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Introduction 

Challenge of the Modern: African-American Artists, 1925-1945 examines a period of unprecedented flowering of the visual, literary and performing arts among African Americans. Demonstrating continuities from the Harlem Renaissance and the WPA era to the early years of Abstract Expressionism, this exhibition presents an integrated examination of work by African-American artists. 

Challenge of the Modern is organized into four themes: “African Art and Modernism: From Primitivism to Abstraction,” “Location, Lifestyle and Self-Image: Re-mapping the Terrain of Black Creativity,” “The Black Body: Transgressive, Erotic and Performative Vehicle,” and “The Black Church and Modernism: Religiosity versus Spirituality.”  Each theme exemplifies how modernism provided a forum for African-American artists to embrace stylistic innovation while embracing modern life. This lifestyle development was important as the artistic one as African Americans positioned themselves in the American mainstream and on the world stage. Amid the shift of African peoples from rural to urban areas in the United States and the Caribbean, a “New Negro ” identity emerged and was manifested in Pan-African alliances. This transition sowed the seeds of independence movements in Africa, the Caribbean and the Civil Rights movements in the United States in the 1950s and 60s. 
The curatorial team for this exhibition includes Lowery Stokes Sims, Phd., Executive Director of The Studio Museum in Harlem, Helen Shannon, Phd., Director of the Jersey State Museum, Leslie King-Hammond, Phd., Dean of Graduate Studies, Maryland Institute College of Art, RocÍo Aranda-Alvarado, Phd., Associate Curator, New Jersey Museum and LeRonn Brooks, graduate student, City University of New York.

Challenge of the Modern: African-American Artists 1925-1945 is made possible by major funding from the National Endowment for the Arts and Moody’s Corporation.
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African Art and Modernism: From Primitivism to Abstraction

 In his 1925 essay “The Legacy of the Ancestral Arts “ Alain Locke encouraged African-American artists to look to African art for inspiration in their search for a connection to their African heritage. Locke urged young Black artists to appreciate the “classic background," "discipline," "style," and "technical control" of African art. He believed African-American artists could profit from the "almost limitless wealth of decorative and purely symbolic material" in African art, and concluded that "The African spirit... is at its best in abstract decorative forms."

This trend among African-American artists was not without its problematic aspects. Because it occured a decade after European artists had looked to the tribal arts of Africa, First Peoples of the Americas, and the Pacific alternatives to revolutionize traditions in Western art, African-American artists had to contend with notions of African culture that were informed by colonial attitudes. The idea of an ancestral legacy would encounter resistance among African-Americans who rejected the notion of an African past as they sought to assimilate into American culture. African Americans also had to contend with notions that they could be "authentically racial" only if they conformed to popular concepts of the “primitive.”

In spite of this resistance, African-American artists approached African art in a variety of ways: Norman Lewis and William H. Johnson executed drawings based on African sculpture. Lois Mailou Jones and Aaron Douglas demonstrated an “Ethopianizing” trend in their adaptations of forms and figurative conventions of ancient Egypt. Jacob Lawrence found equivalents for his unique figurative style in Cubism, while Palmer Hayden included African art as a key element in otherwise academic still life compositions. Sargent Johnson, Ellis Wilson and Malvin Gray Johnson used African masks as motifs to confer a surprising “modernist” inflection to their work. In the work of Elizabeth Catlett the African mask conveys strength and solemnity highlighting both the dignity and beauty of Black people.

Location, Lifestyle and Self-Image: Re-mapping the Terrain of Black Creativity
The Great Migration from the south to the north between the early 1900s and the 1940s was the pivotal force in African-American history during the modern era. Not only were African Americans able to change their economic, political and social conditions, they were also able to create new lifestyles that were reflected in the clothes they wore, how they spoke, the spaces they created or adapted to live in, and in the ways they worshiped. `

African-American artists, particularly photographers like James VanDerZee and Morgan and Marvin Smith, recorded these changes. Their work allowed their subjects to define and depict themselves regardless of artistic style or figural convention. Painters like Jacob Lawrence, Archibald Motley, Palmer Hayden, and Malvin Gray Johnson also captured the new lifestyles of African Americans in the burgeoning urban centers of the Midwest, the Northeast and on the West Coast. 


