Parallelisms in African and African American Art

dele jegede, Ph.D.

48th Annual Meeting of the African Studies Association. Washington, DC. November 19, 2005.

(Not to be quoted or excerpted without written permission of the author)
Jeff Donaldson, whose memory spurred the series of ruminations that you will endure in the next few minutes, was unambiguous about the centrality of African American art to the African American visual experience. While his legacy endures through his art, his pedagogical philosophy, and through the ideals that he catalyzed with the founding of AfriCobra among others, we must live with the pain that he did not live to realize his vision of forging a common front among contemporary artists of African descent. In a series of discussions that I had with him ten years ago in his studio in Washington
, one of the key projects that he was interested in undertaking was a transAfrican art exhibition that would promote correspondence and interchange amongst artists of the African Diaspora.
. In Donaldson’s scheme, AfriCobra, whose manifesto was to promote social responsibility and technical excellence in art, would initiate a transAfrican dialogue with several others: Koukura in Guadalope; Fwomaje in Martinique; Because in the Bahamas; Bogolan Kasabani in Mali, and the Zarianists in Nigeria.

Donaldson’s AfriCobra was a product of the tumultuous sixties. His experience with the Organization of Black American Culture proved helpful as he worked with other African American artists—including Wadsworth Jarrell, Nelson Stevens, Napoleon Jones-Henderson and Barbara Jones-Hogu—to found AfriCobra. The African Commune of Bad Relevant Artists clearly used the arts to assert its disenchantment with the white cultural establishment. Donaldson’s vision of a globally inclusive diasporic art was a reification of the principles that Alain Locke had invested so much time and energy in during the Harlem Renaissance. Locke had argued that African American artists should not feel any compunction in drawing creative inspiration from African art, which is part of their heritage. Locke’s passionate advocacy that African American artists should borrow copiously from the classical arts of Africa produced appreciable results as a good number of artists inserted African elements into their work. The resultant bandwagon effect produced an appreciable enrichment in African American art, in addition to spurring a keen interest in the affairs of the continent. Those who could not travel to Africa availed themselves of opportunities to learn about the continent from published sources. It would be a matter of time before this would blossom, for some, into collecting African art. A careful study of the iconology of the arts of many of the artists who embraced the notion of a resurgent Africa shows the pervasiveness of Africanism. Lois Mailou Jones, for example, was very eclectic in the way that she celebrated African culture. From Mali where she appropriated elements from the Dogon, to Liberia where women’s initiation rites seemed to have excited her, her repertoire pulsates with an expressed affinity with the colors and cultures of Africa. In addition to the group of African American artists who referenced Africa in their work, there is yet another group, which included Herman Kofi Bailey, John Biggers, Jacob Lawrence, David Driskell, Melvin Edwards, and Jeff Donaldson, who visited Africa. 

Some have argued that works produced by some artists who hearkened to Locke’s call smacked of hollowness: that the works are superficial and wanting in the extent to which they are able to convey the deep spiritual resonance that African art exudes. Such arguments are purely essentialist as they often reflect an a priori position that is light on critical validity but heavy on positionality: it depends largely on who is writing about whom. 

At any rate, wasn’t a similar argument made by “scholars” about those who, in the aftermath of Picasso’s embracement of African art, made a volte-face and became “authorities” on this art? We all know that from the standpoint of early Europeans who encountered Africa, nothing was supposed to be edifying about the arts from this continent. They were “gathered” rather than “collected” by European adventurers who hurled them into curio cupboards as specimens of primitive savages. A direct consequence of this racial superiority stance can be seen today in the scholarship of African art: very few of the pieces that constitute the core of what we study were made by authors that are known to collectors; they remain for ever nameless and unacknowledged. They have been consigned to the margins of history, while their work continues to receive unending critical scrutiny in superb catalogs and opulent museum spaces. Ownership of copyrights does not apply simply because the whole history of collection and acquisition is structured to favor the dominant “Other.” 

