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ABSTRACT

Historically, black visual art has held significance beyond its surface value as a source of
beauty or entertainment. Black art has a long tradition of connections to activism. Black art
advocates promoted the idea that art should be wielded as a tool for black advancement.
However, in recent years, cultural theorists have declared that black art history has developed
beyond this point and entered an era of post-blackness. Against this backdrop, I analyze the
creative practices of contemporary black visual artists in Atlanta, GA to explore the varied ways
that their art is a locus for activism and sociopolitical commentary. Their artistry is the basis for
my interrogation of the question, what is this present moment in black art history, and what are

the features of contemporary black artistic production?
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Introduction

I first encountered the concept of post-blackness during the fall of 2017 while reading the
Studio Museum of Harlem’s Freestyle publication (Golden, p. 14). Upon reading it, I remember
being completely flustered. I was left with more questions than answers regarding post-
blackness, and spent the evening devouring other publications that engaged, analyzed, and even
attacked this concept. This encounter is what led me to pose many questions regarding
contemporary black visual artistry, which eventually culminated in this body of work.

In 1993, Stuart Hall asked, “What sort of moment is this in which I pose the question of
black popular culture?” (Hall, p. 104). Almost 30 years later, I am posing questions that resonate
with Hall’s query. What is this present moment in black art history? My thesis undertakes case
studies to address this question by analyzing the art and artistic practices of contemporary black
visual artists in Atlanta, GA. I explore their engagement with issues connected to black life to
understand how their approaches and their creation of visual art forges connections between art
and activism. The central concerns of my research are the manner and degree to which they
contend with social and political developments. To what extent does their art constitute activism?
This question has deep roots in African American art history. It was critical to the rise of modern
black art in the twentieth century. It gained renewed significance at the dawn of the twenty-first
century when cultural theorists declared the arrival of a post-black era. Post-blackness is an
interpretive proposition intended to characterize this present moment in art history. It observes
that artists are now afforded a freedom to create art that is not bound by concerns about
“positive” and “negative” images of blackness. Against the backdrop of this claim, my thesis
explores contemporary relationships between art and activism. It considers the works of black

Atlanta artists in light of the history of strong links that exist between the two factors, which



created a genre of activist visual art. Thus, I am situating the present moment of black art
production in a long tradition that appreciated and promoted the political significance of art.

I study black visual artists’ art, their sense of themselves as artists, the extent to which
they identify with a particular tradition of black artistry, and their engagement with social and
political issues facing black communities. My research considers some of the ways that visual art
serves as a locus for political discourse and/or social commentary. I explore how visual art is
utilized for communicating and expressing themes and ideas associated with activism. In this
context, activism can be understood as actions or practices that are meant to bring about social or
political change. The people I research are all Atlanta-based artists and creatives who are of
African descent. I chose Atlanta as the site for my research for multiple reasons. Atlanta has
always been considered a mecca among black communities, with large populations of black
people. It has been said that “the history of African Americans in Atlanta is synonymous with the
history of Atlanta itself”, which demonstrates how integral blackness is to Atlanta’s foundations
(National Park Services, Atlanta). Atlanta boasts of thriving black art scenes, with a plethora of
institutions geared towards black artistry, including ZuCot Gallery, Arnika Dawkins
Photographic Fine Art Gallery, the Auburn Avenue Research Library, the Apex Museum, the
Hammonds House Museum, Peters Street Station, the Spelman Museum, Clark Atlanta
University Art Galleries, and many others. These institutions support and promote black artistry
and artists of the African Diaspora. They provide opportunities for artists to showcase their work
and offer programming for audiences to engage art created by black artists. Atlanta boasts of a
large population of talented black visual artists, which is ultimately why I decided to conduct my
research there.

The visual artists that I analyze are Jamaal Barber, Angela Davis Johnson, Charly Palmer,

Shanequa Gay, Fabian Williams, Tracy Murrell, Tiffany Latrice and ZuCot gallery manager



