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Black art in America is, like most African American culture, caught in a deep divide. 
Part of but also separate from mainstream (white) culture, black art has its own story to 
tell in conjunction with tragic circumstances that are also profoundly political in nature. 
“Represent: 200 Years of African American Art in the Philadelphia Museum of Art” 
brilliantly captures the fractious dialogue black artists have developed in the face of 
prejudice, neglect, and ongoing hostility. Recently, major developments have been 
made in the display of contemporary artists of color; however, this improvement is also 
characterized by an ongoing sense of disconnectedness, which undermines the very 
strong art now being made by black people. Narrative, a prime source of creativity in 
the black community, remains important, but figurative work is being amply expanded 
by the presence of a relatively new interest in abstraction, evident historically since the 
powerful American abstract-expressionist moment in the middle of the last century. 
While it is impossible to separate black American art from the general history of art 
here, it may be of some use to explore its particular character, which like all art is 
directed and to an extent governed by the presence of major actors—in the case of 
contemporary art, for example, Martin Puryear in sculpture, Glenn Ligon in 
conceptually derived art, and Carrie Mae Weems in photography. 
 
Sadly, the story of black American art cannot be divided from the racism imposed on 
black culture in general. “Represent” begins with paintings by African American artists 
that date to the period of the American Revolution, making it evident that black 
creativity is not, despite the current spotlight, only a contemporary matter. So its history 
is as long as that of America’s, making it possible to understand black art as a long story 
in need of public recognition and support. At the same time, it is fair to say that a 
certain exhaustion sets in, given the intense demands for historical fairness the subject 
requires. It isn’t that the art writer or the viewer wants to forget the circumstances that 
have formed, too often, so negative an environment for the black artist; rather, one 
hopes for a time when our consciousness of injustice will become enmeshed within the 
relative dispassion of our historical awareness—this is important and necessary for the 
appreciation of black art history, but also, on a deeper level, it serves as an intellectually 
neutral approach in the sense that the immediacy of black suffering has become 
tempered by the presence of an imaginative freedom now possible to attain. 
 
As I have said, this has happened to quite an extent in contemporary art culture. Today, 
black artists are supported in college teaching jobs, by galleries whose success they 
contribute to, and through the presence of a market that weighs carefully the price and 
prestige of their production. An artist such as Jean-Michel Basquiat has already been 
groomed as the major black artist of his generation—this despite the fact that he died 
very young, before he turned thirty, from a heroin overdose in 1988. Determining the 
extent of Basquiat’s accomplishments is more problematic than it would seem, the 



difficulty being the atmosphere of triumphalism that now surrounds his career. But, 
even so, as a cultural phenomenon, Basquiat’s presence in particular and the black 
presence in general in American art have become major in their implications for our 
culture at large, not least because it is very clear that black art addresses issues central to 
the way we see ourselves in an America that increasingly is becoming more black and 
more brown. Whether black participation is based upon a heightened sense of identity 
no longer seems to be the point; it is clear that the black sense of self has been forged in 
a crucible, imbuing it with a strength that simply will not go away. 
 
It is all well and good that we have the situation we do today, but that does not make the 
issue of measuring genuine achievement vanish in light of good political intentions. 
One of the strengths of “Represent” was its ability to illustrate the extent to which good 
art exists free of racial determinates, this despite the fact that the show’s existence 
depended on exactly that. The contradiction is inevitable in the sense that good art 
constantly breaks free of its boundaries and constraints, no matter how harsh the 
environment in which it is made. Black art, then, is no different from any other kind of 
art, although the usually harsh position of the American black community cannot be 
denied. This means that black art must move beyond the hardship it belongs to, into a 
place where that hardship is translated into an imagery that contains it but is not 
dominated by it. This is extremely hard to do, but by now there is a tradition in which 
modernism has been transformed by black interpretations—witness the achievement of 
Romare Bearden--resulting in an art that is familiar to anyone knowledgeable about the 
culture but also transcendent in regard to the conventional achievements that preceded 
it. 
 
