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Introduction

The

Black Arts
Movement
in Chicago

A little girl sways inside a strawberry hula hoop, keeping it magically afloat
(figure 1.1). Families and groups of young men stand on stoops. Short-haired
women lounge against a car; one gives the camera a skeptical side-eye. A
famous poet’s visit sends a thrill through the crowd. Another poet, smiling,
swings his daughter up onto his shoulder. A speaker declaims from a scaf-
fold. Ice cream bars get eaten. A boy gives a tour of the mural for a quarter.
Other boys raise fists. The lady across the street thrusts her cat’s-eye glasses
out the window with a frown at an artwork in progress: “What is that ugly
thing?”

Fleeting fragments of scenes, these images emerge in photographs taken
around a mural known as the Wall of Respect created by an activist art-
ist collective in August 1967 on a building on the South Side of Chicago
(figure 1.2). The monumental artwork presented portraits of Black heroes
and heroines in painting and photography; the inclusion of photography
mounted on the wall was a startling innovation. Neighbors who watched it
take shape at 43rd Street and Langley Avenue, in a neighborhood tradition-
ally known as Bronzeville or the Black Belt, did all the things they were
doing already—but they also created an ongoing, participatory set of per-
formances together with artists and activists and visitors from farther afield.

Langley was and is a small residential street running north to south;
43rd Street was a major commercial corridor. (In 2018 this portion of
43rd Street is run-down, with redevelopment more likely to appear as resi-
dential townhouses—what now occupies the corner where the Wall of Re-
spect once stood—than as commercial space.) This was the heart of Black



1.1. Girl with hula hoop (Irene Sistrunk) near the Wall of Respect, 1967.
Photo by Robert Abbott Sengstacke. Courtesy of Estate of Robert Abbott
Sengstacke.




1.2. oBAC Visual Arts Workshop, Wall of Respect (full view),
1967. Mural at 43rd Street and Langley Avenue. Photo by
Robert Abbott Sengstacke. Courtesy of Estate of Robert
Abbott Sengstacke.

Chicago, which appears already delineated in a map of majority ethnic
populations in the 1940 census (figure 13). Generations of African Ameri-
cans traveling north from Mississippi and other southern states had settled
in this neighborhood, which ran from Cermak (22nd Street) on the north
to 51st Street on the south. Lake Michigan lay to the east; in August 1967,
as in other Augusts, its beaches beckoned residents needing to cool down
from the summer heat. Housing projects belonging to the Chicago Housing
Authority loomed to the west along State Street, rising up from the new
Dan Ryan Expressway, which cut (and not by accident) a sharp dividing
line between white ethnic neighborhoods and Bronzeville. To the south and
east were Kenwood and Hyde Park, prosperous mixed-race neighborhoods
where many of the artists who created the Wall of Respect lived and worked.

By 1967, Bronzeville was a neighborhood facing demographic losses and
economic decline. When members of the Organization of Black Ameri-
can Culture (OBAC, pronounced “Oba-C,” to refer to the word oba, Yoruba
for “leader”) made their decision to paint a mural here, it was not with an
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agenda of economic development—as might be the case today—but it was
nonetheless a significant choice. As a political statement in the Civil Rights
era, it was not a gesture toward integration with white society but toward
symbolic reintegration into a historically Black neighborhood. These art-
ists, many of them trained in majority-white institutions of higher learning,
might have chosen assimilation but did not. Responding to the Black Power
moment of the Civil Rights Movement, as well as to local conditions, they
allied themselves with “community,” making a commitment to working-
class Black people.

The Wall of Respect became a symbol of a moment in the political strug-
gle as well as a street museum of heroic figures. It also became a platform for
multifarious performances, planned and improvised: rallies, concerts, poetry
readings, community events. Opinions differ on whether it was dubbed the
“Wall of Respect” from the very beginning; at any rate, by October 1967,
two months after its initial unveiling, those three words beckoned from the
second-floor halcony, just under the portrait of a triumphant Muhammad
Ali. The artists had boldly claimed space and reimagined it, putting forward
a pro-Black visual statement that was monumental in size. To the artists,
the effects on the neighborhood were palpable. The painter Jeff Donaldson
observed that “people feel better when they walk by there, and we made it
s0.”! Muralist William Walker described a young man who stood before the
Wall of Respect, contemplating it for a long time, before finally saying, “I'm
getting my strength.”