Lauren Harris. Jamaal Barber is a visual propagandist, who asserts his opinions and experiences
through the screen-prints that he produces. He turns to woodcutting and screen-printing to voice
his sociopolitical concerns, where he makes direct and insightful social commentary within his
work. Shanequa Gay and Angela Davis Johnson are “mythmakers” who combat negative
narratives and stereotypes regarding the black community within their work. Both artists create
visual art installations and are creative with the mediums that they utilize in their artistry. Gay
creates mythological creatures to address issues that plague black communities like police
brutality. Johnson creates portraits and experiential art installations that bring her own
imaginations and stories to life. Tiffany Latrice and Lauren Harris engage in the work that
surrounds artmaking — primarily visual art. They work to cultivate spaces for artists that are often
disenfranchised within the art world — specifically black and black women artists. Latrice
founded TILA Studios, a creative space that caters to the needs of black women artists. Harris,
gallery manager at black owned ZuCot Gallery, curates art shows consisting of work created by
black artists. Charly Palmer and Tracy Murrell are visual artists who engage and present their
perceptions of blackness, black experiences and black history within their art. Fabian Williams is
a visual artist and muralist whose art is a form of advocacy for black communities. Jamaal
Barber introduced me to various creatives and artists while I was conducting my research in
Atlanta. I chose to interview these creatives because they all provide unique insight into visual
artistry. Their varying creative approaches and aesthetic practices provide innovative ways to
understand the relationship between art and activism.

My analyses of these creatives directly coincide with the central themes of my work. My
initial research questions were:

1. How do the artists experience and utilize collaboration in the conception, production,

and dissemination of their work?



2. In what ways is the art that I analyze discursive?

3. How and/or to what extent do contemporary Atlanta artists embrace or reflect the
“post-black art” paradigm articulated by Thelma Golden and others? In what ways
does the political character of their work mirror or depart from art produced in the
Black Arts Movement? To what extent do they illuminate a distinctive “post-black
art” aesthetic?

These are the research questions that I began with and are the questions that enabled me
to begin these conversations. However, as I continued researching, I realized that my research
questions shifted. The question that I was really posing was:

How and to what extent do contemporary black visual artists in Atlanta engage past
and present social and political issues affecting black people’s lives through the production
and presentation of art?

This caused me to shift my research focus. I kept my initial questions because they
provide me a starting point, however I acknowledge the shift in what my research seeks to
explore. As I conducted analyses of these creatives, I realized that there were fundamental
themes that existed within the work of these creatives. The central themes that have manifested
within my research are:

1. Visual art can contain social and political commentary and critiques, serving as the
locus for these critiques.

2. Public art can shed light on issues and experiences related to black communities to
wider communities.

3. There is a historical relationship between black visual art propaganda.

4. Visual art serves as the locus for counter-dominant narratives/mythmaking.



5. Creative practices can be a form of healing and self-processing, and art that is

personal and expressive can also be a form of activism.
But wait! What does ‘black artist’ even mean?

What does it mean to be a ‘black artist’? Is there a ‘black aesthetic?” What is this present
moment in black art history? These questions have induced a variety of controversial debates
both historically and contemporarily. As early as the 19" century and as recently as 2019 cultural
critics contribute to discourse that interrogates whether black art can (and should) have the
luxury of being created “for art’s sake” or whether it must be functional and used as a tool
(Cunningham). Regulations made by artists and critics of what the art of black creatives should
be are significant because they oftentimes have a direct influence on what artists create, and what
they believe the market and audience demand from artists. Are there shared experiences or
shared aesthetic principles that qualifies what black art is, or is it simply based on the ethnicity of
the artist? Paul C. Taylor offers a definition of “black aesthetics” as “the practice of using art,
criticism, or analysis to explore the role that expressive objects and practices play in creating and
maintaining black life-worlds” (Taylor, p. 12). Henry Morris Murray also explores the practice
of black subjectivity, which despite cultural shifts can be understood as a “concentration on
African American concerns, perspectives, and voices” (Powell, p. 16) along with their
experiences that exists as the main content of black visual art. Black cultural subjectivity enables
black artists to articulate their understanding of blackness on their own terms, enabling them to
be in charge of the narratives that exist.

It is important to understand what being black is in order to understand my usage of the
term “black artist”. Being aware of all of the intricacies, complexities, and contradictions that
exist within a development of the characteristics of black identity and experiences, I understand

“black artists” to be a reference to people of African descent who create art. In this context [ am



focally researching African American visual artists, so my usage of “black artists” refers to
artists of African descent who were born in the United States. Richard Powell provides the most
viable explanation of what it means to be a black artist in his book titled Black Art: A Cultural
History. Powell provides an in-depth analysis of what it means to be black generally, taking in
the social, historical and political implications of the term. He acknowledges that there is an
extreme diversity in the range of complexions, body types and features that exist among people
of African descent. Powell asserts the idea that black[ness] has always held deep significance
both visually and conceptually (p.8). He goes on to state how “blackness is less a color than a
metaphor for a political circumstance prescribed by struggles against economic exploitation and
cultural domination: a state of consciousness that peoples of various pigmentations have
experienced, empathized with, and responded to” (Powell, p. 10). Here, Powell acknowledges
that part of what informs black identity is a history of shared struggle and oppression. He
believes that the categorization of people of African descent is often contradictory,
acknowledging that the term is problematic, recognizing both the “ideological pitfalls of
categorical absolutes and generalizations” as well as the reality and even strategic necessity of
the concept of blackness (Powell, p. 12).

