal footing in a white-
dominated art scene (particularly in the art capital of New York), their perspective might
appear to reinforce polarization rather than the aim for exposure for the artists they represent.
Art dealer June Kelly addresses such a conundrum by asserting that “there is no such thing”
as a definitively “black” art and that her gallery was “about art, not color.”® Other gallerists
such as Isobel Neal (Chicago) and Liz Harris (Boston) pointed to the reluctance of many
museum curators to educate themselves on active African-American artists and to the fact
that not all art production by African-American artists could be pigeon-holed as
representational or descriptive of black life. Nonetheless, others such as George N’Namdi of
Detroit and Ernestine Brown of Shaker Heights, Ohio found that it was much more profitable
and politically significant to encourage upwardly mobile African-Americans to collect art.”

These differing ideas on the functionality (or lack of functionality) of racialized
monikers such as “black art” or “black artists” would continue to be a point of contention as

arts professionals struggled to rationalize their relative position toward an imagined

%2 patricia Failing, "Black Artists Today: A Case of Exclusion,” 131.
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“mainstream” art world. However, artists, art dealers and collectors continued to build

strategies for refining networks of patronage.®*

% patricia Failing, "Black Artists Today: A Case of Exclusion,” ARTnews 88 (03, 1989), 124-131.
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CHAPTER II

TURN YOUR HAND AND MAKE FASHION:
DEALERS OF AFRICAN-AMERICAN ART

Although criticisms of art world racism prevailed among certain artists and critics, the
number of art dealers representing African-American Artists basically doubled in the 1980s
and into the 1990s.% The activities of art dealers and middlemen, whether through private art
dealing, brick and mortar galleries or even e-commerce increasingly gained visibility as
change agents in a nascent movement for parity in the art world and art market recognition.
As more galleries appeared in major cities such as New York, Chicago, Detroit, Philadelphia,
and Atlanta, art dealers navigated mainstream interpretations of African-American creative
expression to court new audiences and to eventually cultivate patrons through varied
narratives about the importance of African-American art. This chapter will provide examples
of how some dealers fashioned their own definitions of ‘African-American art’ as an
evolving yet desirable area of patronage. | will examine the practices of several art dealers in
order to determine their use and understanding of the category of works called ‘African-
American art’ and what business strategies they used to develop a newer consumer base for
those works. The galleries and art dealers examined or cited for examples include Michael
Rosenfeld gallery (New York, NY); Bill Hodges Gallery (New York, NY); Lamar Wilson of
Fine Arts of Atlanta (Atlanta, GA); and Avisca Fine Art (Marietta, GA). The special role of

dealers of African-American heritage, the use of dealer literature in building visual

% patton, African-American Art, 308.



documentation of African-American artists, and the existence of multiple categories of

African-American art in the marketplace are some of the ideas that | consider.

In 1997, Pindell commented on her earlier study of art world racism in New York
City highlighting significant changes that she perceived. Still ambivalent about the range of
options, she notes that many galleries in New York City were no longer “100% white”,
however, she remarked that the artists most likely to be embraced by the curators of major
museums for exhibitions are those endorsed by the limited pool of major commercial
galleries.® Increases in traditional sources of support of African-American artists —
alternative galleries, philanthropic organizations, university museums (particularly those with
curators of color), and private African American art collectors and entrepreneurs such as Bill
Cosby and hip hop mogul Russell Simmons- were cited as positive changes.”” Although the
actual numbers were not given by Pindell, her belief that things had improved could also be
ascribed to an increase in the visibility of patronage and new found interest for artists of
color.

Clearly, between 1987 when Pindell originally published her findings in the New Art
Examiner and 1997 a great deal of activity occurred. Several traveling group exhibitions
solidified surveys of African-American artists and their place in specific art historical
moments and styles. For example, Mary Schmidt-Campbell, then director of the Studio

Museum of Harlem and then University of Maryland art professor, David Driskell, co-

% One artist in particular that became a cause for concern by Pindell and others was contemporary artist, Kara
Walker. For more on this, see, Gwendolyn DuBois Shaw, Seeing the Unspeakable :The Art of Kara Walker
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2004), 195.

" Howardena Pindell and Lowery Stokes Sims, The Heart of the Question : The Writings and Paintings of
Howardena Pindell (New York: Midmarch Arts Press, 1997), 139.
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curated, Harlem Renaissance: Art of Black America which toured several cities after its
origination at the Studio Museum in 1987. In 1989, works from the private Washington, D.C.
Evans Tibbs Collection also toured with venues at the Hood Museum of Art (New
Hampshire), the Vassar College Art Gallery (Poughkeepsie, NY), and the Afro-American
Cultural Center (Charlotte, NC). Black Printmakers and the W.P.A., curated by Leslie King
Hammond, became one of the first exhibitions to explore the formative period of the
Depression era for the medium of printmaking. In addition to exhibitions which focused on
traditional media such as painting, printmaking and sculpture by late 19" and early 20"
century artists, other important exhibitions such as Art as Verb: The Evolving Continuum:
Installations, Performances and Videos by 13 Afro-American Artists (1988-89) which
exhibited at the Maryland Institute College of Art and the Studio Museum in Harlem showed
developments in video and installation art of the mid to late 20" century. %

Several contemporary artists were rewarded with both recognition in art publications
such as ARTNews and Art in America as well as representation by major galleries that
propelled their status. Works by artists such as Robert Colescott and Martin Puryear were
viewed by critics as transcending, expanding or critiquing notions of a race and its pluralist
content offered an antidote to the Formalist and Minimalist impulse in postwar American
art.”® In 1988 Martin Puryear became the first African American to exhibit at the Sao Paulo
Biennale and in between 1987 and 1989 Robert Colescott’s works became the subject of a

major traveling exhibition.’® Despite his untimely death in 1988, artist Jean Michel

% Black Arts Annual [Serial] (New York: Garland Pub, 1989).
% Michael Brenson, "Black Artists: A Place in the Sun," New York Times, (Mar 12, 1989): H1.
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Basquiat, for example, remained a darling of the art world since the early 1980s being
represented by Annina Nosei and finally Mary Boone Gallery in New York City. Following
his death, Basquiat was both mythologized and sensationalized, however, his posthumous
success was viewed as anomaly in most settings, including the systematically

compartmentalized terrain of discussions on African-American artists collectively. '™

Although some mainstream galleries increased their stables with more African-
American names, the vast majority of galleries specializing in African-American artists’
works were only beginning to surface in the larger arts community. The prevailing attitude
of many critics was that the historical omissions of a white-dominated art world could not be
corrected with a few exhibitions or occasional tokenism. % In other words, a continuous
stream of activity and educational efforts to ameliorate inequities in the art market had to be

pursued by not only artists but through curators, collectors and networks of art middlemen.

In addition, art dealers and commercial gallery owners, armed with new historical
information and newer inventory found the prospect of specialization around African-
American artists to be both timely and profitable. *® Cultural historian Mary Jane Hewitt
describes one of many attempts to connect art dealers, historians and artists of African
descent to discuss the evolution of patronage systems for African-American artists. In 1990,
a group of twelve gallery owners, art dealers, and art professionals conducted a retreat at the

home of famed Roots author Alex Haley in Tennessee. The group discussed everything from

101 | orraine O'Grady, "A Day at the Races," Artforum International 31 (April, 1993), 10-12.
192 Black Arts Annual [Serial]

193 |ngrid Sturgis, "The Art of the Dealers," Black Enterprise 20, no. 12 (07, 1990), 62.
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marketing techniques to issues with adjusting to emerging information technology options.***
Although it is not clear who the full roster of attendees were, the article continues with a
study of twentieth century patronage for African-American art and ends with names and brief
descriptions of the specialties of several art dealers from around the country and images from
their inventories interspersed. Among the dealers included were George N’Namdi (G.R.
N’Namdi gallery, Birmingham, MI); Stella Jones Gallery (New Orleans, LA); Lithos Gallery
(St. Louis, MO); Malcolm Brown Gallery (Shaker Heights, OH); Black Gallery (Los
Angeles, CA); Parish Gallery (Washington, DC); Bill Hodges Gallery (New York, NY); June
Kelly Gallery (New York, NY); M. Hanks Gallery (Santa Monica, CA) and Samjai Gallery
(Los Angeles, CA).*® It is clear that Hewitt viewed the activities of the retreat’s participants
and their cohorts as important in the patronage narrative for African-American art rather than
simply relegating them to the periphery. Hewitt also concludes the announcement of the
availability of a directory of these and additional dealers that would be created by the journal
in a subsequent issue. Further, Hewitt also suggests that the directory would have a
significant or at least exclusive focus on promoting African-American art dealers which she
suggests had been traditionally dominated by white art dealers. ‘% Patronage and profit

infused with cultural pride were a clear reverberation.