It was a heady time. It was not without conflict. By October, the Wall had
already changed. The OBAC Visual Arts Workshop had succumbed to inter-
nal and external pressures. William Walker had created controversy when
he essentially took ownership of the Wall and authorized changes that ran
contrary to the decisions the collective had made together—changes that
many in the group found unforgivable.

Walker had found the building and made the contacts in the community,
in particular with the local community organization run by former gang
members. They were the ones who had brokered a treaty between two
bigger warring gangs, the Blackstone Rangers and the Gangster Disciples,
that allowed the art project to move forward. But the mural was the product
of the collective, not the property of one individual. For reasons that are
still not completely clear, Walker encouraged neighborhood residents to
whitewash Norman Parish’s “Statesmen” section of the original Wall, and
invited Eugene “Eda” Wade to repaint it with entirely different imagery that
bespoke a more militant mood: a raised fist (figure 1.4). Ebonys piece on
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the mural, published in December 1967, celebrated the revised Wall that ap-
peared there in a photograph by Roy Lewis.? For viewers who became aware
of the Wall at that point, the rift among the artists was invisible. The Black
Power fist became canonical in that first glimpse a national public had of
the Wall. For the visual arts, the Wall of Respect can be considered both the
founding moment and the founding trauma of the Black Arts Movement.

The artists who created the Wall of Respect saw themselves as making
art on behalf of the people. The poet Don L. Lee (later Haki Madhubuti)
wrote about the Wall that it was “art for people’s sake”—in stark contrast to
the modernist notion of “art for art’s sake.”* Jeff Donaldson later wrote about
the collective AFRICOBRA, which had its roots in this moment, that they
made “art for people and not for critics whose peopleness is questionable.”
From the point of view of visual arts, making art for people’s sake implied
an emphasis on human subjects and on depicting the humanity of African
Americans. But even more, it said something about who these images were
for. They were for “the community”—specifically the Black community, the
people seen in photographs taken around the Wall of Respect, the neighbors,
artists and non-artists alike, who watched the Wall as it unfurled. They
commented on it, played around it, protected it from graffiti, painted por-
tions of it, and explained it to visitors.

Later reflections on the contentiousness of the murals history have
tended to personalize the conflict as one between key members of OBAC. It
is difficult to discern the contours of community participation. Many of the
people depicted in photos of the Wall have died without leaving any trace
of what they thought about it, and others are hard to track down. But it is
clear that the trained artists of OBAC and their colleagues—most of whom
lived elsewhere on the South Side, not in the immediate neighborhood—
developed, maintained, and extended relationships to non-artist commu-
nity members through their work. The Black Arts Movement, which this
mural heralded, depended on a particular relationship to “the people.” Artists
claimed space in and for the community, established spaces for interaction
(performance, exhibition, and gathering places throughout the city), depicted
community members in their art, and gave voice, directly or indirectly, to
community concerns. But “community” involved many different groups,
not all of whom agreed with one another, and artists took on complicated
relationships with these groups.