He outlines 5 characteristics of blackness/black diasporic cultural characteristics based on
Stuart Hall’s essay What is this ‘Black’ in Black Popular Culture?’. They are as follows: (1) a
cultural struggle against claims of “racial quintessence” as well as dominant cultural and political
forces, (2) the ability to proclaim common beliefs, goals and values that can be institutionalized
into community based institutions and products (ex: black churches, HBCU’s, various cultural
productions, styles of performance and religious worship etc.) that sometimes resonates
throughout the African Diaspora, (3) an acknowledgement of shared life experiences & social

encounters that promotes a communal atmosphere. This conceptual “collective life experience”



(such as racial and cultural discrimination, which cannot serve as the basis of an “authentic
blackness” but can be understood as fundamental to black culture, as it is pertinent to its
conceptualization and realization), (4) a “black aesthetic”; a collection of philosophical theories
about the arts of the African diaspora that thrives in black communities, and (5) cultural
productions that are not only alternative to mainstream counterparts, but are “proactive and
aggressive in their desire to articulate, testify, and bear witness to that cultural difference
(Powell, p. 12-15). Essentially, Powell and Hall state that black diasporic cultures are defined as
the “things that significant numbers of black people do” (Powell, p. 15). These “things” can vary,
referencing a range of crafted, constructed, invented items/practices produced within the black
community. This includes “works of art, religious ceremonies, performances on stage or within
athletics” (Powell, p. 16). The usage of “black people” and the black community” can be defined
as the men, women, children and people who are of African descent, who are part of the African

diaspora.

Historical Context: Post Blackness, the Black Arts Movement and the Harlem Renaissance
Post-blackness is a term that has been coined by the current Director of the Studio
Museum of Harlem, Thelma Golden, and artist Glenn Ligon in 2001. Golden describes post-
blackness as a point in art history where black artists are adamant about not carrying the weight
often associated with the modifying adjective of ‘black’ artist. Instead, she argues, these
contemporary black visual artists prefer to explore and redefine complex notions of blackness,
which their work is oftentimes rooted in, freely, without having to adhere to particular aesthetic
or thematic standards (Zara). Stuart Hall’s interrogation of black popular culture created the
framework, whether directly or indirectly to Golden’s conceptualization of post-blackness. Her
creation and characterization of post-blackness are answering the question that Stuart Hall posed:

what is this present moment in black popular culture? What are the characteristics and traits of



this present moment, and how can it be defined or understood? Hall decrees that black popular
culture has contradictions, as all popular cultures do, going on to state that black culture is “a site
of strategic contestation. But it can never be simplified or explained in terms of the simple binary
oppositions that are still habitually used to map it out...resistance versus incorporation; authentic
versus unauthentic” (Hall, p. 108.)

Are black visual artists currently creating within a of post-black consciousness? If so,
what does their work look like? Is there aesthetic or ideological characteristics that qualifies
work as post-black, or is it a general way to denote these present years and the art produced by
this generation? Hall proposes that black popular culture always includes a form of hybridity,
and this is a proposition that cultural critic Touré seems to agree with. Tour¢ argues that the
number of ways to be black is limitless, and that an argument for an “authentic” blackness is
unreasonable and impossible. If Touré and Hall are correct, what makes black art “black™?

Golden utilizes the term post-blackness to understand and articulate the point in
American art history that we are now in; a point in time where she claims black artists are
afforded a freedom when engaging a variety of black issues and experiences. It acknowledges
that previously, a common expectation was for black artists to adhere to specific aesthetic,
conceptual and social prescriptions created by other black artists and cultural critics (“cultural
critics” can be understood as cultural commentators; they are intellectuals who offer up opinions,
theories and thoughts on cultural phenomenon). Post-blackness proclaims that currently, art that
is created during this time deviates from the aforementioned restrictions. Richard Powell
expanded on the definition of this conceptual time period and clarifies that although people draw
negative conclusions regarding post-blackness based on connotations of a total departure from

racial and cultural blackness, it actually is a parallel (or shadow) racial/cultural preoccupation



that privileges a kind of playfulness, or an irreverence, with regards to engaging black identity,
history and/or culture (Powell).