Furthermore, we have elevated the exclusionary zone-based approach to the study of African art into a canon. While we have finally installed a firewall against the use of pejorative terms, our scholarship is yet to fully embrace the whole continent without feeling that we are provoking a territorial scholarship war with those who do not see themselves as Africanists but have laid the most claim to the treasures of some of the continent’s most enduring cultures. Africanist art history, it would seem, has not cultivated the kind of interdisciplinarity that provided incredibly fertile relationship among archaeologists, linguists, anthropologists, and historians in the past. Here, I am thinking of scholars like William Fagg, Frank Willett, Roy Sieber, Peter Garlake, Robert Farris Thompson, and John Picton among several others. 

Before I am accused of being so Old School, I draw your attention to the contemporary arena, an area that undoubtedly holds the promise of an enterprising future for the discipline. The last decade has been perhaps the most remarkable and productive, judging by the thrust of the emergent scholarship. The discursive tenor charts a new trajectory, one that favors the contemplation and analysis of cultural practice on a more inclusive and contemporary basis. The new Africanist art history portends a shift away from archaeology, folklore, and anthropology among others, and instigates an affinity with literature, linguistics, and cultural hermeneutics. Visual culture becomes the sustaining platform from which the Africanist art historian engages his or her peers in other disciplines. 

But the question remains: what is the relationship between African American art and African art in this new dispensation? Since the last quarter of the last century, the visual arts of Africa and those of African America have treaded parallel paths. Despite Alain Locke, it would appear that cultural, philosophical and socio-political shifts in these two arenas have made creative dialog less compelling now than it has ever been. As the political climates have changed and contemporary African artists have earned some recognition in key international forums, succeeding generations of artists in Africa and the United States have grown apart. Or, put differently, the anticipated rapport and kindred engagements that Locke’s groundbreaking work presaged has not materialized. A few collaborative scholarly and creative engagements between African and African American scholars may have occurred. But this sort of relationship remains the exception rather than the norm. 

A sizeable number of African American artists and students of culture are understandably distrustful of the cultural establishment, dominated as it were by those whom bell hooks has referred to as imperialist white supremacists. The critical evaluation of the creative production of African Americans ghettoizes their works and inflects the values that are ascribed to them. This, in return, provides curatorial authorities the imprimatur—if ever any was needed—to elide and exclude. It is of course instructive not to infer that all museums or curators share this exclusionary trait

The struggle to take a stand against a cultural establishment that appears committed to foisting its own aesthetic preferences on others was one of the factors that fueled Donaldson’s quest for diasporic connections amongst contemporary artists. Unfortunately, this mission remains a utopia essentially because of the absence of the intellectual, creative, economic, and socio-political climate necessary to foster it. There is a widespread perception among African American artists that many of those who are privileged to write about their work are Eurocentric, misguided, unempathetic, or outright patronizing. Many seem incapable of undertaking a critical evaluation of African American art without succumbing to dormant prejudices or allowing their analysis to be clouded by extraneous factors that often tend to give the impression that, all the talk about inclusiveness and de-centering notwithstanding, one culture is superior to the other. 

Looking at this same phenomenon from the other end of the divide, there is the contention that African American art does not lend itself to easy analysis. As Edward Lucie-Smith has revealed in his book, Race, Sex, and Gender in Contemporary Art, African American art is something of a landmine for those of non-African extraction who write about it. Lucie-Smith has identified three factors that make discussions on African American art confusing: political correctness, fixed identity, and communication.
 How do you, a white writer, critique African American art without becoming a prisoner of political correctness? What are the constituents of African American art, given the contradiction posed by the claim to African descent by people in whose veins runs European, Native American, Hispanic, and Asian blood? To whom is African American art addressed? These factors are, in the view of Lucie-Smith, symptomatic of parochialism. An art that constantly hankers after sympathetic nod is parochial.