1.4. (opposite) Wall of Respect, section with raised fist painted by Eugene “Eda”
Wade, 1967. Photo by Bob Solari. Public Art Workshop Mural Archive.
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“Community art” had already appeared as a prominent term within the
Federal Artist Project (FAP) of President Franklin D. Roosevelt's Works Pro-
gress Administration (WPA) of the 1930s and 1940s. It reemerged in the late
1960s and 1970s with the renewed community mural movement that the
Wall of Respect helped spawn. More recently, since the 1990s, it has gained
currency as a phrase in art criticism and art education. Perhaps it is actually
art that is not community art that requires explanation: artists have always
worked within communities. But in its particular conceptual charge, in re-
cent years it has tended to refer to situations in which professional artists
enter communities of non-artists and enjoin their participation, with the
goal of channeling some truthful representation of community feeling, and
thereby promoting social cohesion. Pablo Helguera describes community
art projects as follows: “The typical community art project (for instance, a
children’s mural project) is able to fulfill its purpose of strengthening a com-
munity’s sense of self by lessening or suspending criticality regarding the
form and content of the product, and, often, promoting ‘feel-good’ positive
social values.”® Within the art world, the category of “community art” has
tended to be viewed as a minor subcategory of art, by both activist artists
(who see it as too apolitical) and the prestigious institutions of fine art (who
see it as low quality).” Both views of “community” understand it as undiffer-
entiated, benign, and culturally predetermined, a univocal entity that tends
to quash dissent. As Raymond Williams puts it, “Community can be the
warmly persuasive word to describe an existing set of relationships, or
the warmly persuasive word to describe an alternative set of relationships.
What is most important, perhaps, is that unlike all other terms of social
organization (state, nation, society, etc.) it seems never to be used unfavour-
ably, and never to be given any positive opposing or distinguishing term.”
Adolph Reed puts it even more sharply in his critique of the discourse of
community: it is, he suggests, a “mystification . .. and an anti-democratic one
at that...a warrant to enforce a conformist, punitive moralism.” Failing to
acknowledge differing interests among African Americans, the notion of
“the black community” in particular “presumes homogeneity of interest and
perception. A politics stuck in its name is threatened by the heterogeneous
tendencies put in motion by open debate.”

To sum up, “community,” within recent writing on art and politics, has
come to be seen as an overly broad and romanticized term, one that empha-
sizes harmony and reconciliation to the detriment of political contestation
and conflict. Inigo Manglano-Ovalle summatrizes this position neatly in de-
scribing a shift in the 1990s from “sharp terms such as ‘difference,’ ‘the mar-
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gin,’ or ‘the other” to “the more benign and all embracing ‘community.”*!
This belies the many debates and tensions present within communities. It
also implies a certain ahistoricism—a notion that communities maintain
singular identities and do not change historically over time. In a more re-
duced sense, it might simply be a euphemism for “non-artists.”

Yet with the Wall of Respect, and in other activities of Chicago’s Black Arts
Movement, visual artists laid hold of a strong notion of “community,” one
premised on negotiating rather than erasing difference. Rather than presum-
ing an unquestioned homogeneity of interests, they sought solidarity across
lines of class and education and profession. They emulated the “call and
response” structure of Black musical forms and adjusted their artistic vision
according to the responses they received. They renounced (white) art world
frameworks and the aesthetic distortions that white patronage might pro-
duce, and sought extended relationships with non-artists in their own and
nearby neighborhoods.!? Perhaps it goes without saying, or perhaps it needs
to be said, that they were not always successful in their efforts to integrate
their artistic work with the concerns of the community. But this is, in a cer-
tain sense, beside the point. The gesture itself needs to be recognized as nei-
ther trivial nor inevitable. Black communities were and are not monolithic.
When artists made these commitments, the resulting relationships involved
negotiation, as they encountered rifts within the “community” that bespoke
many differing interests. Gang members, children, parents, businesspeople
and professionals, social service workers, artists—all had their own points
of view as groups and as collections of individuals. Community was not
simple and homogeneous and was not presumed to be so. To explore these
relationships was to reveal that fact.

In this book, I study how artists communicated with and collaborated
with non-artists in their communities or in other communities. In a spec-
trum of art about community, art for community, art with community, and
art by community, I try to bring attention to forms of art that emphasize the
agency of community members—“by” and “with"—while necessarily giving
some attention to “for,” and less to “about.” I trace the development of a par-
ticular set of questions in and around the Black Arts Movement in Chicago
in the late 1960s and early 1970s. It could be called community, or it could be
called “the street,” or it could be called “the people.” The idea of “community
art” was still in formation, and would take a different direction—one more
entangled with nonprofit organizations and government agencies—as the
Black Arts Movement was winding down. Thus, while I freely use the term
community, understanding it in the more complex way I have just outlined,
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I also emphasize the interchange between artists and the street—with the
street understood as a real and conceptual place and the people in it.

