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publication of Romare Bearden: His Life and Art by Baruch Sa'ndra Kraskin
Professor Myron Schwartzman. Director :
Baruch College
At The City University of New York, Bearden’s work has s
been prized for many years. In 1967, the University in
cooperation with the Harlem Cultural Council and the New
York Urban League exhibited The Evolution of Afro-American
Artists: 1800-1950 in The Great Hall of City College. Romare
Bearden, as co-director with Carroll Greene, Jr., organized
this landmark exhibition which presented an historical survey
of African-American art beginning with examples of African
sculpture. The exhibition included Bearden'’s collage
Mysteries and was documented by a catalogue with an essay
by Carroll Greene, r.

The City University of New York is also proud to own work
by Romare Bearden. Bearden’s collage, School Bell Time, is
part of the collection of Kingsborough Community College
and is included in the Baruch Gallery exhibition. Another
work by Bearden, a large mosaic mural, is installed at the
Borough of Manhattan Community College.

Romare Bearden: Work with Paper was curated by Julia
Hotton. Her extensive experience as head of the Arts, Prints
and Photographs section of the Schomburg Center for
Research in Black Culture, New York Public Library and as
Assistant Director at The Brooklyn Museum has been an
invaluable resource in organizing this exhibition.

We would like to acknowledge the support of Marilyn
Mikulsky, Director of Campus Planning and Facilities at
Baruch College, who produced the exhibition catalogue. In
1967, she worked with Romare Bearden as the coordinator
of The Evolution of Afro-American Artists: 1800-1950 at City
College.



Romare Bearden:
A World Retold in Art

Every man carries within himself a world made up of all that
he has seen and loved, and it is to this world that he returns
incessantly.”

Chateaubriand

Romare Bearden was born on September 2, 1911 at his
great-grandfather's home in Charlotte, North Carolina, the
only child of Howard and Bessye Bearden. Though his
parents took him to live in New York City by the time he
was no more than three years old, Bearden’s earliest
memories were of locomotives steaming over the railroad
trestle down the street and through nearby cotton fields; the
morning hum of machinery starting up in the block-long
Magnolia cotton mill; the fluttering of roosters and hens in
his great-grandfather’s backyard coop; the weekday morning
schoolbells and Sunday church bells; and the country bands
that jammed on streetcorners during holidays

These early impressions would find their way into the oeuvre
of one of the most extraordinary artists America has.
produced in this century. In an autobiographical statement
for the Archives of American Art, Bearden wrote that one of
his earliest visual recollections was of a beautiful tan, orange,
and brown tiger lily he saw in his great-grandfather’s garden
when he returned to wisit as a boy of nine or ten: “Each day
1 would go and look at that flower; but one Sunday | found
it gone, and only a green stem trembling in the air like a
small garter snake. My [great-] grandfather saw my concern.
He told me that my [great-] grandmother had worn it to
church. Then he said, ‘Don’t worry, this is good soil and
next year your tiger lily will be back once again.” ! The
recollection is a window on Bearden’s art: the childhood

entrancement with a beautiful object, its seeming destruction,

and his urgent desire to retrieve it. Many of the Charlotte-
Mecklenburg County collages which established Bearden’s

national reputation depict the idiomatic particularity of a
world wrested, by the sheer act of creative imagination, from
time and change

With the Bearden family settled in an apartment at West
140th Street on Lenox Avenue by 1917, Romare was.
enrolled at P.S. 5 nearby. He went on to P.S. 139 and
DeWitt Clinton High School in New York, completing the
last two years of High School in Pittsburgh, where he stayed
with his maternal grandmother, Carrie Banks. Bearden had
first spent a year during fourth grade in a steel-mill area of
Pittsburgh called Lawrenceville, where his grandmother ran a
boarding house. From the windows, Bearden could see the
flames and smoke, hear the screaming factory whistles and
the constant bass roar of the gigantic blast furnaces. “When
the furnace doors opened,” Bearden recalled, “that flame
would lick out like a burning snake’s tongue and hit "em.
They were always getting scorched.”? His grandmother
would rub the men down with cocoa butter at the end of
their shift

