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THE LEGACY
OF THE ANCESTRAL ARTS

ALAIN LoCKE

Music and poetry, and to an extent the dance, have been the
predominant arts of the American Negro. This is an emphasis
quite different from that of the African cultures, where the
plastic and craft arts predominate; Africa being one of the
great fountain sources of the arts of decoration and design.
Except then in his remarkable carry-over of the rhythmic gift,
there is little evidence of any direct connection of the American
Negro with his ancestral arts. But even with the rude trans-
planting of slavery, that uprooted the technical elements of his
former culture, the American Negro brought over as an emo-
tional inheritance a deep-seated esthetic endowment. And
with a versatility of a very high order, this offshoot of the
African spirit blended itself in with entirely different culture
elements and blossomed in strange new forms.

There was in this more than a change of art-forms and an
exchange of cultural patterns; there was a curious reversal of
emotional temper and attitude. The characteristic African art
expressions are rigid, controlled, disciplined, abstract, heavily
conventionalized; those of the Aframerican,-free, exuberant,
emotional, sentimental and human. Only by the misinterpre-
tation of the African spirit, can one claim any emotional kin-
ship between them-for the spirit of African expression, by
and large, is disciplined, sophisticated, laconic and fatalistic.
The emotional temper of the American Negro is exactly oppo-
site. What we have thought primitive in the American Negro
-his naivete, his sentimentalism, his exuberance and his impro-
vizing spontaneity are then neither characteristically African nor
to be explained as an ancestral heritage. They are the result
of his peculiar experience in America and the emotional up-

'Illustrations are from the Barnes Foundation Collection.
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THE .NEGRO DIGS UP HIS PAST

heaval of its trials and ordeals. True, these are now very char-
acteristic traits, and they have their artistic, and perhaps even
their moral compensations; but they represent essentially the
working of environmental forces rather than the outcropping
of a race psychology; they are really the acquired and not the
original artistic temperament.

BUSHONGO

A further proof of this is the fact that the American Negro,
even when he confronts the various forms of African art ex-
pression with a sense of its ethnic claims upon him, meets them
in as alienated and misunderstanding an attitude as the average
European Westerner. Christianity and all the other European
conventions operate to make this inevitable. So there would be
little hope of an influence of African art upon the western
African descendants if there were not at present a growing in-
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THE S(EW NEGRO

fluence of African art upon European art in general. But led
by these tendencies, there is the possibility that the sensitive
artistic mind of the American Negro, stimulated by a cultural
pride and interest, will receive from African art a profound
and galvanizing influence. The legacy is there at least, with
prospects of a rich yield. In the first place, there is in the
mere knowledge of the skill and unique mastery of the arts
of the ancestors the valuable and stimulating realization that
the Negro is not a cultural foundling without his own inherit-
ance. Our timid and apologetic imitativeness and overburden-
ing sense of cultural indebtedness have, let us hope, their nat-
ural end in such knowledge and realization.

Then possibly from a closer knowledge and proper apprecia-
tion of the African arts must come increased effort to develop
our artistic talents in the discontinued and lagging channels of
sculpture, painting and the decorative arts. If the forefathers
could so adroitly master these mediums, why not we? And
there may also come to some creative minds among us, hints
of a new technique to be taken as the basis of a characteristic
expression in the plastic and pictorial arts; incentives to new
artistic idioms as well as to a renewed mastery of these older
arts. African sculpture has been for contemporary European
painting and sculpture just such a mine of fresh motifs, just
such a lesson in simplicity and originality of expression, and
surely, once known and appreciated, this art can scarcely have
less influence upon the blood descendants, bound to it by a
sense of direct cultural kinship, than upon those who inherit by
tradition only, and through the channels of an exotic curiosity
and interest.

But what the Negro artist of to-day has most to gain from
the arts of the forefathers is perhaps not cultural inspiration
or technical innovations, but the lesson of a classic background,
the lesson of discipline, of style, of technical control pushed to
the limits of technical mastery. A more highly stylized art
does not exist than the African. If after absorbing the new
content of American life and experience, and after assimilating
new patterns of art, the original artistic endowment can be
sufficiently augmented to express itself with equal power in
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8 THE N EW NEGRO

more complex patterns and substance, then the Negro may
well become what some have predicted, the artist of American
life.