The press weighed in on the presence of dealers of African-American art, particularly
those of African descent, and their important role in cultivating interest and the economic and

social challenges they faced as they navigated the art industry. Ingrid Sturgis writes, for

104 M. J: Hewitt, "Vital Resources,” The International Review of African American Art 14, no. 2 (1997).
1% 1bid.

196 | pid., 40.

50



example, that art dealers, and collectors stood to benefit over the long haul from the demand
for art by African-American consumers as black art held “the best value for the money in the
1990s.”" An emphasis on black artists, black dealers and black collectors of African-
American art by the press reinforced the notion that they function as cultural agents whose
economic engagements with art reflect a racialized counter-strategy to the larger ‘mainstream
art world.”'® In other words, black self-determination in the economic realm and black
artistic success were inextricably linked for many dealers. The overt political stance of artists
for inclusion in mainstream institutions is then supplemented by the rhetoric of art dealers
which encouraged the integration of financial systems which fueled the art market. On the
one hand, dealers of African-American art could profit from an allegiance to works of art that
formed a new horizon for the art world; on the other hand a strategy could be in place for

those who simply found satisfaction in supporting African-American economic agendas.

The cooperation among art dealers who specialized in selling African-American
artists was reinforced through other collaborations as well. In 1998 art advisor and appraiser
Halima Taha's book Collecting African American Art: Works on Paper and Canvas was
published (see Figure 2.1). The book, composed of 200 color illustrations of art by various
African-American artists, was conceived by Taha as means of informing both novice and
experienced collectors of works by African-American artists. The information in the book

was based on input from interviews of over 300 art dealers and 40 art collectors and the

197 |ngrid Sturgis,“The Art of the Dealers,” Black Enterprise 20.12 (July 1990), 62.

198 Mapping Markets for Paintings in Europe 1450-1750
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images were submitted by art collectors and museums, in some cases, but mainly art dealers

and for profit galleries.’®

Although not the only publication of its kind, Baker mentions that Taha described her
publication as one remedy to the ignorance that she observed in the art market after working
in the 1980s as a gallery assistant at Onyx Gallery, a contemporary New York art gallery
owned by Belgian jazz aficionado Laurent Enckell. *'° As evidence of the lack of interest in
black artists, Onyx Gallery’s investment of full page advertisements of works by African-
American artists in major art periodicals such as Art in America and Art News was viewed as
anomaly by Taha.''! Taha viewed the 1980s as a period of intense art buying overall but as
one of great confusion about the value and significance of African-American art and its
absence in the history of American art. Therefore, her publication, only a decade or so later,
marked solid progress in the nebulous terrain of the art market.

Taha’s publication includes chapters that served as a general overview of African-
American art history, descriptions of the different media available such as prints, paintings
and photography; price negotiation techniques; bibliography; glossary of art terms and a
discussion about the care and conservation of art. Taha also includes a variety of comments
and quotes from artists such as Romare Bearden and E.J. Montgomery, art historians and

curators such as Samella Lewis and Deirdre Bibby, gallery owners such as June Kelly, and

199 Opal Baker, "The Battle for a Much Needed Book," International Review of African American Art 15, no. 3

(1998), 55.
19 pid.; Although collecting resources for ethnic art and collectibles exist, ones which are specify the category
of “fine art” are rare or limited in distribution. For example, see Ana M. Allen, The Beginner’s Guide to
Collecting Fine Art African American Style, (Washington, DC: Positiv!, 1998) which was self-published by the
author.

11 Al Loving was featured in the January 1985 edition of Art in America. In the same month Art News, carried a

full-page color ad for an exhibition of his, Mercer Street Series (1984), featuring handmade paper works
produced at Exeter Press.
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even famous authors such as Ntozake Shange, reinforcing its cross-disciplinary appeal. The
back pages of the publication include a state-by state directory of galleries and dealers,
photography resources, and a listing of African-American museums and historical
associations. In relation to the venues for buying art, symbols were affixed to differentiate
between galleries or dealers that specialized in African-American art, those that were African
American owned, and those that simply represented African-American artists. By all means
not comprehensive, the listing does provide a range of locales of varying sizes, origins and

personnel, the largest numbers found in New York. 2

Taha’s insistence on the creation of this book may have underscored her individual
commitment as an arts professional in educating buyers, yet her inclusion of both a directory
of dealers and images of objects available in their galleries also signaled the importance of
professional dealers or gallery representation in mediating the relationship between buyers
and art. Taha states that the images in her publication were important in showing the
diversity of works by African Americans that rarely are shown in books on American art and
suggests that these works contribute to the cadre of important works of art in which had not

been included in museums.'*®

Another factor to consider when examining Collecting African American Art is its
emphasis on ‘fine’ art galleries. In an article on the importance of appraisals for art
collectors, art appraiser and consultant Halima Taha describes three sub markets of ‘African-

American art’: 1) the international market 2) the popular market and 3) the academic market.

112 Halima Taha, Collecting African American Art : Works on Paper and Canvas (New York: Crown, 1998).

13 Opal Baker, "The Battle for a Much Needed Book," International Review of African American Art 15, no. 3
(1998), 55.

53



She describes the ‘international market’ as one which is “based on the collective activity of
artists, dealers, curators, collectors, auction houses, critics, and academia.”''* African-
American artists who have received critical acclaim, are exhibited in major galleries, are
included in the collections of major museums and are documented in the histories of
American art fall into this category. Romare Bearden, Benny Andrews, Betye Saar, Jacob
Lawrence, Henry O. Tanner, and William H. Johnson are a few of the artists named for this
category.™™ She does not define the “academic market” but it is clear from the preceding

definition that “international” and “academic” markets apparently occupy the same circles.

Conversely, the popular market is comprised of artists working outside of the
established white mainstream. They are entrepreneurial artists who produce, market, and sell
their work directly to collectors via galleries, frame shops, art fairs, and the Internet. She
suggests that the ‘popular market’ lacks the larger infrastructure of representatives and agents
which has both complicated and shaped the careers of some more renowned artists.
According to Taha, this market was created due to the innate elitism within the art world
which allows only a few “stars” to dominate. Instead, these artists found validation from
direct sales to consumers directly versus critical acceptance in mainstream and academic
criticism. Some of these artists include William Tolliver, Charles Bibbs, Paul Goodnight and
Annie Lee. "'® Taha’s “popular market” is an interesting classification in that it indicates that

segmentation in the work of African-American artists had less to do with materials or any

14 Ipid.

1% Halima Taha, “African American Art: Basics to Appraising an Asset & Commodity,” Black Art in America
Blog, April 30, 2011, http://blackartinamerica.com/profiles/blogs/african-american-art-basics-to.
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stylistic deviation but rather imposed notions of exclusivity which accompanied access to

their work.

Although one could argue that all modern markets are dependent on capital to sustain
their operations, Taha describes the activities of the ‘popular market’ as being more revenue
driven and that academic and scholarly consideration resides in a separate sphere. In other
words, Taha intimates that scholarly consideration of African-American art becomes a
barometer for mainstream success and the absence of approval from the privileged centers of
influence, such as museums and academic institutions, leaves many artists to their own
devices. The idea of “international” and “academic” art markets then becomes less an issue
of price difference, as one would expect in a discussion of art appraisal, but one of public

reception through intellectual discourse and its influence on ‘mainstream’ acceptance.

In light of these discussions by Taha, the retail success of many African-American
artists cannot be fully understood unless one considers developments in “popular art” or what
has been called the “commercial art” world by some art dealers. Although linking art with
commerce is not a new notion, the idea of commerce being the main motivation of artistic
production by artists has been largely overlooked by scholars. For African-American artists,
the elusive nature of commercial success has been a predominant idea due to the economic
restraints posed by systemic racism. ‘Nevertheless, popular’ or ‘commercial art,” defined by
repeated retail success, was viewed in a disparaging way by dealers of ‘fine art’, who
commanded larger price tags and presumably better quality or more reliable pedigree.
Despite the ambivalence, several middlemen and artists who sought to develop a collective

presence for African-American artists in the realm of economic patronage created their own
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markets for African-American art that included among other things, ‘popular art’ geared

toward attracting new buyers.