It is important to recognize that black art has paralleled developments in white culture 
since the beginning of the American Revolution. “Represent” documents its history 
along a consecutive time line beginning early on in American history and proceeding to 
the melting-pot eclecticism of current work today. It is of course much easier to 
characterize the art of the present, in the sense that sculptures by Puryear or the quilts 
composed by Faith Ringgold speak to a reality the American public can easily 
incorporate into their lives, no matter their race or ethnicity. But on a deeper level, the 
exhibition illustrates the long esthetic history of blacks who participated in the moment 
of their culture, even if they did so and under the disadvantage of deep-seated prejudice. 
The career of the outstanding figurative painter Henry Ossawa Tanner is a case in point. 
A student of the great Thomas Eakins at the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Art from 
1879 through 1885, Tanner was committed to the lush, usually symbolic realism of the 
late 19th century. In 1891 he moved to France to continue his studies, where he enjoyed 
an environment more or less free of prejudice—unlike his position in America, where 
his race defined him, Tanner found a supportive environment in Paris for his often 
biblical subject matter (his father was a well-known bishop in the Philadelphia African 
Methodist Episcopal church). 
 
Tanner’s style, evident in the striking 1897 portrait of his mother (the painting was 
modeled in some ways after James Whistler’s painting on his mother) and the ambitious 
1898 oil on canvas titled The Annunciation, demonstrate just to what extent Tanner 
mastered the esthetics of his time. In the picture of his mother, which is both distanced 
and affectionate, she sits in a rocking chair holding a fan, with her left hand supporting 
her face, rendered in sideways view. Her intelligent gaze seems weary to some extent, 
but the Tanner’s feeling for her comes through. In some ways, this is a set piece, but 



like any good painting, it transcends the conventions of its time. Tanner was painting at 
the very last moment when figurative art could be conservative but not out of place; this 
work of art shows how deep a connection could be made by the artist using traditional 
methods. The Annunciation is a very different kind of artwork; it offers an image of a 
women looking expectantly into the air, waiting for a knowledge that would make 
words unneeded. Sitting on a bed and wearing a lounging coat, the woman is 
surrounded by architecture is rendered in earth tones. Given the relatively abstract 
nature of the composition, it is hard to tell if this is an academic study or an attempt to 
convey the reality of the annunciation as something real and absolute. 
 
But not all black art is as sophisticated and technically achieved as the work of Tanner. 
There is in fact a long tradition of outsider art made in the black community—a 
tradition that makes sense given the paucity of opportunities for artists who were not 
educated in any way into the mainstream. But creativity will present itself any way it 
can, and some of the best black artists have been uneducated ones. There is the inspiring 
example of Bill Traylor, a black man born in 1853, before the end of slavery, who 
worked as a sharecropper in Alabama and inhabited the streets of Montgomery, 
Alabama, working on art that is direct and simple and much more accomplished than 
the sum of its parts. In Brown and Blue Man with Suitcase (c, 1939-42), the picture of a 
male wearing a blue shirt with a tie and brown pants and holding a suitcase by its handle 
is striking in its immediacy. We consider the work as especially moving because it is 
the product of determination and persistence despite Traylor’s overwhelming practical 
problems. The formal consideration of such art is complicated because the work defies 
conventional attitudes intended to support seemingly successful art. Indeed, the entire 
notion of outsider art has been closely addressed in recent times—most likely because 
the art world has grown tired of its own boundaries. 
 
In any case, 19th and early 20th-century black art is often characterized as naïve art, 
probably because of the lack of formal education of the artists responsible for it. Horace 
Pippin, born in 1888 in West Chester, Pennsylvania, was a completely self-taught artist. 
Having lost the use of his drawing arm during combat in France during the First World 
War, Pippin returned to West Chester, where he married in 1920. According to 
scholarship, Pippin used his left hand to hold up his right so that he could go on making 
paintings. He was in fact recognized during his lifetime: he participated in a show that 
was exhibited at New York’s Museum of Modern Art in 1938. In the show,d his 1940 
portrait of a Chester County art critic, Christian Binton, characterizes a professional 
friendship between a man of privilege and the artist himself. Binton comes across as a 
person of entitlement but also moral force; Pippin paints him in a suit, standing in front 
of a bookshelf. His steady gaze, serious demeanor, and folded arms all communicate a 
remarkable self-possession and resolve—clearly, this is a sympathetic portrait of a man 
who went out of his way to support the artist (the two met in downtown West Chester in 
the late 1930s). Indeed, Binton introduced Pippin to local newspapers and intervened to 
include him in exhibitions, with the result that Pippin received financial support and 
steadily gained in recognition, eventually becoming a national arts figure. 
 