If post-blackness really is the contemporary moment in black art history that we are now
in, that means that it generally marks the end of a previous era, when black visual artists may
have felt that they must adhere to specific conceptual standards and dogmatic aesthetic
principles. This feeling is a result of the expectations that others have had for them and the type
of art they thought artists should produce. Thus, it is necessary to consider artistic discourse in
earlier periods to understand the potential distinctiveness of the contemporary moment. This
section explores two major black artistic movements; the Harlem Renaissance and the Black Arts
Movement, seeking find evidence that explain some of the expectations regarding art production
of these eras.

The Harlem Renaissance, also known as the New Negro Movement, was a sociopolitical
and cultural movement within the black community that took place from the end of World War I
until the Great Depression. During this time, there was a conscious assertion of the dignity and
respectability of black people by black middle-class communities within the creative arts. In
many ways, this movement was a “manifestation that blurred the boundaries between aesthetics,
politics, and lifestyle” (Watson, p. 8). World War I led to an industrial surge in the Northern
United States, which offered economic opportunity to black Southerners. This movement, known
as a Great Migration, inspired a flood of migrants from the South to the North, and the “pursuit
of a new life in the North gave rise to the concept and identity of the New Negro” (Campbell, p.
15). Alain Locke described black migration as an opportunity for metamorphosis, where black
folk could shed the old chrysalis of the “Negro problem” and achieve spiritual emancipation
(Campbell, p. 15). Scholars like Campbell and Watson assert the fact that the New Negro

Movement led to revolutionary political and social perceptions and stances in black



communities. There were also political shifts, where black people transitioned from supporting
the Republican to mainly voting for Democratic political party candidates. Organizations like the
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP, founded in 1909), and
the Urban League (founded in 1910) were also gaining more traction, and the Universal Negro
Improvement Association (founded in 1914) grew in popularity. These institutions supported and
promoted concepts that led to ideological shifts within black communities. During this time,
artists like Aaron Douglas and Lois Mailou Jones engaged political and social observations and
offered commentary within their artwork. Visual artists contributed to the development of vital
aspects of the Renaissance ethos, like the “glorification of the black American’s African
heritage, the tradition of depicting black folklore, or interest in the details of black life”
(Campbell, p. 13). Intellectuals like W. E. B. Du Bois advocated that this cultural movement
pushed for ideals such as self-determination, and cultural expression that was free from
conformity to stereotypical expressions of blackness and black experiences.

Du Bois also declares that “all art is propaganda and ever must be, despite the wailing of
the purists” (Du Bois, pg. 8). He believed that art-making was an essential race-building tool and
believed that it could be wielded as a redeeming attribute for the black community. This was
during a time when segregation was ingrained into American sociopolitical functioning, and
black communities utilized acceptability politics to appeal to white in order to gain access to
social, political and economic equality. Du Bois wanted black art to influence white American
communities to acknowledge the humanity and respectability of black folk. Artists from this era
seemed to have a dual responsibility to articulate a racial identity that encompassed “authentic”
black experiences while also assuming a positive representation of blacks for white society.
Scholars like Locke and Du Bois believed that art “would be final proof that the New Negro not

only had something positive to contribute to American life but had, indeed, ascended to new
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cultural heights” (Campbell, p. 16). During the New Negro Movement, there was much debate
about what the appropriate “black image” should be. According to Du Bois, the art that depicted
the black experience had to be filtered through a lens of Beauty, Truth and Goodness that created
a positive image of the black community as a whole (Du Bois).

Sterling Brown identifies five themes that characterizes art from the Harlem Renaissance,
which include 1) Africa as a source of racial pride, 2) depicting black American heroes, 3) the
creation of racial and political propaganda, 4) engaging black folk tradition, and 5) candid self-
revelation (Watson, p. 9). Here, there are clearly defined subject focuses within the art and
creative endeavors that was produced within the black community during this time. These five
characteristics are what describes and characterizes art from that period as “Harlem Renaissance”
or “New Negro Movement” art.