Former owner of the Fine Arts of Atlanta (Atlanta, GA), Lamar Wilson, understood
such dichotomies as early as the 1970s when he began to sell reproductions of works by
African-American artists who failed to connect with or appeal to art dealers in major cities
such as New York for gallery representation. " Wilson also found that a consumer base of
African-American buyers, largely inspired by the renaissance of black solidarity and
associated imagery during the Black Power Movement, sought affordable visuals which may
or may not fit in the fine art world. Wilson believed that mainstream art galleries such as
Michael Rosenfeld Gallery and major auction houses such as Sotheby’s or Christie’s dictated
both price and standards of quality for African-American art. Therefore, in reference to the
work that he sold, Wilson remarked that such galleries “would not touch that stuff” since
populist-oriented art was kitsch and could not possibly hold the legitimate historical and
financial value of “fine art.” Fine art, which he defined as possessing provenance, acquired
through major exhibitions at mainstream venues and major collectors, could be acquired by
roughly .5% to 1% of the African-American population with the money and knowledge for
locating it. Therefore, alternative visual art, designed for the masses was an important

development in the 1980s and 1990s.

Lamar Wilson originally operated an antiques shop with his mother, Dorothy
Thompson in Washington, D.C. Dolae Gallery, as it was originally called, sold pottery, china

and other objects in addition to art. Clients included several business people and politicians

Y7 Interview, April 4, 2011. Entries concerning Wilson’s practice emanated from this interview, except where
otherwise noted.
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working on Capitol Hill. However, Wilson’s early success as an art middleman came through
his association with gallery owner June Kelly of June Kelly Gallery in the early 1980s. Kelly,
who at the time acted as agent for artist Romare Bearden, published reproductions of original
prints by the artist, not only creating a profitable print market, but also offering opportunities
for individuals such as Wilson to become distributors to galleries and private collectors in
other major cities outside of New York. One example was Bearden’s Jammin’ at the Savoy, a
color etching and aquatint originally printed in an edition of 180 by printmakers Khalil
Mohammed and Joseph Kleineman of J.K. Fine Arts in New York in commemoration of
Romare Bearden’s retrospective at the Brooklyn Museum of Art (see Figure 2.5).*® Wilson
recalls that he was forbidden from encountering the artist directly for inventory, as Bearden
was becoming ill and was known to give away various works of art undermining possible
sales efforts of Kelly. Although other distributors such as Ed Robertson (Washington, DC)
and Malcolm Brown (Shaker Heights, OH) were competitors for Wilson, he became one of
Kelly’s fastest sellers, selling one hundred Bearden prints at a time allowing her to focus on

selling Bearden’s original works at more substantial prices to museums and other galleries.

Wilson’s affiliation with June Kelly is important to understand in light of the quickly
developing stratification of the market for African-American art in the late 1980s. Kelly,
although not the first African-American owned gallery to become visible in mainstream art
publications, was fast becoming a central figure following the opening of her SoHo Gallery

in 1986. Described as the “first commercial African-American art dealer to penetrate the tony

118 5 K. Fine Arts was renamed Mojo Portfolio in 1993. The printmaker has continued to publish limited edition
prints by Romare Bearden as well as other African American artists such as Ernest Crichlow, Jacob Lawrence,
Hughie Lee-Smith, Johnathan Green, Louis Delsarte, Samella Lewis, and Synthia St. James among others.
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echelons of the clubby and rarefied mainstream art world,”** Kelly eventually became the
first African-American art dealer to become a member of the Art Dealers Association of
America (ADAA) in 1996.® Curator Lowery Stokes Sims recalled that Kelly’s business
evolved from her private dealing of Bearden’s work at the downside of the art boom when
the financial markets began to tumble in the late 1980s. However, it only continued to grow
as her shrewd knowledge of the art market became more refined and she began to develop
more collectors. Sims goes on to suggest that June Kelly Gallery was an anomaly for
becoming “mainstream” and that June Kelly’s ability to develop an African-American

121 Art historian

collector base was also key to the marketability of African-American art.
Leslie King Hammond suggests that with Kelly’s careful use of timing, audience
development, and networking that she was able to create standards for buying and selling

works by artists of color."*#

In addition to Wilson’s connection to Kelly his description of competing distributors
is consistent with other descriptions of what was becoming a robust, popular market for
photographic reproductions of African-American imagery. Around 1987 several distributors
sprung up in Washington, D.C. which created a one-stop shop for other distributors who had
operated individually. The idea of publishing and distributing prints of African-American
artists’ on a national and international level was gaining popularity among other

entrepreneurs. Things Graphic was founded in 1984 by Ed Robertson in Washington, D.C.

119 Ingrid Sturgis, "Her Works of Art," Emerge 7, no. 8 (June 1996), 40.

120 see June Kelly Gallery official website, http://www.junekellygallery.com/gallery.htm, (last accessed
3/29/2012).
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Robertson was able to publish and to function as a major wholesaler of art posters by several
artists such as LeRoy Campbell, Charles Bibbs, Joseph Holston, Verna Hart, and James
Denmark. Robertson offered them a mechanism for popularizing their images not only
through reproduction but also by ensuring that visible artist signatures appeared. Robertson
also distinguished himself among other distributors by attending larger and more diverse art
trade shows, and conventions to promote his brand beyond regional outlets and also by
appearing regularly in African-American periodicals such as Ebony and American Visions

magazine. '®

Wilson recalled that the 1990s proved to be a real explosion of commercial art by and
targeted to African-American art."?* Following early successes as a co-owner in a family
business and print distributor, Wilson migrated to Atlanta, Georgia in 1988 and in 1990
opened a commercial art gallery and store, The Fine Arts of Atlanta, in the Five Points
shopping district called Underground Atlanta. His business was preceded by that of
Marianne Langley of Frames and Fine Art as well as Sam Mahone of Ancestral Arts Gallery
who represented artists such as William Tolliver. One innovation in particular noted by
Wilson to have emanated from Marianne Langley’s business was that of the “mini-prints,” 10
Y% X 12 Y in. reproductions of popular works by artists, which were sold for approximately
$12 and note cards that sold for $2 to $4. Beginning as a “pushcart vendor” in 1988,

Wilson’s sales of affordable art prints won the admiration of retail operations in

123 |nterview with Byrma Braham, October 14, 2010.

124 |nterview with Lamar Wilson, April 4, 2011.
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Underground Atlanta and he was able to acquire a full retail space in its lower mall and

expand his inventory.?®

Although broadly described as a gallery in this dissertation, Wilson stated in a review
of his business that "this is not a gallery; this is an art store."*?® In doing so Wilson sought to
emphasize the direct commercial appeal of art versus its aesthetic or intellectual
underpinnings. Although the store offered paintings, books, and photo montages of such
prominent historical figures as Martin Luther King Jr., Harriet Tubman, Marian Anderson,
Billie Holliday, Dick Gregory and Mahalia Jackson, he states that 60 percent of his earnings
came in selling “prints” and that most of his customers were women. Wilson opened other
businesses in the form of mall kiosks for locations in Augusta, DeKalb and Peachtree Center.
With a mailing list of over 35,000 people, he was also able to advertise through sales
catalogues, newsletters and free calendars sent to current or potential customers.*?’

Notions of affordability and customization were also at the heart of strategies
employed by Wilson. Monthly sales promotions drove customers in the door as did the
support of a professional window dresser in staging works in the gallery for passersby. In
1993 after becoming a certified auctioneer, he began a series of auctions for “affordable
black art” in his storefront as well as strategic areas of the mall where he could gain more
visibility and garner excitement for his wares. In addition Wilson generated excitement for
visitors to the gallery, particularly tourists, by allowing them to take souvenir pictures in

front of art work that they found exciting. A painting by Wadsworth Jarrell became what he

125 Ernest Holsendolph, "Moving Up in Underground- it's no More Pushcart for Proprietor - Fine Arts of Atlanta
Gets Space to Grow," The Atlanta Journal and the Atlanta Constitution1992.

126C_R. Gibbs, "Dolae: On the Hill," The Hill Rag, September 28,1984.

127 |nterview with Lamar Wilson, April 4, 2011.

60



described as a major tourist trap. Despite his success, however, Wilson was unable to sustain
his business due to a rise in rental costs at the Underground Atlanta and he closed his
business in 1995.'%

In addition to activities at the malls, Wilson suggests that most sales and
accompanying education took place in the form of “home shows.” “Home shows” were
described by Wilson as events where dealers traveled to homes of hosts who planned parties
geared at selling art to networks of friends and interested acquaintances much like the
Tupperware craze of the 1950s through the 1970s. The development of home shows targeting
African Americans demonstrated that a demand for visuals was accommodated through a
variety of strategies that made art appear accessible and affordable. Jan Madori, CEO of
Personal Preference, an art sales company which garnered revenue through private home
shows, internet sales and fundraising events found that there was a “pent up demand” in the

129 Madori found that her African-American

African-American community for visuals.
clientele was interested in images of peoples of African descent which reflected their norms
and imagination.