While the literature of this period usually focused on the activities and lifestyles of the social and intellectual elite, the African-American working class was an important societal force and subject matter for the visual artists. African-American artists visualized not only the hopes and aspirations of the working class but also the tensions between newcomers and longtime residents in Black urban areas. They documented African Americans moving into new areas of employment, staging rent strikes, demonstrations and marches against exclusive and unjust practices in their neighborhoods. 

Challenge of the Modern also highlights the achievements of African Americans in design and architecture between the two world wars. While Palmer Hayden, and Charles Alston produced renderings and impressions of street scenes and the essence of the New York skyline at night, Lois Mailou Jones and Anna Russell Jones made contributions to the often-anonymous field of interior and textile designs. The influence of the pioneering architectural programs at Tuskegee and Howard Universities—such as Albert Cassel, Hilyard Robinson, Paul Williams and John Sims—demonstrated how African Americans reflected the new modalities of modern architecture in their course projects and commissioned work.  

The Black Body: Trangressive, Erotic and Performative Vehicle

The cult of the body formed an essential part of the modern identity as an anecdote to the restrictions of Victorian society. In this highly charged context the Black body was a central focus. This is demonstrated in the case of the iconic representations of dancer, singer and patriot Josephine Baker, intellect, singer and actor Paul Robeson and professional boxer Joe Louis. All of these figures dominated the world imagination. They served as symbols of freedom in all realms of life for African Americans who faced formidable political, social and economic challenges within American life. 

While concepts of the Black body had been dominated by racial and stereotypical theories throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, in the 1920s, 30s and 40s, African Americans sought to assert their ownership and authorship of their images. If photography provided a more empirical means towards self-expression, the Fine Arts had to contend with reconciling new notions of figuration that emerged from modern art. Often the expressionistic contortions and visual “shorthand” of modernism co-existed uncomfortably with elements associated with old stereotypes and caricatures. Palmer Hayden, for example, adapted the conventions of Blackface, emphasizing thick lips and wide eyes juxtaposed against a darker face, and met with severe criticism from the Black community. Bruce Nugent would present images that forthrightly declared his sexual orientation and present concerns that were outside a preoccupation with hair, race and class that were the domain of Chicago based artist Archibald Motley. Other artists such as William H. Johnson found models for Black figures from the study of African sculptures, seeking, in the words of scholar Richard Powell, to “re-comprehend a racially and culturally distinct figure.” 

The dancing body was also a major theme for African-American artists. From William Johnson’s wonderful depiction of jitter-buggers, to dancers displaying the liberating poses and motions of modern dance promulgated by Katherine Dunham, Pearl Primus and Josephine Premice, the Black body in movement fascinated painters and photographers alike and provided ample opportunities for its display.

The Black Church and Modernism: Spirituality versus Religiosity
In her analysis of the role of religion in twentieth-century African-American aesthetics, Leslie King-Hammond reminds us that amid the changes in African-American life brought about by the Great Migration, Black artists “began to question the possibilities of their spiritual identity in the emerging modernist America.” Indeed, notions of spirituality were key elements in modern art from the beginning of the twentieth century as artists began to question long accepted religious systems and became involved in metaphysical belief systems that influenced both style and meaning in abstraction. 

While Christianity had sustained African Americans during their long sojourn in America, Black religiosity became more diverse and ecumenical in the period between the two world wars. Judaism, eastern philosophy, spiritualism as promulgated by the Russian-born entrepreneurial guru Georges Ivanovich Gurdieff and, Africanisms such as Yoruba, Rastafarianism and Obeah were accepted and practiced among various members of the Black community. At the same time African Americans continued to be affiliated with a variety of Christian sects: from Catholicism to Pentecostal faiths to Lutheranism, Presbyterianism, African Methodist Episcopalian to Anglican variants and the predominant Baptist denominations. This exploration of different religious systems and beliefs indicates a greater literacy and intellectual curiosity as well as a newly formulated sense of self-awareness, determination and identity that marked the Black experience between the wars. 

In the work of African-American artists, however, notions of spirituality and religion were manifested more as subject matter: largely as references to the Bible, illustrations of spirituals, literary references, or anecdotal scenes. 
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