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Indeed, ::nnl}r 3 small group of African Americans occupy curatorial
positions at mainstream museums, relativel}f tew African-American artists
have been given major solo museumn shows, and works b}r 19th- and
Eﬂﬂ'L—centur}f African-American artists are undervalued b}f the art market
relative to those b}f white artists of equal sta_nding. Cha_nge doesn’t come
Drg;mi-:a]l}f, however. It takes individuals. And there is a contingent of
curators, collectors, artists, dealers, and others who are w::url-:jng to
advance racial diversitj,r in the art world. We 5pnl{e to those with a hismr}f
of activism around the representation of African-American art in the
United States and a younger generation of artists and prﬂfessic-nals who
are reaping the rewards of their forebears and continuing the movement

toward a fairer—and more cu.ltu_raﬂ}r rich—arr world.

Revising the Canon

When Sims jr:-ined the educarion ::lepa.rtment at the Mert in 1972, she
found a like-minded cohort with which wo agitare. Tr:rgetherj ﬂm}r
Drg;mizecl exhibitions of COMIMUNIty art groups in a small space b}f the
entrance to the museum’s cafeteria on 81st Street. “We became a litte
cadre of activists within the MEEI’DPDEEEL‘H Museum to ﬂght for inclusion
and d_h-'ersit}f,“ says Sims. She recalls an exhibition of l9ﬂ1—centur}f
African-American artists that Regina Perry organized in the space during
a Met feﬂcm*ship in the mid-1970s, in pa.rticula_r, as one of the many
“stories that have pmbabl}f been fc-rgu:rtten” alc:ng the road to a more

diverse art establishment.
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It wasn't until the 19805 that signiﬂc;mt strides beg;m to be made, with a
handful of key individuals—like Marcia Tucker at the New Museum
—driving forward progressive programs at institutions and gz]leriea. The
introduction of p::&stm::&de;rn critical thec-r}* into university curriculums
was also piw:rtal, Sims notes, in pmducing a new generation Primed to
challenge the very idea of a dominant art-historical narrative. “I think it
the
challenges to the canon, the introduction of a whole new group of critical
models,” she says. “Walter Benjamin and Derrida, and all of those
ﬂliﬂgﬁ.:: Those shifts in dlinking were reinforced in the '90s b}r Thelma
Golden’s groundbreaking exhibition “Black Males: Representations of
Masculinir_ﬁ; in American Art art the ﬂq?h_imey Museum, as well as the
1993 W’hitney Biennial, and the landmark series of group exhibitions in
the 2000s at the Studio Museum in Harlem—shows like mPree&r_ﬁ,’lE,m
HPrequenc}r,“ “Flow,” and “Fore,” crgmiz;e:d under Golden's clirectn:rrship
with the help of Christine Y. Kim, Lauren Haynes, Naima Keith, and
Thomas Lax.

was the fad for deconstrucrive strategies in art criticism and ﬂlEﬂI‘}’

Today, the museum’s robust programming
—bolstered by supportive commirttee and
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curators as well as artists. Protegees of the
museum include Naomi Beclowith, now a
curator at MCA Ch_icagc-; Thomas Lax,
IEC'EHLI}? hired as associate curator at MoMA,
and Jamillah James, assistant curator at the Hammer Museum in L.A.
*Thelma is very E:-:Plicit thar she gives us a skillset in the institutional
world to go out there and change it,” says Amanda Hunt, a curator at the
Studio Museum. “That's why I'm here. So I hope that's what I can do for

PEDPIE’: WD E‘.'Eﬂtu:lﬂ}" CoIne LIP Llﬂ-l:].EI' me. ELIE it)E SIG“—' 'H'E]Ik_.”

Many institurions also aclmc:wledge the gla_ring absences in the
art-historical canon, and some are activel}-' maldng efforts to revise the
history of American art to include work by African-American artists. One
of the most signific;mt emblems of the strucrural shift taking place in the
mainstream is the Museum of Modern Art's appointment, in 2014, of
Da_rb}f English as a cn:rnsulting curator tasked with ﬂlling in the gaps in
MoMA's collection. “It has work b}f some very important Eigur:aﬁ, but just
not enr:-u_gh,m says English, who continues to teach art the Universir}-' of
Chicago alongside his MoMA post. “I'm thinking about works that will
have maximal resonance with MoMA as a larger context for Modernism

and Postmodernism.”

Thelma Golden on
10 Years at the Helm
of the Studio
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Finding Platforms Beyond the Institution

While mainstream museums have moved at the slow pace typical of large
institutions, gaﬂeries have used their relative a_gilil:_',f to maneuver and
IESPi}Ild to the public:’s increasing interest in African-American artists.
'Dnl}r a handful of those artists—Mark Bradford, Glenn Ligon, and Julie
Mehretu among them—have made it into the upper reaches of the
market with works that fetch millions of dollars at auction. But
CONTEMpOrary art gﬂ]leries like Jack Shainman, Papilli-:rn Art, Sikkema
Jenkins & Co., and James Cohan are bringing increasing visibiliry to
emerging and mid-career African-American artists. And Michael
Rosenteld, a lifelong advocate for and dealer of work by African-

American artists, among others, conrinues to prr.:ﬁride a Platﬁ:r[m for

historical black artists.

