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COLLAGE BOOK

BENNY ANDREWS: PORTRAITS

A New Book by Michael Rosenfeld Gallery

In Benny Andrews: Portraits, A Real Person Before the Eyes,
Kyle Williams recounts a moment in Benny Andrews' jour-
nal where the collage artist transcribes word for word a
memo from The New York Times art critic John Canaday to
Eleanor Hass of The Studio Museum in Harlem. Williams
reflects:

“Canaday’s profoundly dismissive conclu-
sion is that the work is not deserving of cri-
tique. Primitive without mastery. Inten-
tional without sophistication. He looks
past the painting in search of a requisite
but ineffable quality, located, not in the
artwork, but in the artist. “The premise of
sophistication.” He is unable to imagine it
in Andrews.

“Rewritten by hand in Andrews’ journal, the
letter becomes its own retort—Ilike two sto-
ic raised eyebrows. His sardonic introduc-
tion speaks to how accustomed he was to
a resistant art world. His dutiful transcrip-
tion quietly paints his resolve, his anger,
and his confidence.”

Benny Andrews: Portraits is a remarkable

and well-documented collection of the artist’s portraits ac-
companied by three essays and an annotated timeline of
the artist's life. The book illustrates how Andrews' choice
of portraiture at a time when abstraction reigned supreme
was a natural byproduct of his personal history and commit-
ment showing Black life in his work. Connie H. Choi, Associ-
ate Curator at The Studio Museum in Harlem, writes how
Andrews was a forerunner of the contemporary Black figu-
rative work of artists like Mickalene Thomas and Kehinde
Wiley who “place black figures at the heart of a new canon.”
Jessica Bell Brown, Associate Curator for Contemporary Art
at The Baltimore Museum of Art, writes how Andrews used
relief form and composite construction “to stake a claim
on a non-essentializing understanding of portraiture’s po-
tential.” And Kyle Williams, Director of the Andrews-Hum-
phrey Family Foundation, writes about how Andrews used
collage to bring meaning to his work, negotiated realism in
his paintings, and as a metaphor for the experience of a
Black artist working in a white art world. An in-depth time-
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His sardonic
introduction speaks

to how accustomed

transcription quietly
paints his resolve,
his anger, and his

confidence.

line charts the artist's life, career, and work towards social
justice. lllustrations go beyond simple plate reproductions
of the artwork and include some close-up detail shots of
Andrews’ work that allows the reader to understand his
complex approach to making and layering. In short, Benny
Andrews: Portraits is everything we want
in a book about collage: insightful re-
search that deepens our understanding
of the medium. The book goes beyond
that, however, and speaks to how Black
artists used collage to make space for
themselves in Black American art.

he was to a resistant

art world. His dutiful

Benny Andrews (1930-2006) was an Af-
rican-American painter, printmaker, and
collagist. Drawing from surrealism and
Southern folk art, Andrews" work offers a
social critique of 20th-century America
and speaks with humanism to issues of
injustice, militarism, sexism, and suffer-
ing. Andrews was also a steadfast advo-
cate for artists of color. In 1969, Andrews
co-founded the Black Emergency Cultural
Coalition to protest an exhibition at the
Metropolitan Museum of Art, “Harlem on My Mind: Cultural
Capital of Black America, 1900-1968", which contained no
art and in which no African-Americans had been involved in
organizing. In the 2013 exhibition catalog, Benny Andrews:
There Must Be a Heaven, Civil Rights leader and Congress-
man John Lewis wrote, “For Benny there was no line where
his activism ended, and his art began.” Benny Andrews: Por-
traits, A Real Person Before the Eyes was commissioned and
published by Michael Rosenfeld Gallery in New York in con-
junction with an exhibition of the same name, which opened
on 26 September 2020. Michael Rosenfeld Gallery has repre-
sented the Benny Andrews Estate since 2008. Learn more at
www.michaelrosenfeldart.com and www.bennyandrews.com.

Benny Andrews: Portraits, A Real Person Before the Eyes by Jes-
sica Bell Brown, Connie H. Choi and Kyle Williams. Hardcov-
er; 14"x9.5"; 188 pages, including 35 color plates and 13 de-
tail spreads; ISBN 978-1-930416-62-8. Edition of 1500; $75
US. Michael Rosenfeld Gallery, New York, New York, 2020.
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