A similarity that the Harlem Renaissance and post-black eras share is represented in a
statement made by Du Bois, who states that “the ultimate judge of black art has got to be you and
you have got to build yourselves up into that wide judgement...which is going to enable the artist
to have his widest chance for freedom” (Du Bois). This is significant because what Golden states
as the biggest characteristic about her conceptualizations regarding this present moment in black
art history is something Du Bois advocated for in the 1920’s. Black artists created their own
creative communities, and still do, in order to have a space where art is “reviewed and acclaimed
by our own free and unfettered judgement” (Du Bois). The Harlem Renaissance seems to share
some of the same fundamental ideals as post-blackness. Was a goal of Du Bois’ advocacy during
the Harlem Renaissance Movement to get to a point where black artists can operate in a
theoretically post-black period of time?

The Black Arts Movement (BAM) was a revolutionary sociopolitical and cultural shift

within black creative communities. Despite limited perceptions of the Black Arts Movement
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being centralized in Harlem, movements took place in most major cities throughout the United
States like Chicago and Los Angeles. The Black Arts Movement was the cultural counterpart of
the Black Power Movement. The Black Power Movement encouraged black communities to
awaken their pro-black consciousness, expand their global understanding, and to extend their
conception of their identity/heritage to a global scale by acknowledging and rooting themselves
in their African heritage. Amiri Baraka was a prominent BAM artist who is considered to be the
father of the Black Arts Movement. The inception of the BAM can be traced to 1965 when
Baraka moved to Harlem, NY and opened the Black Arts Repertory Theatre in reaction to the
assassination of Malcolm X (The Black Arts Movement). He later produced scholarship that
outlined the ideology of this physical and conceptual movement. Essentially, he described how
the intention of many of the Black Arts Movement artists in Harlem was to cultivate an art form
that was unapologetically and inherently black, communicating black experiences and history.
This art was also intended to represent Black Power Movement ideals of self-determination, self-
respect and self-defense, and be a “true Afro American art” (Baraka, p. 30). BAM artists wanted
to foster a cultural movement that was created by and geared towards the black masses, intending
to dispel the former connotations that art-making was a practice for only few members of the
bourgeoisie class. There was a major emphasis on community-based art and the production of art
that was accessible to the black community. Ultimately, these artists wanted to create art that was
revolutionary, with the ability to lead to a sociocultural revolution (Baraka). These ideals were
followed and promoted by Black Arts Movement artists like Baraka and Larry Neal. Artists who
did not follow these practices were at times excluded from black artistic circles for creating work
that the BAM did not deem black art, referring to black abstract artists as “white artists in black

face” (Pindell). Black Arts Movement artists in Harlem were concerned with creating a black
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aesthetic and art that was authentically black, which by theory and practice was an exclusive
concept considering the fact that there is no monolithic way to be black.

What happened to artists who did not adhere to these specified standards? Artists like
Howardena Pindell experienced cold receptions in black arts communities in New York because
she was an abstract artist. At this time, there were widespread beliefs that black artists should
create art about social issues. “Within the African-American community in the 1970’s, if you
were an abstract artist you were considered the enemy pandering to the white world” (Pindell).
To further explore this, I examine black visual art collectives that were formed around the time
of the Black Arts Movement. I analyze these collectives to explore the differences in ideologies
of black artist during this time and attempt to illustrate the nuanced understandings of what
practicing artists believed the role of black artists could and should be. This will include an
analysis of AfriCOBRA and SPIRAL. I will describe their philosophies, artistic practices and
how they compare and differ from each other.

AfriCOBRA — the African Commune of Bad Relevant Artists - is an artist collective that
was founded in 1968 in Chicago, IL. Founding members include Jeff Donaldson, Wadsworth
Jarrell, Jae Jarrell, Barbara Jones-Hogu and Gerald Williams. This collective’s creative practices
and ideology has been described as “an aesthetic life force and a way of seeing the visual world
coupled with social, spiritual, relational and political realities” (Jones, p. 99). Its members
included in their manifesto aesthetic precepts that serve as guidelines for their artistic practices.
This manifesto was inspired by “a negro art movement based on a common aesthetic creed”
(Zorach, pg. 104). Members of this artist collective pledged their commitment to creating art that
is inspired by people of African descent and their collective (and individual) experiences, by
making art that is for “the people.” They wanted their art to be accessible by having direct,