Interest, Rosenfeld says, has develnped
i.ncremmtaﬂ}f around an older generation of
artists like Barbara Chase-Riboud and Alma
Thomas, who served as inspiration for a 2
younger generation of better-known
contemporary artists. Even Chase-Riboud is
now selling for hundreds of thousands of
dollars,” says Rosenfeld. “However, if one

loolks ar them in relation to other great AITists

Bernard Lumpkin on

His Unofficial Role as
“Black Art

Ambassador”
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of thart generation, there is still a lot of room for gmwth.” Andina
climate where museum solo shows b}r black arrists still pmp::urtinnall}r la_g
far behind those of their white counterparts, g.—alleries have stepped in to
create instituriﬂn—wmrdvl}f exhibitions. Among those was a show b}-‘ Nick
Cave—the Chjc;lgc-—based sculpmr, dancer, and pex‘ﬁ:rrm;mce artist
known for his wild, Afrofururist “Soundsuits”"—which inaugurated Jack
Shainman’s upstate venue, The School. "Thart show was stunning and
should have been pid{ed up I::}f MoMA,” says the Wa.shjngmm D.C.
collector Pegay Cooper Cafritz, known for her prescient taste in worl b}f

young black artists.

The Problem with “Black Art”

Making African-American art and artists visible and addressing the
cultural and social context out of which their works arise without malr_ing
the art semnda_rjr to race itself is no small chaﬂenge. It is scrmething
Golden has addressed considerable artention tﬂ—cmmplicating ideas of
blackness and African-Americanness in numerous exhibitions—and with
which Rosenfeld has grappled throughour his career. "It just so happened
thar many of the arrists that I was drawn to were African-American,” says
the dealer of his beginnings in the art world. “There was no Pla_n; there
was no strategy. I was interested in shc:wing artists that I loved but who

others didn't think were P;u:ticula_rl}f signifi::a_ntf’

Rosenteld’s exhibition series “African-American Art: 20th Century
Masterworks,” held a_tmuall}f from 1993 r_hn:-ugh 2003 and featuring
works b}-'_]amb Lawrence, Eldzier Cortor, Alma Thomas, and numerous
others—all arrists he still has on his roster mda}r—is recngnized for
having put momentum behind the marker and institutional demand for
works b}-‘ black arrists of the last century. “The impetus came from
collectors, curators, and arrists who knew [ was interested in sh::nwing
African-American artists. The]r would appear in group shows of ccr]_l;a_ge or
Abstract Expressionism or Surrealism, but includ_ing them within those
exhibitions wasn't b[inging them a cerrain degree of recu:rgnitiﬂn,” says
Rosenfeld. "So we had Mmany conversarions abour whether it is inherend}f

racist to Drg:i_nize an exhibition accarding to the skin color of the artist.”
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had a big impa::t,“ he says. (Sims was a regg_lla_r attendee of those
exhibitions: "It was a great gadlering p-:-int,:: she 5;1}-‘5‘:3 Rosenfeld notes
thart, after 10 years, he dmpped “African-American” from the shows title
and atrendance tapered off. “In retrospect, it was necessary to have
continued thar series,” says the dealer, pointing to a recent, successful
exhibition abour abstraction in American art, which focused on work b}r
African-American artists. The work Rosenfeld shows challenges any
]_imiting notion of what African-American art should look like, smnedling
artist Betye Saar notes has expanded over the years: “It’s finally
Iemgnized thart people of color make art—from abstract to canceptual o

folk art. Whatever art is being made, there’s some black arrist mzldng ie.”

Darby English prickles at the pigeonholing of African-American artists’
work. His forthcoming book, 1971: A Year in the Life of Color, focuses on
major post-war black artists wnrl{_ing in abstraction—from the

painters Sam Gilliam, Frank E::rw]_ing, and Alma Thomas, to Light and
Space sculptor Fred Eversley. But though the book groups artists together
accmd_ing to their race, English strives to focus on the art and its context
rather than the artists’ ethnic or racial identities. “The hairs on my neck
stand up when I hear the term “black art,”™ says English. "No one has ever
called Guernica ‘Spa_nish art —because you diminish the fact that it’s

a Picasso, thart it's a hallmark of pﬂlir_iu:al Modernism, that it's such a
statement. W"h}r is that diminishment of all the camplex_ir}: all the
SIJecifi::it_r,-' not ac::eptable with Guernica, but perfectl}r fine if }’DquE
talldng about a Glenn Ligon painting or work b}f Kara Walker, Jacob
Lawrence, Palmer Ha}rdm, Ed Clark, or Betye Saar? What males it c-lca}r
to do it to black artists but not do it to Picasso? That is a not a rhetorical

uestion, and as lone as we treat it as one, nothine changes.”
q [ o b

Hank Willis Thomas, a cc-nceptual artist
whose work addresses the construction and

Can Art Change the

use of race in America, also resists this Eitimse B bkl amd

categorization. “I could be a black artist, but
I'm also many other r_hinga All of us inhabirt
mu.ltipl-e idenrtities at once,” says Thomas.