Interestingly, Lucie-Smith’s understanding and analysis of the work produced by some whose aesthetic philosophy does not fall within the comfortable Western zone further compounds any discussion of these issues. Some of the views espoused in Race, Sex, and Gender reveal how Lucie-Smith’s critique is symptomatic of the cultural arrogance that African American artists inveigh against. For example, Lois Mailou Jone’s Les Fetiches of 1938 is, for Lucie-Smith, nothing but a paraphrasing of African art. For all that the author cares, Mailou Jones work is derivative: it simply could not escape Picasso’s influence. Of course, one no longer questions—or, better still, one is no longer permitted to question—Picasso’s appropriation of elements from African art. But an African American artist is considered paraphrasing (and thus unoriginal) because her work dares to suggest a stylistic affinity with Picasso. Furthermore, Lucie-Smith’s understanding of the cultural environment that sustained classical African art is disappointing because of its hegemonic voice: “In pre-colonial era, Africa consisted, not of stable nations or empires in the European or Asiatic sense, but of fluid clusters and groupings of people of the kind we now describe as tribes.” 
 
On the African continent, some of the socio-economic issues that tend to emerge in a consideration of the status of African American art are replicated, although in a different context,. The civil rights struggle of the 1950s and 1960s were matched, in Africa, by the quest for nationhood and independence. The 1960s saw some gains on the continent, most demonstrably apparent in the wave of independence that many African countries experienced. With the keen interest and support of President Leopold Sedar Senghor, the newly independent nation of Senegal signaled its commitment to the arts by organizing the First World Festival of Negro Arts in 1960. Senghor was a co-founder of Negritude, a philosophical platform that was influenced by the Harlem Renaissance and, in particular, the work of Lagston Hughes. Seventeen years would elapse before Nigeria would pick up the torch of the festival: it hosted the World Second World Festival of Arts and Culture, FESTAC, in 1977. In the intervening years, there have been a number of Bienalles here and there on the continent, notably in South Africa and Senegal. 

Such a long pause in pressing on with a continental cultural agenda is indicative of the state of anomie into which many African countries have fallen. While the spate of military coups d’etat has abated, a combination of internal factors—mismanagement, unbridled corruption and, as exemplified by the Nigerian nation, gratuitous waste, extravagance, and selfishness—have combined with external factors to ravage the continent. The educational system in countries like Nigeria has suffered continuing assault at the hands of politicians and academics alike. While the cultural sector has, in spite of this general malaise, remained relatively buoyant, it has not, unfortunately, benefited in any significant way from the input of academic institutions. There are not too many foundations or endowments for the arts that could fuel a robust dialog amongst scholars and cultural producers and agents.

Thus, the glimmer of hope raised by the Dakar and Lagos festivals has petered out and the tantalizing opportunities that these events offered have been squandered. In the early sixties, a stream of African American artists visited Africa as part of a growing interest in the cultural affairs of the continent. Perhaps the time has arrived for a reconsideration of strategies. While Jeff Donaldson’s ideal is sustainable, the methodology may have to be re-examined. Certainly, the details of his plan may have changed; the groups that he had in mind may have disintegrated or moved on. But the notion of extending a hand of friendship to others remains unassailable. Perhaps there is greater need, given the increasing presence of scholars and artists of African origin in Europe and North America, to invert Donaldson’s concept and initiate greater rapport among artists of the African Diaspora. 

Institutions with graduate programs in African art history would seem to offer an ideal opportunity for this undertaking. Scholars, too, need not feel daunted by the challenge to break down artificial barriers. My recent relocation to Ohio presented me with an unanticipated opportunity to learn of the exciting work of a number of African American artists in that area. Although it is heartwarming to finally have the opportunity, on a warm summer, to savor the original murals of Robert Duncanson at the newly rehabilitated Taft Museum in Cincinnati, even more exciting is the realization that Ohio, with its rich history of creative vibrancy, has its share of artists who, though relatively unsung, are producing fascinating work. 