Art History, Chicago, and the Black Arts Movement

The discipline of art history has neglected the richness and importance of
Chicago’s Black Arts Movement. Chicago was a hub, perhaps the hub, for
the visual arts of the Black Arts Movement because artists in the 1960s and
1970s took strength from an array of Black cultural and media institutions
built by generations of Chicagoans. This cultural and political movement of
Black artists of the late 1960s and early 1970s has been studied much more
thoroughly in relation to literature and performing arts than the strictly
visual arts.!®> Many of its most visible practitioners—Amiri Baraka comes to
mind—worked in these realms. But a thriving visual arts scene gave visual
form to the movement and confronted its own specific challenges.

In Chicago, the movement built on the achievements of Chicago’s Black
Renaissance, which flourished from the early 1930s into the 1950s. Its rep-
utation is dominated by major literary figures, but it also included many
visual artists.'* Their most important meeting place was the South Side
Community Art Center at 3831 South Michigan Avenue, a renovated former
mansion originally built for grain merchant George A. Seaverns Jr. in 1892.
After the wPA announced funding for public art and art workshops and
centers in 1935, a coalition of African American artists and art lovers in Chi-
cago took the opportunity to create a neighborhood art center. They raised
funds to purchase the building and set up classes and workshops. The FAP
brought another group of artists into the picture, members of Chicago’s New
Bauhaus, largely composed of European émigrés committed to the holistic
fusion of art and life in education. With white and Black artisans working to-
gether under the Illinois Craft Project (part of the FAP), designers reinvented
the interior of the mansion following New Bauhaus principles, transforming
the building into an art center that opened in late 1940.”°

Among the founding members of the center was the artist and educator
Margaret Burroughs. Little of what happens in this book could have been
accomplished without the groundwork she laid. Burroughs helped found
the sSCAC, forged links with popular political graphics in Mexico, taught
generations of artists at DuSable High School, and held open an expansive
notion of community and of what justice could mean by dedicating herself
to teaching for decades in Illinois prisons. Perhaps most importantly, she
cofounded the DuSable Museum of African American History, which grew
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out of her own personal collection of art and artifacts. It began simply when
she first informally opened the collection, in her home at 3806 South Michi-
gan Avenue, to viewing by friends and acquaintances. In 1960, she entered
a listing for the “Ebony Museum of Negro History” into the phone book,
which unexpectedly brought new visitors in.!® She began holding meetings
with a group of interested supporters in the same year, and the museum of-
ficially opened in 1961. It was renamed the DuSable Museum in 1968, and
would move into its current location in Washington Park in 1973."”
Margaret Burroughs looms large indeed among Black artists in Chicago,
though she is almost entirely absent from canonical histories of art. There
are several reasons for this. Regardless of race, visual artists in Chicago have
been less studied than their counterparts in New York and, to some extent,
California. This is in part a matter of the Second City’s own secondary status.
Since World War II, New York has dominated not only the production of art
but also writing about it. And the New York art scene has always looked on
Chicago as an essentially unimportant industrial city, a place to leave. In the
absence of a high-level art market and of major museum support for local
artists (despite the presence of major museums), a relatively high proportion
of Chicago artists have historically been educators or worked as commercial
artists. Marginal, politically radical, and grassroots communities have also
supported the activities of artists in Chicago. Along with the communities
around the Chicago Black Renaissance and Black Arts Movements, these
have included social crusaders like Jane Addams and Ellen Gates Starr and
the social settlement movement they initiated at Chicago’s Hull-House; re-
bellious bohemians and freethinkers who populated the 57th Street Artist
Colony, Washington Park, and Bughouse Square (from the 1890s an outdoor
radical soaphoxing arena on the near north side); community organizers,
surrealists, street theater performers, and labor activists.!® It would not he
too much of a stretch to say that the modern labor movement was born in
Chicago. As the Iww (Industrial Workers of the World), it was born with a
song on its lips. One of its members, Slim Brundage, founded the College
of Complexes in 1951. (His former wife, Margaret Brundage, an illustrator
of the pulp magazine Weird Tales, became the South Side Community Art
Center’s only white female president in the early 1950s before being voted
off the center’s board in 1953 along with others, like cofounder Margaret
Burroughs, who were suspected of harboring Communist sympathies.!®)
This radical social center and experimental public forum was associated
with Beat culture—another component of midcentury Chicago culture and
closely connected to the jazz scene on the South Side. In the 1960s, though
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the IWw seemed more or less moribund, the Chicago surrealists looked to
the union as the precursor of their own notion of radical imagination and
anti-miserabilist working-class consciousness.?°