Although the commercial art market lacked the scholarly viability of the fine art
market, several artists linked to this market gained a following that placed certain works as
almost ‘canonical’ in the eyes of customers and dealers like Wilson. Wilson suggests that

there was a known yet undocumented “top 5 black prints of all time”: 1) Gilbert Young’s He

Ain’t Heavy 2) Carl Owens’ Little Flower; 3) Cornell Barnes’ Last Supper; 4) Paul

128 Wilson mentioned that the increase in rental costs was brought on by the Olympic Games which took place
in Atlanta during that period.

129 Christina Royster-Hemby, “Supply and Demand: Private Shows Bring Underrepresented African-American
Art To Underserved African-American Patrons,” Baltimore City Paper, Jun 22, 2005,
http://www?2.citypaper.com/arts/story.asp?id=10094, Accessed 4/11/2011.
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Goodnight’s Floral Arrangement, Senegal; and 5) Ellis Wilson’s Funeral Procession. For
Wilson, the image itself and its affordable price, rather than fine art provenance is what
established it quality base and its level of importance for buyers. To a large degree genre
scenes which included representations African or African-American life were the guiding
principle and further interest in the artist historically or otherwise had secondary importance.
In other words, Wilson’s business and others like it served as an antidote to the exclusion and
pretensions of an unattainable and even undesirable mainstream art world which was unable
to satisfy the vast majority of African-American art consumers to which Wilson supposedly

catered.

Like Lamar Wilson, Byrma Braham, owner of Avisca Fine Art in Marietta, Georgia
understood that her own reckoning with African-American art would be borne out of market
pressures and the gradual evolution of her business.’® In 1985 she originally founded
Savacou Gallery (1985-2009) with Loris Crawford in the East Village. Having grown
dissatisfied with lack of depictions of African Americans in museums and galleries, Braham,
newly arrived from her native Jamaica and a graduate student, began researching the history
of imagery by and about African Americans in her spare time. She began collecting what she
perceived to be “black art” in the form of reproductions of works by Romare Bearden, Henry
O. Tanner and Hale Woodruff produced by museums such as the Metropolitan Museum of
Art. Impressed with her finds, visitors to her home would inquire about how they could get
access to similar works. Braham and her college friend, Loris Crawford saw a business

opportunity if they could buy the prints wholesale and resell as distributors.

130 Al entries concerning Avisca Fine Art emerge from an interview with Byrma Braham on October 14, 2010
unless otherwise noted.
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Simultaneously, Braham and Crawford discovered the work of artists Varnette
Honeywood and Ernie Barnes, who were what she termed successful “commercial artists”-
artists who marketed their work heavily through mail order businesses, sold their work at
business and cultural events, and advertised in African-American periodicals such as Ebony
magazine. For example, artist Varnette Honeywood (1950-2010), who founded Black
Lifestyles, an art and greeting card company, attracted the attention of many collectors and
celebrities such as Bill Cosby as early as the 1970s. Honeywood’s products, available by
mail order were quite recognizable, often showing images of African-American daily life.
Cosby later featured her work in episodes of the sitcom the Cosby Show and in several of his

children’s books. !

Braham found that Savacou’s earliest competition was in the form of what she termed
“non-black” print and framing shops in Manhattan. Braham described some of these “Non-
black” business owners as “Arabs” or those from “Turkey” or the “Middle East.” According
to Braham, there was a proliferation of “black art” galleries that sold everything- sculpture,
posters, figurines, etc. in addition to chain stores such as H&M that also sold such images. In
1986, Braham started an organization called the Association of African American Black
Owned Galleries (AABOC) which sought to put expose or put an end to non-black gallery
owners and to introduce potential buyers to black gallery owners.

Savacou Gallery’s development of networks of “black™ gallery owners is interesting,

yet complex. Its emphasis on African-American gallery owners and sales of work by

131 William Grimes, "Varnette Honeywood, 59, Narrative Artist of Black Life," The New York Times,
September 16, 2010, accessed September 23, 2010,
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/09/16/arts/design/16honeywood.html.
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African-American or Caribbean-American artists suggests a wedding of cultural
identification with commerce that became quite contentious as more competitors emerged. In
addition, the turf that she describes indicates a form of self-imposed exclusion from the
broader art community and some might argue, racial chauvinism resembling the white
mainstream. Nevertheless, Braham and Crawford felt duty bound to act as spokes(wo)men
for African-American artists since their own heritage provided the necessary authenticity for
their African-American buyers.

In addition to posters and reproductions, Braham and Crawford found that their
prestige would come by establishing a niche in “fine art” which consisted of original
paintings and limited editions prints. Braham suggested that the “fine art” category was
reinforced by earlier acquisitions or “poster art” or open edition prints since repeat customers
could be cultivated as “fine art” buyers over time. According to Braham, it was the role of
the gallery to encourage this practice through seminars and newsletters which provided
clients criteria for choosing “quality” art at reasonable prices. In this context, Savacou
Gallery had a role in establishing not only collectors but discriminating connoisseurs.

By 1995, Braham and Crawford would undergo a business change when Braham
decided to migrate to the Atlanta, Georgia area. Once there, Braham continued to act as a
private art dealer and also opened Avisca Art (www.avisca.com) in 1998 as an online
marketplace for purchasing African-American “commercial art.” As she achieved more
capital, she later developed a separate “fine art” presence in Marietta, GA called Avisca Fine
Art. Braham found that despite the real estate boom and affluence of some of her clients in

the Atlanta area, New York continued to be the stronger market for original works of art
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versus “commercial art.” Therefore, she maintained a mix of original paintings, limited

edition prints and inexpensive posters and other reproductions to suit a variety of buyers.

For both Savacou Gallery and Avisca Fine Art, Braham defined her audience as new
and oftentimes, younger buyers who were willing to take a chance on emerging artists rather
what she describes as “old master black artists.” For Braham “master” black artists such as
Romare Bearden and Jacob Lawrence were defined by the volume of years they had worked,
exhibitions, awards and “general consensus” in the mainstream art world. Braham also
suggested that the market for African —American art required redefinition in the current era
since its origins were largely commercial and that deep and powerful galleries had “taken”
the hot contemporary artists such as Kehinde Wiley, Kara Walker and iona rozeal brown
from galleries dedicated to African-American art. One reason for the disparity felt by Braham
was the amount of critical literature produced for contemporary artists earlier in their careers,
an asset not acquired by several African-American artists, particularly those who produced

work in the earlier part of the twentieth century.

The issue of documentation and art historical research was of paramount concern for
dealers of African-American art as they attempted to create more outlets for artistic exposure
and historical integrity which could appeal to ‘mainstream’ audiences. In a sense, many
dealers became primary educators for both emerging and more established artists that were
not recognized in scholarly publications. Such an emphasis on expanding the American art
historical narrative is found in the example of Michael Rosenfeld Gallery. Michael
Rosenfeld Gallery LLC was founded in 1989 by Michael Rosenfeld and is located in the
New York Gallery Building which is located on West 57" Street in New York City. The
gallery is described on its website as specializing in American art, however it also cites that
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their core mission is “to promote important movements within the history of art in the
United States while also increasing the visibility of under-recognized American artists.”*
Rosenfeld’s wife, business partner and director, halley k harrisburg joined the gallery in 1992
and since that time has contributed her training in academic art history to “expand the canon
of American art” by organizing several exhibitions and scholarly exhibition catalogues. Their
exhibitions and accompanying publications range from thematic interests of several artists
such abstract expressionism, social realism and surrealism to solo exhibitions featuring artists
that they represent such as Jay Defeo, Charles Seliger, Romare Bearden, Beauford Delaney,

Irving Norman, Bob Thompson, Betye Saar, William H. Johnson, Norman Lewis, Charles

White and Alma Thomas.**?

Michael Rosenfeld Gallery produced several exhibitions and publications a year,
integrating African-American artists in their vision for both group and solo showings. The
gallery’s more than seventy publications included a series called African-American Art; 20"
Century Masterworks, a series of ten color catalogues of works done by artists of African-
American descent which include essays by notable art historians including, Richard J.
Powell, Alvia Wardlaw, Robin G. Kelley, Leslie King-Hammond and Lowery Stokes-Sims.
Although publications for Michael Rosenfeld Gallery exhibitions and group or thematic
publications were common, an American art category designated by race or ethnicity was
unique to this grouping. The African-American artists found in their exhibitions come from a
range of disciplines, styles and time periods; however, the lion share represented artists born

prior to World War Il. Many of these exhibitions have toured nationwide to museums and

132 See, “About Us,” Michael Rosenfeld Gallery, accessed 1/23/2012,
http://michaelrosenfeldart.com/about/index.php.
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others arts institutions such as the Detroit Institute of the Arts, the Columbus Museum of Art,
the New Orleans Museum of Art and the Tubman African American Museum in an attempt

to expose a variety of audiences to the works of African-American artists.