Carolyn Mazloomi has gained national and international prominence on account of her unique approach to, and perspectives on, art. She brings into her work an activist agenda that does not suffer any of the constraints that sometimes come with formal art training. Although she has published two books on quilts, curated a number of exhibitions, participated in numerous group shows and, since 1984, held no less than thirty solo exhibitions nationwide and in countries like Belgium, Hong Kong, and England, Mazloomi is always quick to emphasize that she did not train as a professional artist. For one who earned a doctorate degree in aerospace engineering but now earns a comfortable living solely as a professional quilt artist, Mazloomi scoffs at white scholars who have a penchant to pigeon-hole everything and evolve what they consider a definitive category of the art of quilt making. It was in part to counter this arrogance that she founded the Women of Color Quilters Network, which has members in several countries, including Africa. 
Like Jacob Lawrence, Mazloomi conceives of a topic and goes to the library to undertake research. She digests the information and then sets to translate it into quilt. She is concerned about a number of issues: the break-up of the African American family; Maurice Povich and Jerry Springer; the nonchalant attitude of today’s black kids towards education; their disregard for history, especially their disdain for the gains made during the Civil Rights Movement; abstract art, and, of course, scholars who tend to be interested in compartmentalization of their subjects even where this results in the exclusion of others. Many of these concerns find their way into her work. 

She loves the symbolism of the flag but also delights in venting her anger on the flag, which she sees as symbolizing freedom and everything that is good, except for blacks. Her piece, Trying to Grab a Piece of the Pie, illustrates Mazloomi’s view of the place of the African American within the union. 

Colston’s work deals with humanistic universalism. His views about social phenomena are painstakingly rationalized, sifted, and reduced to a basic core. This reductionist approach followed the artist’s emergence from what he calls his dark period. His palette changed into green and primary hues: red, yellow, and blue, and variations on these. He doesn’t get caught up in dealing with color for the sake of color. He started as a figurative artist, doing massive figures—self-portraits—that were mainly of bursts. Realizing that a major attribute of the human person is the ability to reason, he focused mainly on bursts to hide the identity of the human figures that he started with. The heads then became nondescript, but they also acquired their own identity as he continued to work on them. Ed Colston then discovered that the figures seemed to move so quickly toward the viewer that he felt the need to device a mechanism for confining them spatially. For this purpose Colston began to put his figures in a 3-D box. But as he came up with the box and took away the figure, he again discovered that the box soon became his figure. As he began to dissect the top of the box and moved it toward the middle, he arrived at a pyramidal shape which, for him, has always been figurative. The concept of the pyramid also goes back to his childhood. As a baptized Catholic, he was brought up in an environment that revered the significance of the trinity: the primacy of the father, the son, and the holy spirit. This has correspondences in the triangles that are a recurrent feature in his work. And, of course, Colston acknowledges the interdependence, or interchangeability, of the triangle and the pyramid. With the pyramid comes his acknowledgement of Egypt. By reducing his work to the pyramid, a 3-D reality, the abstract concept of the triangle elicits a meeting of the mind, something that continues to excite him.

His paintings on Kosovo, the Sudan, and Amadou Diallo, are all about his seething anger over social injustice. How can he draw attention to it without trivializing it—and without becoming illustrative, demonstrative, or trivial? This is what his work is all about. Colston does not see himself as a revolutionary and has no illusions that his work would change the minds of white police officers in New York, Los Angeles, or elsewhere. He does not see himself  as a revolutionary but as a facilitator who tries to draw attention to incidents that emphasize our humanity. 

In conclusion, it is conceivable that with the emergence of a new Africanist scholarship, a scholarship that emphasizes inclusiveness and parity, especially among African and African American artists, and with the work of people like Carolyn Mazloomi and Ed Colston, Jeff Donaldson’s dream may yet be resurrected.

� In the summer of 1995, I had a series of conversations with him in his Washington DC studio, during which I also took pictures of some of his paintings. The discussion being referenced here occurred on June 23, 1995.


� Donaldson favored using the prefix “trans” because it infers “across, beyond, throughout and thoroughly changing,” and alludes to the origin, influence, scope, and dynamic nature of the style that he and others worked in. 


� Edward Lucie-Smith, Race, Sex, and Gender in Contemporary Art. New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1994, 9


� Lucie-Smith, 16.
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