distinct, and clear messages - art that is propaganda — and art that is affordable for everyday
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black folk. Their goal was to make art accessible to black masses. They also set out to create art
that was based on community-oriented principles and focused on creating work that represented
and promoted the ideas, values, and experiences of said communities. Barbara Jones-Hogu
described AfriCOBRA’s aesthetic principles as work that “involved ‘black, positive, direct
statements created in bright, vivid...coolade colours” (Zorach, Jones-Hogu, p. 104). Ultimately,
this artist collective created a manifesto which outlines philosophical and aesthetic principles that
were to be followed by its members. This manifesto includes a reference to color usage as well
as the subject and content of the art (Donaldson). Although the manifesto encourages freedom
within the work of its members’ art, it is relatively prescriptive. Members decided that “there is a
black aesthetic and a black art” and utilized aesthetics as “a functional instrument in the struggle,
[demanding that they] look into [black] culture...as the foundation for a set of principles based
on commonly held aspirations and desires (Jones-Henderson). AfriCOBRA is directly indicative
of the prescriptions of the Black Arts Movement that was detailed by Amiri Baraka. The BAM
generally, and AfriCOBRA specifically both promoted creative practices that required an at
times dogmatic adherence to certain principles and ideals. They both had an emphasis on
fostering community based/accessible art that was loud, direct, discursive and revolutionary.
SPIRAL complicates this discussion because they focused on exploring what the role of
the black artist was and what it could be during that time, instead of developing prescriptions.
Members of Spiral include Romare Bearden, Hale Woodruff, Charles Alston, Norman Lewis,
James Yeargans, Felrath Hines, Richard Mayew, William Pritchard, Merton Simpson, Emma
Amos, Reginald Gammon, Alvin Hollingsworth, Calvin Douglass, Perry Ferguson, William
Majors and Earl Miller (Valentine). Hale Woodruff named the group SPIRAL because “from a
starting point, it moves outward embracing all directions, yet constantly forward” (Cahan, S.,

Godfrey, M., Whitley, Z., p. 22). They never developed a distinct aesthetic or ideology, and their
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collective was not prescriptive like AfriCOBRA. In some ways, SPIRAL expressed practices and
conceptions that are similar to the concept of post-blackness. They formed the group to discuss
the role of the black artist within the larger struggle for civil rights, and to engage common
aesthetic issues (Bearden, Henderson). They debated how they were supposed to react to the
discrimination that they were subjected to and whether they should engage issues like this within
their art (Reigle). This artist collective questioned whether an artist should directly
engage/express issues present during the struggle for civil rights, following the tradition of social
protest painting. Could artistic achievement alone improve the status of black people? I add to
their queries, asking; Can black artists who create art during this time period without adhering to
prescriptive/dogmatic principles still be considered part of the Black Arts Movement? Where do
the outlier artists come in, and what category do they fit in? Was the Black Arts Movement more
of an ideology or a description of an era? These questions are relevant because they are similar
questions that are still being asked in reference to the conceptual framing of post-blackness.

The Harlem Renaissance and the BAM were both cultural movements where debates
regarding “black artists responsibilities to the black masses abounded, often initiated by youthful
black provocateurs who lambasted their opposers without formal restraints or political
inhibitions” (Powell, pg. 4). They both articulate a historical precedence of linking black art and
activism. However, during these time periods artists and art collectives also expressed post-
blackness sentiments before post-blackness was more formally conceptualized. Conversations
that artist collectives like SPIRAL had during this time still resonate contemporarily. It can be
argued that this collective, and arts advocates like Du Bois paved the way for Golden’s
conceptualization of post-blackness, where a new generation of black artists exist “who desire to
transcend race and distance themselves from the “black artist” label, despite the fact that their

work in most cases is tethered to explorations of blackness” (Valentine, pg. 3).
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While Golden was offering an interpretation of what this present moment in black art
history was in 2001, other scholars presented ideas that contradicted post-black notions. Samella
Lewis, a visual artist, art historian and cultural critic states, “the alternatives for African
American artists have been quite clear. Either they must work to realize and promote the inherent
qualities that make [black] art a valuable, functional force in society, or they must become
absorbed in the dominant culture of their societies and lose the indigenous values of their vital
cultural heritage” (Lewis, p. 3). Stating that black artists must assert the value of their
‘indigenous’ art, she alludes to the fact that if they do not engage blackness their work will be
swallowed up by the trends and ways of the dominant art traditions, losing its individualized
value. Lewis goes on to prescribe what she believes are the obligations and responsibilities that
black artists have to assert their blackness within their art, as well as to their communities. This
is important because Lewis created a list of prescriptions that she believes black artists must
adhere to. These prescription state that black artists must (1) understand and utilize elements of
their cultural heritage, (2) understand the power of art and use that power to inform and educate
black communities, (3) establish a direct relationship with people at all socioeconomic levels,
because black visual artists are obliged to be an interpreter and a community resource, (4) create
art that is functional, makes sense to the audience it is created for, and employs images common
to black lives & experiences, (5) create art that is a continuum of aesthetic principles derived
from Africa, maintained during slavery and present today, (6) create a body of work that is
affordable to black masses, (7) create art that enriches the physical appearance of the community,
and (8) create a diverse art. It is clear that Lewis is drawing heavily on historical black artistic
traditional practices, which included aesthetic and conceptional obligations/prescriptions that
were created by black visual artists and cultural critics. Many of these ideas were created during