These Pittsburgh memories, first of Lawrenceville and then of
East Liberty, were a second great source of subject matter for
Bearden. He evoked the milieu, for example, in a 1978
collage for which his friend Albert Murray, the critically
acclaimed novelist and essayist, suggested the title: Mill
Hand’s Lunch Bucket. In an interior framed by rectangles, a
family surrounds a dining table. The eye is drawn, however,
to the outsized hand of a young mill worker wearing an
asbestos coat and hat. He reaches for a lunch bucket
perched on a table as he descends the stairs. To the right, a
window looks out on a fiery red steel-mill landscape behind
a row of slate-gray shanties: railroad tracks, chimneys, and a
cloud of smoke emerging from a gigantic furnace fill the
scene. Albert Murray’s narrative, written on the gallery wall
when the collage was first exhibited at the Cordier & Ekstrom
Gallery in New York read, “The mills went 24 hours a day
with three 8-hour shifts.”

During the late 19205, the years of the Harlem
Renaissance, Bessye Bearden became a force in Harlem
political and social life. After two years of undergraduate
work at Boston University, Bearden returned home to
complete his college years as a mathematics major at New

York University, and found that the household had
become a hub of activity. Despite the privations which
accompanied life during the 1930s, the Bearden
apartment, now situated across the street from the stage
door entrance to the Lafayette Theatre, was regularly
visited by Duke Ellington, Fats Waller and his lyricist Andy
Razaf, Paul Robeson, and a diverse group of journalists,
socialites, playwrights, and politicians.

Bessye Bearden wanted her son to become a physician, but
his own predilection was for art. At N.Y.U., Bearden had
become Art Editor of The New York University Medley, a
humor magazine whose format closely resembled that of The
New Yorker. After graduation in 1935, he drew strong
editorial cartoons for The Baltimore Afro-American over a
two-year period and studied at the Art Students League with
George Grosz, a master of draftsmanship by way of corrosive
political satire. Bearden joined “306”, a free-wheeling group
of artists, writers, musicians and theater people who met
under the auspices of the Works Progress Administration/
Federal Arts Project at 306 West 141st Street. The studio was
run by Charles Alston, a painter, sculptor, and teacher who,
himself born in Charlotte, North Carolina, was Bearden’s
cousin by marriage. The group included such artists as
Augusta Savage, Jacob Lawrence, and Norman Lewis; and
such writers as Langston Hughes, Countee Cullen, Claude
McKay, and Ralph Ellison.

In 1938, Bearden became a full-time uscworkerferlthew
York City Department of Welfare, assigned to the men’s
division of the Harlem office. This position, which he

three decades until he retired in 1967, hdmany
consequences. It disq him.
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Buchanan, the manager, let the artists in free, It was the right series throughout the following decades. As Beaden was fond
time in the right place. The house band was led by the of putting it, “Art celebrates the victory.” It is a victory, one
drummer Chick Webb, with a very young Ella Fitzgerald might say, over the circumstances that give rise to it.

singing “A Tiskit, A Tasket.” Not long afterward, Lester Young
in his porkpie hat, soloing with Count Basie’s band, stole the Myron Schwartzman

scene with a sound like no other horn in the world, and a Baruch College, CUNY

way of laying back just behind the beat that could rip right Notes

through you 1. Romare Bearden Papers, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian

Later, in the 1940, Bearden became a good friend and Institution, Washington, DC, roll 3196. Romare Bearden, interview
informal student of Stuart Davis, the great American Wit Hervi Ghent, june 29, 1908, trareciot P, A65
modernist who gave Bearden a special feeling for the 2. This and subsequent quotations are excerpted from author's
relationship of color and musical form in painting. Bearden interviews with Romare Bearden,

recalled Davis telling him “You've got to look at varying 3. Mill Hand’s Lunch Bucket. 1978. From the Profile/Part I: The.
things. Say you've got people walking—you have to consider Twenties series (Pittsburgh Memories). Collage on board,
these things as musical beats.” As Bearden put it, “Davis had 13 %, x 18 4"

a marvelous analytical mind. He was able to compose out of

the dynamics of color 1 think that with Matisse, and with

Stuart, that color becomes form, space, direction, volume

—all conceived first out of the coloration. It can’t be changed.”

In the latter 1940s, Bearden created four important series in
olls and watercolors, all derived from mythic and literary
themes. Then, to find a new direction, Bearden set about
relearning the entire tradition in painting from the
Renaissance forward, and he concentrated on Rembrandt’s
drawings. A particular anecdote of which Bearden was
especially fond is revelatory: that Rembrandt would walk into
the street, find the homeliest, ragged beggar, and invite him
into the studio. “Come with me,” Rembrandt would say.