Michael Rosenfeld’s first exhibit of African-American Art: 20th-Century
Masterworks was held November 18, 1993 through February 12, 1994. A small 32-page
catalogue was produced in conjunction with the exhibit and it included short essay by art
historian and then associate curator of the Museum of Contemporary Art in Chicago, Beryl
Wright along with 27 color illustrations (see Figure 2.2). The first page of the catalogue
listed the artists exhibited including Charles Alston, Benny Andrews, Richmond Barthe,
Romare Bearden, Elizabeth Catlett, Eldzier Cortor, Allan Crite, Beauford Delaney, Joseph
Delaney, Aaron Douglas, William H. Johnson, Lois Mailou Jones, Jacob Lawrence, Hughie
Lee-Smith, Norman Lewis, Archibald J. Motley, Jr., Hayward Oubre, Augusta Savage,
Henry Ossawa Tanner, Bob Thompson, Charles White, Ellis Wilson, and Hale Woodruff.
After a brief historical review of the works produced by artists in the catalogue, Wright
underscored the problem of American art history and the exclusion of several black artists
from the American art ‘canon.’ She cited the examples of Bearden, Johnson, Lawrence and
Tanner as artists who had been allotted solo exhibitions during the 1980s, but that the
remainder of African-American artists had been grouped together only by race and not by
any unique aspects found in their works.*** She writes:

“To a large extent, the perceived need to simply establish the historical presence of

African-American artists has taken precedence over the kind of in-depth research to
which so many European-American artists have long been privy. The undeniable

134 Beryl J. Wright, Halley K. Harrisburg and Michael Rosenfeld Gallery, African-American Art : 20th Century
Masterworks (New York, NY: Michael Rosenfeld Gallery, 1993), 4.
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presence of political and biographical issues common to African-Americans which
surface in the work of many of these artists had indeed defined particularities that
differentiate them. The assumption that these issues are part and parcel of American
art history per se and not marginalized concerns will be necessary before “cross over”
visual art is recognized.”**

Wright’s commentary points to the struggle in both historically defining works by African-
American artists within and outside of a presumed American art canon. Her use of the terms
“marginalized” and even “cross over” implies that the rigid boundaries that are seemingly in
place in the academy when discussing the American artistic tradition run counter to a fluid or
at least heterogeneous one which is hoped for in the future. Michael Rosenfeld Gallery’s
catalogue then is not so much a remedy as it is a temporary bandage for addressing this
concern by coupling exposure via the exhibition with documentation and scholarship in the

form of Wright’s essay and the series of reproductions that follow.

The second exhibition in the Masterworks series expanded its geographical reach by
adding a traveling exhibition component. The exhibition, Exultations, was shown at the Long
Beach Museum of Art in Long Beach, California from June 2 to August 20, 1995 not long
after its initial showing at Rosenfeld’s New York gallery from February 1 to April 8, 1995.
The catalogue included a short essay by art historian Richard J. Powell which underscored
the idea of spirituality in the works of the exhibition. However, Powell, like Wright in the
previous catalogue, critiqued the practice of those, including Rosenfeld, who grouped artists
of African descent together in such exhibitions. He also suggested that, historically,

exhibitions which only featured white artists were seldom questioned for their racial

135 Beryl J. Wright, Halley K. Harrisburg and Michael Rosenfeld Gallery, African-American Art : 20th Century
Masterworks, 5.
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exclusivity.**® In short, Powell suggests the paradox for exhibitions centered on monolithic
groupings based on racial or national identity: on the one hand they call attention to
marginalized artists yet, on the other hand, they suggest a form of segregation which exists in

exhibitions.

Michael Rosenfeld Gallery continued its work in bringing the work of unsung
African-American artists into the public eye when, for example, it mounted works by
modernist William H. Johnson in 1995. The exhibition, William H. Johnson, Works from the
Collection of Mary Beattie Brady showcased paintings originally owned by Mary Beattie
Brady, former Director of the Harmon Foundation, a major source of African-American art
patronage and promotion from the 1920s until its closing in 1967. Designed as a “tribute” to
the important personality of Brady as well as the Harmon Foundation and the artist himself,
the exhibition featured several paintings, watercolors and silkscreens from Brady’s personal
collection that were acquired by Rosenfeld from her estate following her death in 1988. A
full color catalogue was produced to accompany the exhibit with a short essay by Rosenfeld
(Figure 2.3). The show yielded not only attention to Johnson’s work but sales to major
institutions such as the Metropolitan Museum of Art and the Whitney Museum of Art.**’

Although Rosenfeld described his show as “the first gallery exhibition of works by
William H. Johnson in over fifty years,” Johnson’s images were the subject of a steady

stream of various group and solo exhibitions as well as art historical interest. In 1991, the

Smithsonian’s National Museum of American Art mounted one of the most ambitious

138 halley k. harrisburg, Exultations : African-American Art, 20th Century Masterworks, 11 (New York: Michael
Rosenfeld Gallery, 1995), 5.

37 Judd Tully, “Artist's Heirs Sue Smithsonian, Ownership of Paintings by William Johnson Challenged,”
Washington Post, September 11, 1997, D1.
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retrospectives of Johnson’s work entitled, Homecoming: The Art and Life of William H.
Johnson. Accompanied by a catalogue capturing a sizeable amount of hundreds of works in
the Smithsonian’s collections and extensive scholarship by art historian Richard J. Powell,
Homecoming: The Art and Life of William H. Johnson, was a major traveling exhibition. The
works in the exhibition, which visited museums such as the Whitney Museum of American
Art and the Studio Museum in Harlem, was posited by Powell to be indicative of a “blues
aesthetic” found in the work of many African-American artists. Johnson’s work also became
synonymous with the art of the Harlem Renaissance, and had appeared in numerous
exhibitions such as Harlem Renaissance, Art of Black America, which features the work Man
in a Blue Vest as it cover image. Such exposure solidified Johnson’s connection to that

important period in African-American art history.'®

Despite the potential of the Johnson exhibit for Rosenfeld’s gallery, controversy soon
ensued in relation to the provenance of the works in the Brady collection as well as the
historical narrative which surrounded Johnson’s relationship with the Harmon Foundation
and Mary Beattie Brady. In 1999 the Montclair Museum of Art in Montclair, New Jersey
organized William H. Johnson: Truth Be Told, an exhibition of 54 objects owned by Los
Angeles art dealer, Steve Turner. Turner’s exhibition, which focused on works previously
unseen in the United States and owned by several of Johnson’s European collectors in
Denmark and Norway, was accompanied by a lengthy catalogue featuring color plates and
the customary discussion of his work. Co-researched and written by Turner and art writer

Victoria Dailey, the catalogue departs from the research done by Powell and previous

138 Harlem Renaissance : Art of Black America, eds. David C. Driskell and others (New York: The Studio
Museum in Harlem : Harry N. Abrams, 1987).
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scholars in its inclusion of an investigation of the provenance of Johnson’s other paintings,
insinuating that many of Johnson’s paintings were mismanaged by Mary Beattie Brady and
curator David Driskell following the artist’s death. 139

Turner alleged that several paintings said to be in the collections of Fisk University
were missing. David Driskell had worked as director of the Fisk University Art Gallery and
acted as custodian for many Harmon Foundation works, during an exhibition and subsequent
storage period which took place at Fisk. In short, Turner suggested that, after close
examination, chaotic record-keeping caused several works to end up in both the private art
collections of Brady and Driskell. Some of the works by William H. Johnson which appeared
in Rosenfeld’s catalogue that were said to be sold to Brady, yet Turner asserted that
Rosenfeld’s works were also among those disputed. Rosenfeld responded that perhaps Turner
confused works since many of Johnson’s works were of similar subject matter.**® David
Driskell countered that Turner’s accusations were “market-driven” since the works were now
in Turner’s possession. According to Driskell, the assessment of the late Mary Beattie Brady

was “unkind” in light of the concessions that she made for artists such as Johnson with little

or no financial reward.'*

The case of controversy around William H. Johnson’s work in the Mary Beattie
Brady collection is interesting in that it points to a new form of currency that work

by African-American artists had gained in the marketplace. In addition, issues of provenance

139 Steve Turner, William H. Johnson : Truth be Told, eds. Victoria Dailey, Louisiana Arts and Science Center.
and Steve Turner Gallery. (Los Angeles, CA,; Seattle, WA: Seven Arts Publishing; Distributed by The
University of Washington Press, 1998).