and revolve around the ethos of the Harlem Renaissance and the Black Arts Movement (Powell).
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Lewis’s descriptions of the obligations of a black artist is significant, however, because it carries
presumptions and regulations that are reminiscent of both of these major black cultural
movements. It is what Golden states that this present moment in visual art history is now past,
however it was re-published a mere two years after Golden’s declaration of the alleged era of
postblackness and directly contradicts its viability. How useful is Golden’s conceptualization in
understanding the art and practices of black visual artists contemporarily?

This overview of the Harlem Renaissance and the Black Arts Movement is significant to
my research because it helps me to further engage contemporary artistic practices. The analysis
helped me to explore the historical precedence that links black art and activism. These analyses
have also helped me to understand that even during significant creative eras, there are always
artists whose work deviates from the larger trends that exist during these movements. This does
not negate the significance of these movements; however, it dispels narratives that exist which
promote ‘authentic’ black expressions. The analyses also help me to understand that there is no
singular form of ‘traditional black art’. Just as blackness is not monolithic, neither is the artistry
of black creatives. However, there is a long tradition of black folk engaging social and political
issues within their art. This has encouraged me to seek an understanding of artists, their art, and
their creative practices on their own terms. By understanding the ideologies of previous black
cultural movements, I am able to better engage contemporary artists. Post blackness has offered a
way to begin dialogue regarding the present moment of black art history, and what art from this
present moment consists of.

Literature Review

This thesis is in conversation with scholarly literature that engages visual art and

activism. Rebecca Jones’, author of The Aesthetics of Protest: Using Image to Change

Discourse, researches how visual images and aesthetic practices have a pivotal role in
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developing modern activism and protests. She examines public discourse, and how alternative
politics have become popularized through visual means, claiming that “even marches and
demonstrations require photographic images to gain media recognition and in order to enter
public discourse” (Jones, p. 2). She studies visual rhetoric, engaging Debord’s description of
détournement, which is a way to actively transform art images of spectacle into conversations
about protest (The Society of Spectacle). Essentially, Jones argues that images can be utilized as
a more innovative and flexible tool than what traditional protest practices like marches,
demonstrations, rallies and petitions offer (Jones). This is connected to my research because it
engages visual images as a site of protest. It also looks at different ways that visual and
experiential art is a tool for public engagement. James Belflower’s Making Thought Matter:
Postmodern Models for Material Thinking explores a concept called material thinking, which is
the process and practice that turns ideas and conceptualizations into artwork. He argues that
when artists practice material thinking, they insert knowledge that is perceived into their artwork
(Belflower). This work informs my research, as I assert in my conclusion how the art that I
create is a form of artmaking that practices material thinking.

I engage Nick Wilson’s conceptualization of social creativity, which suggests that in this
present day it is necessary to reclaim the power that creativity has when it is a result of human
interactions in interdisciplinary ways. He states that the creativity of marginalized populations is
as valuable (if not more valuable) as that of people who visibly work in creative industries
(Wilson, p. 368). The concept of social creativity is related to James Rolling’s book Swarm
Intelligence, which frames creativity as a “collective force that reinforces the success of the
human species across innumerable fronts” (Rolling, p. 8). This is significant because both of
these scholars explore the dynamics of social creativity. They engage how social creativity exists

and manifests, and how interactions without borders (borders being economic, societal,
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professional, industrial, and anything else that can categorize humans in a way that leaves other
populations out) can induce and promote social creativity. Rolling researches how social
creativity can be both underdeveloped and cultivated. I engage these concepts in my work by
researching instances where black artists engage in creative collaboration. I explore how creative
collaboration is a form of social creativity, which usually culminates into work that is bigger than
what artists could have created on their own. My work explores how engaging in social creativity
and creative collaboration enables artists to transcend their own ideas and abilities. Janet Wolff
engages the social nature of arts in the social interactions that are necessary for their production,
distribution and reception. In The Social Production of Art, Wolff questions ways that
sociological approaches to the arts can help to conceptualize individual creativity (Wolff). This
sociological approach can serve as inspiration for the individual who engages in creative activity.
In The Social Impact of the Arts, authors Eleonora Belfiore and Oliver Bennett creates a quasi-
historiography of claims made about the impact, value and function of the arts (Belfiore,
Bennett). Utilizing an international scope, they explore both the positive and negative views that
people traditionally hold regarding the arts in an attempt to reconnect modern policy debates
with a complicated history (Belfiore, Bennett). Our work is reminiscent of each other’s because
my research conducts a brief study of black art movements in an effort to understand the
conceptualization of post-blackness. I also explore the social nature of art by investigating the
ways that contemporary black visual art is discursive.