1 will make you a king!” And so, in Bearden’s retelling, the
master did. He dressed the beggar in king's robes and
created a masterpiece. But if you looked carefully at the face,
you could see the lines produced by a life of suffering and
hardship. Beggar and king coexisted in the same face.

To understand Bearden’s development is to begin to
appreciate how all of this finally coalesced in his art. After a
decade of deep searching in the 19505, when he painted the
most lyrical of abstractions in oil, Bearden (now a mature
painter of fifty) turned to collage, reinventing the medium.
He returned to his earliest memories of Charlotte, North
Carolina, his youth in the steel-mill neighborhoods of
Pittsburgh, and his young manhood in Harlem in series after
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its artists together for group shows. One such exhibition in’
which Bearden participated was called Homage to Jazz in
December of 1946. It too received positive notices and
Bearden’s works, two watercolors and oils, were often noted
in the reviews. Myron Schwartzman suggests, in his book
Romare Bearden: His Life and Art, that Homage to Jazz was
“The most significant of these shows for Bearden, in that it
was prophehc of the substance and spirit of much that was
to come later .

The Legacy of
Romare Bearden

The process of surveying the long and productive life of
amst Romare Bearden has provided more than a few

8 the artist’s ib to American
art and culture Above all, it is his deep interest in and
commitment to all of the arts, which formed the basis for
an equally valuable heritage—that of Bearden as scholar, inivers .
philosopher and unlversal (reanve ams( For him, the :v:?egziﬁx)’:r:;:;:dzgtfmdy “R&P"s‘:rr
worlds of music, y and the p 8 Pparis. Although Bearden applied tnramf
arts were an integral part of the creatlve process. He made program of philosophy at the So 5
use of various media in the thematic development of his interest continued to be art,
paintings as well as in the approach to his work.

World War 11 took advantage of the Gl Bill that prov
funds for higher education. Having completed his

After a period of adjustmenh‘

Bearden’s attraction to literature in some of its more
classic forms is reflected in many of his earlier works such
as the Passion of Christ, a theme taken from the Bible, This
series of paintings was created in 1945 soon after his
discharge from the Army. Inspired by Garcia Lorca’s
poetry, he created Lament for a Bullfighter: Ignacio.
Sanchez Mejyias in 1946. He went on to produce Ra
and The Iliad variations. During this period Bearden
worked in oil and watercolor using both media in' ia
group o! paintings. The Bullfight series col

and twelve oil i

Bearden, whose work began to impress
people in the art world, wa! invited to
above



and letters. His curious and agile mind soaked it up like a
sponge. These experiences, like so many others, helped to
shape the development of a remarkable artistic career.

After being in Paris for nine months, Bearden was led to
believe that he was to receive a Fulbright grant that would
enable him to go back to Paris as a full-time student at the
Ecole des Arts Decoratifs. Bearden returned to New York
only to learn that he was an alternate and would only
receive a grant if one was turned down. At the same time,
he found that Samuel Kootz had closed his gallery. When
the gallery was reopened later, Bearden was not included
among the artists rep 1. These d
were perhaps responsible for his temporary drift away
from art. It is also possible that he was suffering from
culture shock and that it was as necessary for him to
readjust to New York as it was for him to adjust to Paris
when he arrived there. After a brief illness that may have
resulted from his anxiety about returning to Paris, he
resolved, in a letter to Carl Holty, “to do nothing but paint
. Creative work never leaves you with the kind of
tension | had built up. So | hope to be healthier even if
Paris is a little further off.”"

Once he committed himself to art, his life began to
improve. He met his future wife, Nanette Rohan, and
returned to the Department of Social Services in the job
he had prior to his stay in Paris. The job provided a steady
income and enough time for his art. He now felt back

on track.