*The craziest thing about blackness is that
black pecple didn’t create it. Eu_mpea_na with

Ethnic Identiry?
READ FULL ARTICLE

a commercial interest in dehuma_nizing us created it. Five hundred years

ago in Africa there weren't black people. There were just people.”



A Younger Generation Finds New Forms

A younger generation of black arrists is continuing to push back against
reductive expecrations and rewrite the rules. I guess | don’t think so
much about whether the art world is accessible, but more so abour
creating my own context,” says Lauren Halee}r, whose immersive
installarions manifest Ddlew.ferldl}-', Afrofururist environments. " 1f }feu’[e
viewed as being me_rginalized, then you have less freedom, eepeeiall}f if
}feu’re a black woman,” adds Tschabalala Self, who reclaims the black
female bed}f in paintings and prints, and who was picl{ed up b}f Thien}-'
Goldberg Gallery while finishing her MFA at Yale. "People are expecting
you to tell a story abour your victimization and how your life is difficult.
The prebleme my ﬂguree have are just preblems about being. Blackness is

not their pre]::lem.”

A similar mission runs through L.A. curator Erin Christovale’s
experimental short film program “Black Radical Ime_ginetien,” which she
organizes along with Amir George. “We wanted to focus on narratives
that broaden the idea of a ‘black e:-:perienee; with the aid of new media
and teehneleg,r,” says Christovale. That effort has been aided b}r online
platforms such as Kimberly Drew's highly regarded Tumblr site Black
Contemporary Art. “The world of arts professionals and artists of color
have reell}r utilized a seeming collecrivi £y enhanced I::}F the web,” says
Drew. “We communicate with each other in different types of forums
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With his wild experiments with digital media, Jacolby Satterwhite is
among other young artists who are overturning all kinds of
expectations—not least what arr inside a traditional institution can look
like. “I think a lot abour how to contribute to the freedom of how art is
made, how to be part of that discourse of how art EKPE.I:ICIS.E ﬁlﬂng with
his inclusion in 2014s "-,‘-ﬂlitne;}r Biennial, Sartterwhire was commissioned
by the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art to create an interactive
piece to help inaugurate its new space, opening this spring, part of which
will be shown ar the Tﬁf’hitechapel Galler}rjs upcoming exhibirion
“Electronic Superhjghwa}-'.” (The feature—lengdl film sees animartions of
“h}rper—emticized C}’bﬂrgﬂn COnveying a narrative about power, romance,

and sexu:a]ir}-'.}

What Still Needs to Be Done?

MNonetheless, those commitred to increased cliversil:}f in the art world
agree there is much room for gn:m"r_h. “It has eons to gr:-,” says Cooper
Cafritz. “There are still far too many galleries who don't represent any
African-American artists—or Latino or even Asian.” It's widely
acknc-wledgecl that more black artists will achieve due recognition when
more African-American curators are pl:u:ed in mainstream museums.
“There's an educating process that has to happen,” says Dr. Joy
Simmons, an L.A.-based collector of African-American art. “And the
development and growth of young curators of color. Thelma [Golden]

curated " Black Male” and the biennial at the 1F'n."’a’?hi'mu&t}-', but she was there
for 10 years. It takes time.”
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Sims echoes the point: “The biggesr lack is cliversil:}f in staff in museums,”
she says. “That is re:all}-' a very stubborn point for which we haven’t had
many breakﬂlmughs.“ She adds that the 10 or 20 major curators of color
in the 11.5. is an improvement over the four or five of the past bur that
“the opportunities for young African-Americans majoring in Art History
seem to be much richer in academia than in museums.” Thar challenge
isn't just one of the institutional sphere. “We need more d_iverﬁit}r in who
OWNs Or runs g:a]leriea,n says Michelle Papiﬂiﬂnj of the aforementioned
L.A. galler}f, which has helped foster a new generation of young black

artists.

If one thing can be said for sure, it's that momentum is being felt across
the art world to correct its deepl}f entrenched imbalances. “Penple are
IEELH}" interested in how, ﬂnaﬂ}’, to fix this, not just to have a ::lialﬂgue
abour it,” says Sims. “You don't have the excuse anymore that you can’t
find [a black] arrist or curator or art historian—because r_hefre there.
There was a point where there rea]l}f weren t. There was justa few of us.
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— Meredith Mendelsohn and Tess Thackara

Cover image: Hank Willis Thowmuas, Raise Up, 2014. Image courtesy qf
Goodman Gﬂ.-,‘rfm:]f.
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