140 M. G. Lord, "A Wrangle Over a Rediscovered Artist," The New York Times, January 3, 1999, AR34.
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that surfaced indicates an intersection between growing scholarship in African-American art
and its implications for improving the fate of artists not traditionally embraced in the art
market. Turner stated that his “goal was to correct myths perpetuated by careless
scholarship,” yet his record lent more attention to the fate of objects in the hands of
middlemen than it did any artistic innovation generated by Johnson during his lifetime. In
addition, by highlighting Johnson’s international audience of Scandinavian collectors, Turner
acknowledges that the existence of multiple narratives and markets for African-American
artists such as William H. Johnson were prevalent on both domestic and international fronts.

Returning to the series, African-American Art: 20" Century Masterworks, for their
third publication, Michael Rosenfeld re-iterates the importance of this series in providing
gallery exposure to under-recognized African-American artists. He briefly recounts the
histories of Bearden, Pippin and Lawrence and their relationships with art dealers such as
Edith Halpert and Samuel Kootz and their consistent representation in mainstream galleries,
eclipsing many of their counterparts in the 1930s and 1940s. In making this analogy
Rosenfeld aligns his efforts as belonging to the tradition of African-American art patronage
in the early twentieth century rather than describing his practice as one which is unique to his
gallery’s mission. In parallel fashion, Rosenfeld states that since many artists were absent in
mainstream gallery exhibitions that they “did not have the possibility to enter the canons of
art history” which further suggests the place of commercial galleries in expanding the
material of contemporary art history. *** In addition, Rosenfeld acknowledges the role of

philanthropic organizations such as the Harmon Foundation in holding exhibitions but

192 African-American Art : 20th Century Masterworks, 111 : [Exhibition] February 1-April 6, 1996, ed. Michael
Rosenfeld Gallery. (New York: Michael Rosenfeld Gallery, 1996), 3.
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suggests that such venues were “outside of the mainstream.”'** Such statements imply that
“the canon” and “the mainstream” are stable, understood entities whereas artwork by
African-Americans is “under-recognized” or even invisible in contrast. In many ways the
dichotomy between a presumably definitive “mainstream” art world and an elusive “African-
American” art world appears to predetermine the fate of these works. The customary color
plates and short biographies of each artist are included in the rear of the publication and each
color plate was complimented by quotes from each artist, indicating their visual influence,
technical concerns or their personal aspirations. Frequently these quotes indicated racial pride
or issues related to the problem of or celebration of a definitive “Negro” or “black™ art
standard. As the catalogue does not include a scholarly essay which situates the work and the
included quotations in a historical sequence for the life of the artists or the era in which the
work was created, it is difficult to assess the function of the quotes in relation to individual
works of art. For example, under the color plate for Charles Alston’s Palaver #1, 1946, Oil
on canvas, 24” X 307, Alston refutes the notion of a black art standard and aesthetic
differences based on racial difference yet he does acknowledge “there’s certainly been a

. . . 144
Black experience” as well as an “American experience.”

The fourth exhibition in the Masterworks series originally showed at Rosenfeld’s
gallery between January 24 and March 26, 1997 and traveled to Fisk University Galleries
from April 1 to June 1, 1997. Visually and organizationally, the Masterworks 1V exhibition’s
catalogue set a stylistic precedent for future catalogues. As with the previous three

exhibitions, the catalogue was small and consisted of approximately forty-five images with a

%3 1pid.
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short essay or foreword remarks, yet it now included biographical information and a small
black and white photograph of each artist. Each page in the biographical section consists of
four black and white, thumbnail-sized headshots of the artists. To the right of the picture,
some showing artists in the act of creating art, others simply in a frontal portrait pose, there is
a biographical sketch composed of seven sentences that included a short description of the
works in the catalogue. Although on the surface such an addition would tend to be viewed as
crucial art historical information, the catalogue’s arrangement and the insertion of the
photographs does two things: 1) it gives the artists a distinct visual identity isolated from
their works and 2) it links the artists by grouping their photographs and the documentation
about their lives and works together. In other words, the layout of the biographies in the
catalogue reinforces the notion that the artists belong together even as the works themselves
are grouped together for the exhibition. Since the only commonality between these artists
was a shared cultural heritage, it is clear that despite the misgivings of Michael Rosenfeld

Gallery, racial identity would maintain its centrality in the Masterworks series.**®

Although Michael Rosenfeld Gallery’s presentation continued to evolve in terms of
venues and potential new audiences, it is apparent that continued ambivalence about the
category of ‘African-American art’ haunted the series. In the catalogue for the fifth
exhibition in 1998, held at the Michael Rosenfeld Gallery as well as at the Newcomb Art
Gallery at Tulane University in New Orleans, Rosenfeld discusses the rationale for mounting
the series as one that came about through the “urging and support of collectors and

museums” who viewed this as a rare opportunity to gather together the works of lesser-

145 African-American Art : 20th Century Masterworks, IV : eds Michael Rosenfeld Gallery and Carl Van
Vechten Gallery of Fine Arts (New York: Michael Rosenfeld Gallery, 1997), 3.
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known African-American artists."*® Similarly, in the sixth exhibition, which traveled to Flint
Institute of Arts in Flint, Michigan, Rosenfeld’s brief introduction established that such a
“trend” of all black shows has a historic legacy that should not be forgotten. He even listed a
short timeline of major exhibitions of African-American art beginning with one organized by
the Harlem Branch of the New York Public Library in 1921 and ending with the
internationally touring exhibition of Rhapsodies in Black: Art of the Harlem Renaissance in
1997. Rosenfeld re-iterates his previous belief that, in spite of the many inroads which had
been made for African-American artists “the categorization of African-American art” was a

necessary ingredient and institutionalized strategy for generating much needed attention.'*’

The seventh exhibition in the Masterworks series also subtitled “Educating Our
Children” traveled to the Appleton Museum of Art at Florida State University and Central
Florida Community College where an exhibition was held between March 18 and April 30,
2000. The subtitle emerged from a partnership between Michael Rosenfeld Gallery and inner
city students at Margaret Douglas School in New York City who frequented the gallery as an
enhancement to their arts curricula.**® According to the checklist, the exhibition featured 56
works including those by the artists Palmer Hayden, Alma Thomas, William Artis, Benny
Andrews, Charles Alston, Ellis Wilson, Laura Wheeler Waring, Romare Bearden, Beauford
Delaney, Joseph Delaney, John Biggers, Elizabeth Catlett, Harold Cousins, Jacob Lawrence,

Hughie Lee-Smith, Horace Pippin Henry Ossawa Tanner, Betye Saar, Bob Thompson,

146 African-American Art, 20th Century Masterworks, V: Michael Rosenfeld Gallery, New York, NY, eds.
Michael Rosenfeld Gallery and Newcomb Art Gallery (New York: Michael Rosenfeld Gallery, 1998), 3.

147 African-American Art, 20th Century Masterworks, VI: Michael Rosenfeld Gallery, New York, NY, January
14-March 6, 1999 : Flint Institute of Arts, Flint, MI, April 30-June 20, 1999, eds. Flint Institute of Arts and
Michael Rosenfeld Gallery. (New York: Michael Rosenfeld Gallery, 1999), 3.

148 African-American Art : 20th Century Masterworks, V11 : Educating our Children, eds. Appleton Museum of
Art (Ocala,Fla.) and Michael Rosenfeld Gallery. (New York: Michael Rosenfeld Gallery, 2000), 4-5.
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Norman Lewis, Jacob Lawrence, Sargent Johnson, Bill Traylor, William H. Johnson, James
Van Der Zee, Charles White and Hale Woodruff. The cover of the catalogue featured the
image Hale Woodruff’s study for The Art of the Negro, a mural located in Trevor Arnett Hall

at Clark Atlanta University where the artist was a professor for several years.

In the catalogue’s foreword, Jeffrey Spalding, professor of art and Director of the
Appleton Museum of Art, related the importance of the Masterworks series in featuring the
works of artists that had been under-recognized and of the catalogues in providing rare
instances of written and visual documentation. **° Curiously, Spalding emphasized the
philosophical questions surrounding the racialized grouping of previous exhibitions and that
race was not the rationale for the interest of the Appleton Museum. Instead, it was an
opportunity for learning about and exposure to little known American artists and their artistic
achievements. However, Spalding unintentionally reinforces the grouping of artists in the
show by race by insisting that “the works of African-American artists are less known, less
frequently presented to art museum audiences and less likely to figure prominently in school
curricula.” This is in contrast to his earlier statement that some artists in the exhibition such
as Romare Bearden, Beauford Delaney, Jacob Lawrence, Hughie Lee-Smith, Horace Pippin
Henry Ossawa Tanner, Betye Saar, Bob Thompson, Jacob Lawrence, Charles White and
Hale Woodruff were “perennial highlights.”**® Spalding’s comments point to the difficulty
by some curators and critics in articulating the place of African-American artists in the

broader art community. It is evident that the ‘special’ status of African-American artists had

14° African-American Art : 20th Century Masterworks, V11 : Educating our Children, eds. Appleton Museum of
Art (Ocala,Fla.) and Michael Rosenfeld Gallery. (New York: Michael Rosenfeld Gallery, 2000), 3.
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both a constructed narrative that was consistent with the attitudes of galleries such as Michael
Rosenfeld Gallery and notions about African-American art that it sought to overcome.