Along with the great modernist collagist Romare Bearden, Jacob Lawrence stands out 
as a figure who bridged the period between the black narrative tradition and the formal 
advances of modernism. His migration series documented the long, often traumatic 
movement of blacks from the American South into the cities of northern America, in 
search of greater opportunity and freedom. Working with a formally schematic, angular 



framework, Lawrence shows us how the lessons of modernity might be reinvigorated by 
the infusion of historical detail. In The Libraries Are Appreciaed (1943), we see the 
silhouettes of three black readers sitting in a public library, whose background consists 
of bookshelves heavy with books. It is a picture of a moment in time, when the public 
libraries served as windows into history and knowledge for persons who couldn’t 
otherwise gain access to the past. The scene, as Lawrence renders it, shows the 
determination of the black poor to rise above their circumstances. Formally, the 
composition is characterized by a nearly diagrammatic presentation of visual 
information; windows with rounded tops frame the bookshelves, which serve as a 
backdrop for the focus of interest, the readers themselves. Lawrence is a painter of high 
moral seriousness, but his ethics never overwhelm his painterly abilities, which take as 
their cue the achievements of modernity—in particular the art of cubism. 
 
So Lawrence invokes art history to paint the events of his people, whose lives were not 
necessarily bettered by their migration north. Whatever the circumstances and 
consequences of their lives, Lawrence brilliantly dramatizes the determination of a 
people who, on some level, made the journey northward but had in fact little choice in 
the consequences of their decisions. The north may have been, for a while, a promised 
land, but the racial prejudice blacks experienced was found here as well. Yet the 
bravery, esthetic and moral both, found in black art in the early 1920s and later gives 
the work a force that is unusual at any time—and all the more so for the straitened 
circumstances people of color lived under no matter the particulars of their geography. 
The resolve of the black artist was overwhelming. For example, Elizabeth Catlett’s 
moving figurative sculpture, produced over a career that lasted more than five decades, 
invokes and establishes a dignity of the person and family in her studies of mother and 
child.  
 
Catlett, the granddaughter of slaves, belonged to a middle-class black family in 
Washington, D.C. She studied at the black college Howard University and earned a 
M.F.A. in sculpture from the University of Iowa. Her work, resolutely figurative, 
evokes grand and often female themes: the love between mother and child is central is 
to her overall production. In the piece in “Represent,” the small terracotta sculpture 
entitled Mother and Child (c. 1956), the inherent dignity of family relations is rendered 
with a remarkable sense of figurative form. In the sculpture, the mother, whose face 
seems to have been partially derived from African tribal sculpture, looks into the 
distance while holding a small child in her lap. While the theme is ostensibly one of 
treating a set presentation of familial closeness, the work also demonstrates the innate 
dignity of close black relations, which project, by implication, a set of values that are 
assertive in the face of prejudicial assumptions. Black art inevitably is seen in a political 
light—even when it addresses subject matter other cultures do not find particularly 
embattled. Yet Catlett here moves beyond the conventions of her topic, instilling a 
moral intensity that argues for the social reality facing black people and their unusual 
bravery in transcending it. Catlett is in some ways a conventional artist, but her work 
also stands for a political awareness that is anything but formulaic. 
 
Catlett lived until 2012, well into the recent period we characterize as contemporary art. 
Other, more recent artists represent insight into the current playing field of fine art, 
which may be seen as essentially eclectic, wide open in regard to influence, geographiy, 
and racial influence. Some of the best sculptures of recent times has been accomplished 
by Martin Puryear, whose inspired conflation of minimalism and craft-derived forms 



has resulted in work that pushes the language of three-dimensional art forward even as 
it voices, by implication, the complexity of his personal background and esthetic. He 
has in “Represent” the red cedar work entitled Old Mole (1985), which is a rounded 
piece constructed from strips of wood with a pointed beak coming off the body of the 
structure. Inevitably, given the title, Puryear’s sculpture does in fact represent the mole, 
a small burrowing animal. But it also indicates the artist’s contemporary milieu, which 
was committed to a radical simplification of form. In important ways, though, Puryear 
moves beyond the intellectual rigidity of minimal art, imbuing this and other works with 
a fine sense of craft, which humanizes it and turns it away from industrial influence and 
quotation. Puryear, now very much at the top of his form, may be the American leading 
sculptor of current times. Fittingly, he has moved out of New York City, to a farm 
upstate, where he pursues a creativity that has never been entirely a part of New York’s 
heavily intellectualized, urban esthetic. 
 