Kellie Jones is a scholar whose work engages similar themes as mine. Jones conducted a
regional case study of visual artists and the various social and political influences that informed
their identities as well as artistry. In South of Pico, she combines geographical spacial theories
with artist biographical sketches, historiographies of black migration patterns and analyses of the

art of black visual artists and how all of these factors informed their narratives within their art.
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She also analyzes the production of art created by regionally specific artists during 1960-1980,
and studied how social, cultural and political phenomena influenced the work that these artists
produced in Los Angeles, California. Her work is a regional case study that focuses on the
external conditions that influence artists and the art that they create. Although our approaches
and methods differ, both of our research engages social and political phenomena and its impact
on the art that is created by black artists.

My work expands and adds to the existing conversations in my field because the primary
focus of my work is mapping out and exploring the different varieties of visual activism. My
work tries to understand the different forms that art activism takes within contemporary black
artists work. This work is significant because it explores how art as activism sheds light on the

different ways that art can function.

Methods

I carry out this research through mixed methods that include oral history interviews with
practicing visual artists, discussions with cultural custodians, through the analysis of visual art,
and by studying art exhibitions and exhibition catalogues. Atlanta, Georgia, where I conducted
my research, has a thriving black artistic community that afforded me an opportunity to explore
urban art and activism during this theoretically “post-black™ artistic period. I began this work
with an art historical approach by engaging what this present moment in black art history is in
order to begin this conversation.

Utilizing the Snowball Sampling method, I began my research with Jamaal Barber, who
introduced me to many visual artists. Because of the exposure I gained through my connection to
Barber, I attended various creative events, conducted eight oral history interviews, visited

various museum exhibitions, and embarked on multiple participant observations.
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I chose to conduct oral history interviews as my method of collecting in depth
information about these artists. Oral history interviews are “self-conscious, disciplined
conversations between two people about some aspect of the past considered...to be of historical
significance and intentionally recorded...Although the conversation takes the form of an
interview...at its heart, [it is] a dialogue” (Shopes, p. 2). Oral history interviews provide a shared
authority, where both the historian and the narrator are equal participants in a conversation, and
there is not a hierarchy (Thompson), which I knew would permit the artists that I engaged to
open up more. As a practicing visual artist, I understand that at times discussing your work can
become very personal, and in order to fully engage with my core research question, the
interviewees needed to feel comfortable enough to share their experiences. This method of
research also allows the artists to carry whatever associations and experiences they deem
important to their art into the conversation.

In addition to my written thesis, I create paintings and other visual images that engage
dominant themes of my research findings. The themes I engage within my exhibition include, but
are not limited to sociopolitical critiques, counter-dominant mythmaking and the production of
visual art as a healing process. My exhibition, entitled 4 Time for Joy and a Time for Sorrow;
displays how my research lies at the intersection of concepts and praxis. As a practicing artist,
one of the ways I communicate and express my ideas is through the creation of visual images.
Since the premise of my work is that visual art is discursive, with the ability to communicate
ideas, and throughout my research I’m gaging the extent to which artists engage in activism
within their work, this gives me an opportunity to extend the claims I make within my research
and bring them to life. Painting portraits enabled me to gain a further appreciation and

understanding of the art work that I engage. Not only was I able to gain deeper insight, I was
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able to demonstrate the themes of my work by creating work that functions in the same way as
the artists I engaged.

For my exhibition, I use the conceptual and creative methodology of portraiture to create
my images. Portraiture is a method that “blurs the boundaries of aesthetics and empiricism in an
effort to capture the complexity, dynamics, and subtlety of human experience and organizational
life” (Hackmann, pg. 51). As the portraitist, I am attempting to interpret my perspectives and
experiences, and embody them into the portraits that I create. In doing so, I document my voice,
authority, knowledge, experiences and translate them into the portraits that I create.

I approach my art analyses based on the recommendations of a Duke University Visual
Analysis Publication. It describes the