By 2001 the aspect of private patronage by African-American art collectors was
elevated in terms of public reception. The Masterworks VIII catalogue, dedicated to the
memory of the late Jacob Lawrence, for example, queried living artists about the source of
their own success. Among the responses was one by Benny Andrews which reflected on the
legacies of Jacob Lawrence, Norman Lewis and Richard Mayhew, not in terms of the skill
but instead as being pioneers for mainstream gallery representation. In addition, he
acknowledged the historic patronage of African-American museums and art departments in

developing institutionally based support.*>!

Although he notes that some institutional
discrimination was on the wane in mainstream arenas, Benny Andrews commented that the
moral and financial support of African-American collectors would continue to be crucial.*
This sentiment is echoed by Leslie King Hammond in the catalogue for the next exhibition of
the series in 2002 which traveled to the Tubman African American Museum in Macon
Georgia. Leslie King Hammond’s discussed the topic of black art patronage within a
tradition of cultural preservation rather than conspicuous consumption. Hammond naturalizes
the idea that African-American collectors are primarily interested in preserving their
historical importance in the United States, since much of it had been compromised or

destroyed via the transatlantic slave trade.'*

151 African-American Art : 20th Century Masterworks, V111, eds. Michael Rosenfeld Gallery. and Texas
Southern University. Museum. (New York: Michael Rosenfeld Gallery, 2001).
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The Masterworks series would continue until 2003, yet Michael Rosenfeld Gallery’s
pattern of developing special exhibitions and catalogue series for the work of African-
American artists gained currency with other for profit gallery owners. Bill Hodges Gallery,
located a floor below that of Michael Rosenfeld Gallery in The Gallery Building on 24 West
57 Street in Manhattan, began a series of catalogues entitled African-American Artists in
1999. The catalogues, designed by Hodges and his gallery staff, many of whom were
volunteers, include a short, personalized forward describing his years as a dealer and color
plate images with some object analysis for artists in his collection such as Jacob Lawrence,
Benny Andrews, Romare Bearden, Edward Bannister, Lois Mailou Jones, Elizabeth Catlett,

Reginald Gammon, and Richard Dempsey.

Bill Hodges, professing to be an avid collector, adopted the mantra A.F.T.U. (Art for
the Totally Uncontrolled) to describe his appetite for acquisition which he eventually turned
into a for-profit business. He began collecting Picasso and Miré prints in 1976 while he was
a student at Rutgers University when, according to Hodges, the market for limited edition
prints by Picasso and Mir6 was affordable at prices under $500. In 1979 Hodges decided that
he would begin to sell many of his prints in order to begin collecting drawings and
watercolors, an area of collecting that he considered more interesting to him by this time, yet
more expensive. He described the market for prints as a lucrative one for modern European
masters. Therefore, he could easily make good profits to fuel his new interest in original

works of art.**

Bill Hodges continued to aggressively acquire works at auction and from private

individuals and reselling works to private clients to support his own collecting habit therefore

1% Interview with Bill Hodges, February 4, 2011.
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becoming a dealer came almost by accident. Living in nearby Newark, New Jersey at the
time, he visited several galleries and museums in New York City and was able to build
confidence in the type of art he acquired and also his eye for quality works of art.*®

The evolution of Hodges’ business really began when Hodges partnered with Tarin
Fuller, the stepdaughter of the late artist Norman Lewis in managing and selling works from
Lewis’ artist estate soon after his death in 1979. Although he was principally interested in
Norman Lewis’ oeuvre, Hodges also began visiting the studios of several living African-
American artists such as Romare Bearden and Benny Andrews and began collecting their
work during the 1980s. He had been encouraged to meet these artists by Camille Billops who
had taught a class at Rutgers University while he was a student.™® These relationships
prompted friendly business arrangements with Hodges who realized that there was a marked
absence of works by African Americans overall in museum collections. In 1993 he opened
his current location on 57" Street to further promote Lewis in addition to other African-
American artists in his collection.

The catalogues by Bill Hodges Gallery are informative not only for their inclusion of
art historical information and unique works, but also for the degree of commentary they
include on issues faced by dealers such as Hodges in terms of public reception of African-
American art. For example, the African-American Artists Il catalogue (see Figure 2.4) was
produced by Hodges in connection with a gallery show which occurred between February 12

and March 18, 2000. In the foreword of the catalogue, Hodges asserted that the catalogue

was done for “museums and the general public” and the importance of the works by artists in
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the catalogue receiving recognition in American art history. Hodges mentioned that Romare
Bearden, Jacob Lawrence and Benny Andrews had begun to be collected by museums but in
a slight rant, he mentioned that despite these inroads, white artists of lesser skills still surpass
African-American artists in terms of recognition and price. Referring to artist Jacob
Lawrence he states,” ‘Jake’ still struggles to received [sp] $68,000 for his important paintings

...a travesty to say the least.” =’

Hodges’ commentary continues with tragically comic incidents he had experienced
with staff, art historians and buyers as well as his uneasy engagement of being both a dealer
and a collector. One finds that he does engage the help of researchers when he indicates that
Susan Inniss, a student who originally came to his gallery to gather information on artist
Norman Lewis, helped to prepare the artist biographies and object descriptions in this
catalogue. Later, in his “great finds” section, he mentions that he recently acquired an
important work, The Psychiatrist, by Jacob Lawrence which he believed to have been created
at the time Lawrence produced The Hospital Series, a group of panels done during his time in
a mental health hospital between 1949 and 1950.™° He also describes his pursuit of the work
of art by Norman Lewis which serves as the cover image Street Scene, (African Dance) of
1947 from a private collector as well as another untitled Lewis painting, both of which he

considered to be worthy of “museum consideration.”

157 African-American Artists - 11 : An Exhibition, February 12th to March 18th, 2000, ed. Bill Hodges Gallery.
(New York: Bill Hodges Gallery, 2000), 1.

158 For more information on Lawrence’s work see, Jacob Lawrence et al., Over the Line :The Art and Life of
Jacob Lawrence (Seattle: University of Washington Press in Association with Jacob and Gwendolyn Lawrence
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Conveniently, Hodges’ catalogue also includes a price list of all objects in the
exhibition and catalogue. With many items sold, the prices of several objects are unclear,
however, its inclusion does indicate yet another mode of transparency provided to potential
buyers. The translation of these works as “special” ones of contemplation, collection and art
historical inquiry suggested in Hodges’ foreword to listed objects available for sale is
important to consider in light of Hodges practice as a dealer and his offerings. By engaging
potential buyers in multiple ways — as a collector interested in important works of art; as a
student of art history interested in the diversity of public collections; and as an aggressive art
dealer — Hodges demonstrates his ability to present both his business and his collection of

works in a variety of guises.

Despite both Rosenfeld and Hodges’ fear of the reluctance on the part of mainstream
museums and the academy to embrace historically significant or ‘master’ African-American
artists, it became clear that some institutions understood the value of such work. The
Smithsonian American Art Museum, under the leadership of guest curator Gwendolyn
Everett, organized a traveling exhibition of works from their own collection, African
American Masters from 2003 to 2005 while its main exhibition building underwent
renovation. One of five exhibitions in a series which introduced audiences to “highlights”
from their collection, the exhibition included examples of paintings, photography, sculpture
and mixed media compositions that were produced in the twentieth century. Full color
reproductions were accompanied by essays which contextualized the objects and their
makers in a companion catalogue. Museum director, Elizabeth Broun, commented that the
importance of the exhibition had less to do with celebrating under-recognized African-

American artists or correcting historical exclusion, and more with exposing their tremendous

81



artistry.*®

Broun’s comment underscores the problem of exposure for African-American
artists and their historic exclusion from ‘mainstream’ art venues. However, her mention of

their historical under-representation also intimates that insufficient documentation was a

corollary consequence.