Glenn Ligon, born in 1960, belongs to a generation famously characterized by New 
York Studio Museum curator Thelma Golden as “post-black.” As optimistic as the 
phrase is, it is a bit naïve, for it becomes clear that issues of race and prejudice remain, 
even if the freedom allowed the contemporary black artist is such that no single theme 
dominates the scene. Originally from a working-class family in the Bronx, but well 
educated in American liberal arts and art schools, Ligon is a gay artist best known for 
his language-based art, stenciled by hand on canvas, with the words slowly but surely 
becoming unreadable as the viewer’s eye moves down the vertical composition. In the 
untitled, 1992 piece seen in “Represent,” the phrase “I’m Turning into a Specter before 
Your Very Eyes and I’m Going to Haunt You” is repeated over and over, with the 
words eventually blurring into each other, so that the bottom of the canvas becomes a 
massive, unreadable black haze. Visually, the gestalt is impressive, but Ligon intends 
his audience to remember that the aggression of the statement is in a major way a 
reflection of and a reaction to the still politicized circumstances facing the black artist. 
Language used in art is always interesting, but in Ligon’s case its political element is 
central to his art. In some ways, this is an art of public outrage, suited best to non-profit 
spaces and museums. But the constraints of a limited choice of venues does not in any 
way detract from the charged use of words that typify the artist’s work. Ligon is very 
much an artist of today’s sensibility, being at once privileged and alienated from his 
position of entitlement. 
 
Carrie Mae Weems conceptually driven, dramatic photography continues the black 
strengths of narrative while emphasizing the marginalized position of the black artist—
even successful ones like herself. Born in Portland, Oregon, educated at the San Diego 
and Berkeley universities in California, and the proponent of her major retrospective at 
the Guggenheim Museum in early 2014 in New York, Weems has been part of the art 
world’s mainstream for a long time. Yet this doesn’t lessen her ferocity in using 
photographic images to comment on and undermine the unspoken but still powerful bias 
of American culture against blacks. This is part of a larger interest on Weems’s part, in 
which racism is documented as a way of investigating the human condition’s penchant 
for unfairness, usually based on a sense of otherness experience in another person’s 
race, ethnicity, religion, sexual preference, etc. But the emphasis is on blackness in 
Weems’s art, which explores the extent to which black culture has been shut out from 
conventional sites such as museums. Indeed, Weems has done a museum series—in one 
important image, she stands facing the steps leading to the central entrance of the 
Philadlephia Museum, whose corridor announces a show of the work of Frieda Kahlo. 



 
The isolation of Weems’s figure in front of an otherwise unpeopled vista emphasizes 
the continuing battle of black artists to have their vision seen too—even today. Frida 
Kahlo, a Mexican woman artist now seen as more important than her husband Diego 
Rivera, is an example of a woman artist from a different culture and generation, but who 
nonetheless confronted a lack of interest in her very accomplished paintings. She, like 
Weems, was outside the pale but has been re-established as a leading artist of her time. 
Weems’s graphic loneliness in this image finds her as embattled as ever, even though 
she has been recognized now for many years as a socially oriented artist. Much of the 
best political art in America has been of an indirect nature, in which the issues are 
addressed in a glancing manner, so that literalism and overt anger are avoided. Weems 
represents the best of this tradition, creating implied stories that deliver their morals by 
implication rather than straightforward judgment. As such, she belongs to a generation 
of artists for whom politics, as important as it may be, belongs to a genre in which 
indirect statement is best. This is because the problems facing black artists today are in 
fact difficulties that are hard to pin down. Racism in current America is more subtle, but 
that does not mean it no longer exists. 
 
In consequence, “Represent” works as an overview because it does not place too much 
work before our gaze. It is the kind of show that would never be displayed as an 
exhibition within the crowded, ambitious art world of New York City; it is too narrow 
in the sense all of the art comes from the Philadelphia Museum’s own holdings. But that 
it is exactly the strength of the exhibition, which attempts an overview but not a grand 
discussion, something its relatively constrained holdings could not support. Still, 
“Represent” shows us very well the character of black accomplishment, which is real 
and genuine and exemplary even in the fact of centuries of contempt and hostility. It is 
the kind of show that very much needs to be shown, for the necessity of building a 
historical framework for black art is still present. Shows like “Represent” make it clear 
that art can never be successfully understood outside of its context, which represents the 
spirit of the time. The Philadelphia Museum was right to contain its exhibits to work the 
institution itself owned, a decision that gave the show a unified force. While we cannot 
characterize “Represent” as a definitive show of racially made art in America, it does 
something that is likely better: it presents a reality based upon an essence many of us 
may know but have been unable to put our figure upon—it is the essence of a strong 
body of work made in a nearly barbarous situation. We are grateful, then, for the 
historical sweep of “Represent,” which educates us all. 
 
 