As it is, African art has influenced modern art most consid-
erably. It has been the most influential exotic art of our era,

YABOUBA

Chinese and Japanese art not excepted. The African art
object, a half generation ago the most neglected of ethnological
curios, is now universally recognized as a "notable instance of
plastic representation," a genuine work of art, masterful over
its material in a powerful simplicity of conception, design and
effect. This artistic discovery of African art came at a time
when there was a marked decadence and sterility in certain
forms of European plastic art expression, due to generations
of the inbreeding of style and idiom. Out of the exhaustion
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of imitating Greek classicism and the desperate exploitation in
graphic art of all the technical possibilities of color by the
Impressionists and Post Impressionists, the problem of form
and decorative design became emphasized in one of those re-

IVORY COAST

actions which in art occur so repeatedly. And suddenly with
this new problem and interest, the African representation of
form, previously regarded as ridiculously crude and inade-
quate, appeared cunningly sophisticated and masterful. Once
the strong stylistic conventions that had stood between it and
a true msthetic appreciation were thus broken through, Negro
art instantly came into marked recognition. Roger Fry in an
essay on Negro Sculpture has the following to say: "I have
to admit that some of these things are great sculpture-greater,
I think, than anything we produced in the Middle Ages. Cer-
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tainly they have the special qualities of sculpture in a higher
degree. They have indeed complete plastic freedom, that is
to say, these African artists really can see form in three dimen-

DAHOMEY

sions. Now this is rare in sculpture. ... So-far from the
clinging to two dimensions, as we tend to do, the African artist
actually underlines, as it were, the three-dimensionalness of
his forms. It is in some such way that he manages to give to
his forms their disconcerting vitality, the suggestion that they
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THE N(EGRO DIGS UP HIS 'AST 261

make of being not mere echoes of actual figures, but of possess-
ing an inner life of their own. . . . Besides the logical compre-
hension of plastic from which the Negro shows he has also an
exquisite taste in the handling of his material." The most
authoritative contemporary Continental criticism quite thor-
oughly agrees with this verdict and estimate.

Indeed there are many attested influences of African art in
French and German modernist art. They are to be found in
work of Matisse, Picasso, Derain, Modigliani and Utrillo
among the French painters, upon Max Pechstein, Elaine Stern,
Franz Marc and others of the German Expressionists, and upon
Modigliani, Archipenko, Epstein, Lipschitz, Lembruch, and
Zadkine and Faggi among sculptors. In Paris, centering around
Paul Guillaume, one of its pioneer exponents, there has grown
up an art coterie profoundly influenced by an asthetic devel-
oped largely from the idioms of African art. And what has
been true of the African sculptures has been in a lesser degree
true of the influence of other African art forms-decorative
design, musical rhythms, dance forms, verbal imagery and
symbolism. Attracted by the appeal of African plastic art to
the study of other modes of African expression, poets like
Guillaume Appolinaire and Blais6 Cendrars have attempted
artistic re-expression of African idioms in poetic symbols and
verse forms. So that what is a recognized school of modern
French poetry professes the inspiration of African sources,-
Appolinaire, Reverdy, Salmon, Fargue and others. The bible
of this coterie has been Cendrars' Anthologie Negre, now in
its sixth edition.

The starting point of an zsthetic interest in African musical
idiom seems to have been H. A. Junod's work,-Les Chants et
les Contes des Barongas (1897). From the double source of
African folk song and the study of American Negro musical
rhythms, many of the leading French modernists have derived
inspiration. Berard, Satie, Poulenc, Auric, and even Honneger,
are all in diverse ways and degrees affected, but the most
explicit influence has been upon the work of Darius Milhaud,
who is an avowed propagandist of the possibilities of Negro
musical idiom. The importance of these absorptions of African
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and Negro material by all of the major forms of contemporary
art, some of them independently of any transfer that might
be dismissed as a mere contagion of fad or vogue, is striking,
and ought to be considered as a quite unanimous verdict of the
modern creative mind upon the values, actual and potential,
of this yet unexhausted reservoir of art material.

There is a vital connection between this new artistic respect
for African idiom and the natural ambition of Negro artists
for a racial idiom in their art expression. To a certain extent
contemporary art has pronounced in advance upon this objective
of the younger Negro artists, musicians and writers. Only the
most reactionary conventions of art, then, stand between the
Negro artist and the frank experimental development of these
fresh idioms. This movement would, we think, be well under
way in more avenues of advance at present but for the timid
conventionalism which racial disparagement has forced upon
the Negro mind in America. Let us take as a comparative in-
stance, the painting of the Negro subject and notice the retard-
ing effect of social prejudice. The Negro is a far more familiar
figure in American life than in European, but American art,
barring caricature and genre, reflects him scarcely at all. An
occasional type sketch of Henri, or local color sketch of Wins-
low Homer represents all of a generation of painters. Where-
as in Europe, with the Negro subject rarely accessible, we have
as far back as the French romanticists a strong interest in the
theme, an interest that in contemporary French, Belgian, Ger-
man and even English painting has brought forth work of
singular novelty and beauty. This work is almost all above
the plane of genre, and in many cases represents sustained and
lifelong study of the painting of the particularly difficult
values of the Negro subject. To mention but a few, there is
the work of Julius HUther, Max Slevogt, Max Pechstein,
Elaine Stern, yon Reuckte-rschell among German painters; of
Dinet, Lucie Cousturier, Bonnard, Georges Rouault, among
the French; Klees van Dongen, the Dutch painter; most nota-
bly among the Belgians, Auguste Mambour; and among Eng-
lish painters, Neville Lewis, F. C. Gadell, John A. Wells, and
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Frank Potter. All these artists have looked upon the African
scene and the African countenance, and discovered there a
beauty that calls for a distinctive idiom both of color and
modelling. The Negro physiognomy must be freshly and
objectively conceived on its own patterns if it is ever to be
seriously and importantly interpreted. Art must discover and
reveal the beauty which prejudice and caricature have overlaid.
And all vital art discovers beauty and opens our eyes to that
which previously we could not see. While American art, in-
cluding the work of our own Negro artists, has produced noth-
ing above the level of the genre study or more penetrating
than a Nordicized transcription, European art has gone on ex-
perimenting until the technique of the Negro subject has
reached the dignity and skill of virtuoso treatment and a dis-
tinctive style. No great art will impose alien canons upon its
subject matter. The work of Mambour especially suggests this
forceful new stylization; he has brought to the Negro subject
a modeling of masses that is truly sculptural and particularly
suited to the broad massive features and subtle value shadings
of the Negro countenance. After seeing his masterful han-
dling of mass and light and shade in bold solid planes, one has
quite the conviction that mere line and contour treatment can
never be the classical technique for the portrayal of Negro
types.