Despite the importance of dealers and museums in elevating works by African-
American artists, it remained a matter of debate as to the true impact of such measures for the
art market. In the Spring 2004, The International Review of African American Art editor
Juliette Harris, dedicated an issue to questions related to the market for African-American
master artists. By way of an internet survey, visual arts professionals (dealers, appraisers,
historians, and curators) and noted collectors were asked to give their expert opinion on how
African-American artists were able gain to critical acclaim for their work and corresponding
success in the broader art market. In addition, the relevance term ‘African-American art’ was
also discussed in relation to other art categories. Interspersed between responses to these and
other questions were visual examples of ‘successful’ artists such as Jean Michel Basquiat,
Jacob Lawrence, Romare Bearden William H. Johnson, Kerry James Marshall, Horace
Pippin, Robert Scott Duncanson, Robert Colescott, Henry O. Tanner and Sam Gilliam among

others.

Although the term ‘master’ was not qualified for the reader, it is clear from the
responses that the range of choices were diverse. However, the presence of artists in elite

galleries remained significant. Art appraiser Michael Chisolm placed high importance on

160 Gwen Everett and Smithsonian American Art Museum, African American Masters : Highlights from the
Smithsonian American Art Museum (New York; Washington, D.C.: H.N. Abrams; Smithsonian American Art
Museum, 2003), 108.
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gallery affiliation in both the promotion and placement of artists’ works in collections that
would gain them the most visibility. In addition, he viewed critical literature in art journals,
exhibitions catalogues and newspaper reviews as important indicators of success. He cites
Jean Michel Basquiat and Martin Puryear’s broad popularity among both public and private
art collectors as the key to the increase in prices for their work. In addition equally robust

auction records provided another index of price appreciation. ***

Halima Taha also emphasized the importance of both mainstream and alternative and
non-for-profit gallery spaces in drawing attention to African-American artists. She cited the
alternative space of Kenkeleba Gallery operated by Corrine Jennings and Joe Overstreet for
their experimentation and openness. She reminds readers that although few in number, white
mainstream galleries such as ACA Galleries, Terry Dintenfass, and Sid Deutsch represented
some African-American artists and helped to propel their careers irrespective of the restricted
norms of their era. Taha also mentions Michael Rosenfeld and halley harrisburg’s African
American Art: 20" Century Masterworks series as important in growing the appeal, a point

that Rosenfeld re-iterates in a later part of the article.®

Collectors Harmon and Harriet Kelly also agreed that gallery exposure as the key to
artistic success in the art world, using the example of Horace Pippin, an artist proudly
represented in their own collection. **® The Kelleys also related the names of Jacob

Lawrence, Romare Bearden, Norman Lewis, Beauford Delaney, Bill Traylor and Bob

161 Michael: Chisolm, "A Conversation about Masters and their Markets: The Right Gallery," The International
Review of African American Art 19, no. 4 (2004), 4-6.

182 Halima Taha, "A Conversation about Masters and their Markets: Full Court Press," The International Review
of African American Art 19, no. 4 (2004), 14-18.

163 Harriet Kelly, "A Conversation about Masters and their Markets: Knowing the Right People,” The
International Review of African American Art 19, no. 4 (2004), 7-9.
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Thompson as other examples of artists who have been inserted into important public and
private collections. Despite achievements in this area, they added that artists such as Basquiat
and Lewis still did not achieve success commensurate with their peers due to racism in both
the museum and academic worlds. In reference to the category ‘African-American art’ , the
Kellys remark that such nomenclature was and still would be necessary in the foreseeable
future until curators learn about African-American artists in the academic environment.'®*

Nicole Gilpin Hood questioned whether there is an intrinsic notion of ‘style’ as a
contributing factor in the success of certain African-American artists. She noted that artists
such as Romare Bearden and Jacob Lawrence, for example, had highly recognizable imagery
that may have provided a level of accessibility for collectors. Valerie Mercer begins her
response to the questionnaire by highlighting the importance of patronage as a separate but
related concept to consider. Mercer describes patronage as the “reliable financial,
professional, and occasionally emotional support of a patron or patrons for the artist and his
or her work.”® In terms of the effects of racism in the art world, Mercer does not differ
substantially in her claims that the term ‘African-American art” would remain and, in fact,
celebrates the suggestion of cultural difference.

Richard Powell uses the example of William H. Johnson to explain the importance of
timing in understanding why certain artists are not recognized or appreciate in value.
Jacqueline Serwer’s position mirrored Powell and Chisolm’s position about gallery

recognition, timing and the inevitability of the term “African American” is referenced, yet

she does so with a nod toward museum audiences. Due to her position as chief curator at the

164 Harriet Kelly, "A Conversation about Masters and their Markets: Knowing the Right People,” 7-9.

165 valerie Mercer, "Patronage and the “Sure Thing”," International Review of African American Art 19, no. 4
(2004), 10.
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Corcoran Gallery in Washington, D.C., she highlights the influence of audience feedback on
museum decisions and suggests that some visitors preferred clear cultural distinctions be
made on labels and installations while others prefer the absences of such markers. Serwer’s
point underscores the disconnect between the sensibility of formal art world participants such
as dealers, curators and critics in the construction of African-American art from lay

audiences.

The remaining respondents answered with full statements on areas of their own
conceptualizations of ‘master’ artists rather than individualized answers to the questions
posed by the editor. Sande Webster of Sande Webster Gallery in Philadelphia challenged the
commitment of both black and white patrons of African-American artists (particularly
abstractionist painters) in elevating its public reception. Art dealer George N’Namdi
emphasized the link between a ‘master’ artist and artistic innovation of abstract artists in his
own gallery stable such as Ed Clark, William T. Williams, Howardena Pindell, Nanette
Carter, Al Loving and Frank Bowling. Ironically, N’Namdi makes a distinction between the
abstractionists as the artists of “today” and many artists who at least have partial figuration as
“historical”. In doing so, he sets up a chronologically sensitive separation between abstract
and figurative concepts in the work of many artists without acknowledging the ongoing use
of both in the work of contemporary artists. Artist Sam Gilliam countered that the notion of a
‘master’ artists is an imaginary one that obscures the synergistic function of media attention
d.166

and sales that really propels artists in the art worl

The variety of responses to the question of masters and markets illustrates the

166 »A Conversation about Masters and their Markets," International Review of African American Art 19, no. 4
(2004), 3-27.
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complexity of analyzing the development of market(s) for African-American art and the at
times inconsistent road to ‘mainstream’ success. However, through the anecdotes and
examples used, there still appeared to be an uneasy relationship with the category ‘African-
American art’ and its continued usage in relation to the perceived benefits inherent in the
‘mainstream’ art world. ‘Master’ artists in this context not only appear to be artists who have
overcome the technical barriers of their chosen craft but the social obstacles of a historically

segregated art world.

Conclusion

The collaborative activities of art middlemen devoted to African-American art
became an important conduit in increasing visibility to its associated artists, institutions and
commercial success. During the late 1980s and forward, several art dealers mounted more
intentional efforts to brand ‘African-American art’ as a viable niche for achieving art market
appreciation among art collectors. Some of these efforts included the production of historical
literature through new alliances with specialist art historians and critics, culturally based
marketing strategies, and a diversification of art media and products to satisfy customers at
different economic levels. Despite efforts to establish African —American art for multiple
audiences, | argue that some dealers continued to have some ambivalence about the use of
the term ‘African-American’ art, its target audience and the kinds of artists and media to be
associated with this niche market. It is evident that the growth of a market-centered approach
to encouraging patronage carried with it many tensions about levels of mastery believed to be
achieved by certain artists and what qualities held value for scholars, art middlemen, museum

professionals and collectors. The gaps in critical mainstream literature and exhibitions were
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supplemented by dealer literature and shows, yet the gaps also fueled a counter-strategy for

of populist-oriented art production that also became profitable for some.
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CHAPTER Il

FAIR COMPARISONS? NOTIONS OF QUALITY AT BLACK ART FAIRS

Although “brick and mortar” art galleries continued to provide important venues for
attracting new audiences and buyers for African-American art, fine art specific fairs proved
to be an attractive venture as well. In 1997 fine art audiences were introduced to a new
opportunity: the National Black Fine Art Show (NBFAS), a three day art fair, which has been
touted as the first major African-American fine art fair."®" However, other fairs such as the
Philadelphia International Art Expo (PIAE), begun earlier, differed in their appeal to
‘mainstream’ and culturally specific markets for art. I argue in this chapter, the NBFAS and
the PIAE represent contested spaces composed of often contradictory discourses on ‘quality’
in African-American art.

Contemporary art fairs grew exponentially as an important venue for art dealers and
potential fine art buyers since the mid-1980s and becoming commonplace by the 1990s.
Although art fairs have existed for centuries, they have evolved not only in their role as
destinations for the acquisition of art but also in elevating the centrality of art middlemen or
dealers