Bearden and Nanette Rohan were married in 1954 and
moved into their Canal Street loft in 1956. His work was
going so well that he was asked to join another gallery in
1960. The Michel Warren Gallery gave him his first one
man show in five years in January of 1960. Soon after Arne
Ekstrom, who had sponsored Michel Warren’s Gallery,
established the partnership of Cordier and Ekstrom, which
became Bearden’s Gallery from its beginnings in the early
1960’s until Bearden’s death in 1988,

The 1960s not only brought greater recognition and fame to
Bearden, it also brought the Civil Rights Movement. Romare

Bearden, was the son of Bessye Bearden whose absolute
refusal to tolerate racial bigotry was reflected in many of her
social and political activities. Acutely aware of the myriad of
problems that beset Black people in this country, Bessye
Bearden had a fierce pride in her race that was not missing
in her son.

In response to the social and political upheaval of the
time, Bearden and a group of Black artists came together
to discuss what was happening and what they might do to
help in the struggle for equality. The group became known
as the Spiral Group and had as its members: Norman
Lewis, Hale Woodruff, Charles Alston, James Yeargans,
Emma Amos, Calvin Douglas, Perry Ferguson, Reginald
Gammon, Alvin Holingsworth, Felrath Hines, William
Majors, Richard Mayhew, Earl Miller and Merton Simpson.
Bearden’s work with collage resulted from an idea he had
for a Spiral Group project. Enma Amos remembers
Bearden having collected “‘an enormous picture file, all
cut out shapes and stuffed in a bag. He brought it into the
Spiral meeting space on Christopher Street and spread it
all out on the floor, we make a collaborati
piece.””s When the group did not join him in the
endeavor, he went ahead on his own, using the cut-up
picture pieces to create small photomontages documenting
aspects of the Black experience in America. He may have
hoped that these images would raise the consciousness of
the wider public. At the suggestion of Reginald Gammon,
Bearden enlarged five or six of the small photomontages
photostatically to three by four feet, or six by eight feet.
To Bearden’s surprise, Arne Ekstrom became intrigued
with them and suggested that he produce more for an
exhibition at the Gallery. His successful attempt to address
a political and social problem launched him on an entirely
new phase of his career. His approach to the problem
prompted Ralph Ellison to write: “. . . Romare Bearden
has faced these questions for himself, and since he is an

artist whose social consciousness is no less intense than his

dedication to art, his example is of utmost importance for
all who are concerned with grasping something of the
complex interrelations between race, culture and the
individual artist as they exist in the United States.”"®

An exhibition entitled Projections was mounted at the
Cordier and Ekstrom Gallery in October, 1964. It was
shown at the Corcoran Gallery in hingt D.C. in

signatures as artists. Fats Waller was a close friend
Bearden family . . . Performers working in such celeﬁh
Broadway revues of the period as Shuffle Along, Chocolate

October, 1965. The work was greeted enthusiastically by
the critics and the public. Bearden had entered a new
stage in his career. His work was being widely collected.
The 1967 show of his work at Cordier and Ekstrom sold
out. He was now able to completely retire from the New
York City Department of Social Service and devote himself
totally to his art. There were many requests to show his
work at museums and galleries around the country.

Throughout the remainder of the sixties, Bearden
continued to work with collage and to refine the
technique. He began to use paint along with the cut
paper. Later, he would combine paper and paint so
effectively that it was often difficult to determine where
the paper stopped and the paint began.

With more time, he was able to work on some of his own
special projects. A book which he had worked on for
twenty years with Carl Holty, The Painters Mind was
completed. Bearden, Norman Lewis and Ernest Crichlow
founded the Cinque Gallery, a non-profit gallery to give
young emerging artists a showcase for their work. One of
the highlights of his career took place in 1971, when
Museum of Modern Art mounted a retrospective
exhibition of his work entitled: Romare Bearden,
1940-1970: The Prevalence of Ritual. In 1972, he
elected to the National Institute of Arts and

Thoughout his career, Bearden’s subjec
consist of those things which were closest
was, of course, paramount to his existen
include it in every aspect of his life may
by its constant presence in some form '
childhood. While in North Car

was exposed to the spirituals

the church he attended

During his teen and

Willie “the Lior
were not only e

Dandies, Hot Chocolate, and Lew Leslie’s Blackbirds were
inseparable parts of the musical life of the: ne‘iyhbml’lt(m(]l?“L
His The Blues (1975) and The Blues: Second Chorus (1976)
were historically and personally relevant. Some

pieces consisted of combined paint and collage,

were monoprints—all very painterly and reminis

earlier styles. G

In 1973, the Beardens built a house and
St. Martin where they spent a part of each
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