The work of these European artists should even now be
the inspiration and guide-posts of a younger school of Ameri-
can Negro artists. They have too long been the victims of the
academy tradition and shared the conventional blindness of
the Caucasian eye with respect to the racial material at their
immediate disposal. Thus there have been notably successful
Negro artists, but no development of a school of Negro art.
Our Negro American painter of outstanding success is Henry
0. Tanner. His career is a case in point. Though a professed
painter of types, he has devoted his art talent mainly to the
portrayal of Jewish Biblical types and subjects, and has never
maturely touched the portrayal of the Negro subject. War-
rantable enough-for to the individual talent in art one must
never dictate-who can be certain what field the next Negro
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artist of note will choose to command, or whether he will not
be a landscapist or a master of still life or of purely decorative
painting? But from the point of view of our artistic talent in
bulk-it is a different matter. We ought and must have a
school of Negro art, a local and a racially representative tradi-
tion. And that we have not, explains why the generation of
Negro artists succeeding Mr. Tanner had only the inspiration
of his great success to fire their ambitions, but not the guidance
of a distinctive tradition to focus and direct their talents. Con-
sequently they fumbled and fell short of his international stride
and reach. The work of Henri Scott, Edwin A. Harleson,
Laura Wheeler, in painting, and of Meta Warrick Fuller and
May Howard Jackson in sculpture, competent as it has been,
has nevertheless felt this handicap and has wavered between
abstract expression which was imitative and not highly original,
and racial expression which was only experimental. Lacking
group leadership and concentration, they were wandering ama-
teurs in the very field that might have given them concerted
mastery.

A younger group of Negro artists is beginning to move in
the direction of a racial school of art. The strengthened tend-
ency toward representative group expression is shared even
by the later work of the artists previously mentioned, as in
Meta Warrick Fuller's "Ethiopia Awakening," to mention an
outstanding example. But the work of young artists like
Archibald Motley, Otto Farrill, Cecil Gaylord, John Urquhart,
Samuel Blount, and especially that of Charles Keene and
Aaron Douglas shows the promising beginning of an art move-
ment instead of just the cropping out of isolated talent. The
work of Winold Reiss, fellow-countryman of Slevogt and von
Reuckterschell, which has supplied the main illustrative mate-
rial for this volume has been deliberately conceived and exe-
cuted as a path-breaking guide and encouragement to this new
foray of the younger Negro artists. In idiom, technical treat-
ment and objective social angle, it is a bold iconoclastic break
with the current traditions that have grown up about the Negro
subject in American art. It is not meant to dictate a style to
the young Negro artist, but to point the lesson that contempo-
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rary European art has already learned-that any vital artistic
expression of the Negro theme and subject in art must break
through the stereotypes to a new style, a distinctive fresh tech-
nique, and some sort of characteristic idiom.

While we are speaking of the resources of racial art, it is well
to take into account that the richest vein of it is not that of por-
traitistic idiom after all, but its almost limitless wealth of
decorative and purely symbolic material. It is for the develop-
ment of this latter aspect of a racial art that the study and ex-
ample of African art material is so important. The African
spirit, as we said at the outset, is at its best in abstract decorative
forms. Design, and to a lesser degree, color, are its original
fortes. It is this aspect of the folk tradition, this slumbering gift
of the folk temperament that most needs reachievement and re-
expression. And if African art is capable of producing the
ferment in modern art that it has, surely this is not too much
to expect of its influence upon the culturally awakened Negro
artist of the present generation. So that if even the present
vogue of African art should pass, and the bronzes of Benin
and the fine sculptures of Gabon and Baoul6, and the superb
designs of the Bushongo should again become mere items of
exotic curiosity, for the Negro artist they ought still to have
the import and influence of classics in whatever art expression
is consciously and representatively racial.
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PART II

THE NEW NEGRO IN A
NEW WORLD
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