With the industrial nature of the city came a lot of other things: it was a
rail hub, crime syndicate city, city of architectural innovation, and a cosmo-
politan worker city packed with migrants. Chicago is also a surrealist and
cantankerous city, a palimpsest of a city that liberally layers the real and
the imaginary.2! These characteristics are apparent in the work of the group
of white artists known as the Chicago Imagists, particularly the subgroup
known as the Hairy Who, who came to epitomize cutting-edge Chicago art
of the 1960s and 1970s for the mainstream art world; they are still the only
thing most art world people outside Chicago know about the city in the 1960s
and 1970s.2? At the Hyde Park Art Center on the South Side, with artist and
curator Don Baum as their impresario, the Imagists exhibited their scrappy
aesthetic sensibility with its hybrid, often eroticized and machine-like figu-
rations inspired by comics. They also shared some characteristics with Black
Arts Movement artists—bright colors, a focus on the human figure—but
their rebellion against art world norms came in the form of raunchy comedy
rather than radical politics. In their account of the Imagists at the Bienal de
Sao Paulo in 1973, Chicago Tribune critics Jane Allen (Jane Addams Allen,
the grandniece of Jane Addams) and Derek Guthrie described the work as
nostalgic for an old Chicago made up of white working-class kitsch: “If you
have ever lived in an unrenewed section of a large city—a neighborhood
of homes sporting bay windows with ornamental shades partially obscur-
ing enormous lamps; of old dime stores, cigar stores, lingerie shops, B movie
houses, and girlie shows—then you may have some concept of the urban
nostalgia animating the Chicago artists going to Sao Paolo.” Somewhat more
surprisingly, they go on to suggest that the racialized reorganization of space
was embedded in that nostalgia: “such neighborhoods in Chicago are fast
falling victim to the squeeze between the expanding black ghetto on the one
hand and high class urban renewal (to contain the ghetto) on the other.”?3
As a matter of the Imagists’ subjective artistic choices it might not be fair to
expect acknowledgment of these spatial politics, of the city’s racial divides.
But while Allen and Guthrie pointed to the whiteness of their work, other
critics simply took it for granted.

Allen and Guthrie, like many other writers of the 1960s and 1970s,
Black and white, use the word ghetto for particular neighborhoods of the
South and West sides. Even then it was not a simple, straightforward term
for “Black and poor neighborhood” and hence deserves some discussion.
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Mitchell Duneier has chronicled how African American activists and schol-
ars (in particular Horace Cayton) adopted the term during and after World
War I for its resonance with the antifascist struggle in Europe, with the
neighborhoods to which Jews in Europe had historically been confined and
which experienced intensifying repression under fascism.?* By the 1960s
and 1970s it was an ordinary way to describe poor Black neighborhoods in
the United States, and as such it peppers period quotations in this book. As
the connotations of the term have evolved, it can appear anachronistic or
even racist to use it, so I use it sparingly outside of quotation marks, only
when paraphrasing speakers of the time period under discussion—precisely
to indicate a location of racial and economic segregation in urban areas,
enforced both formally and informally.

The kinds of constraints that marked the “ghetto” were experienced dif-
ferently by middle-class and aspiring middle-class artists (and other profes-
sionals) but they still shaped their lives. Whether because they chose to
work in a politically challenging and socially engaged way, or because the
communities in which they lived and worked most closely were largely poor,
or because of rampant white racism, most of the African American artists
[ write about in this book—unlike white artists like the Imagists after a cer-
tain point in their careers—did not have access to a robust market for their
work. Some who are working today still do not. Some of them intentionally
avoided white institutions. But for those who did not, they found that gal-
leries would not represent them. Few of their works have been bought by or
given to museums. Regardless of the reasons, few of them could command
the prices that their talents would manifestly have drawn had they been
white. Further neglect flowed from this: major exhibitions have been rare,
and comparatively little writing has been done about them, a situation that
has begun shifting only in the past few years.

Critics still rely on the notion of an artistic vanguard—there are leaders,
and there are followers, and anyone “regional,” anyone of color, is a follower
(at least until the 1980s). Despite having traveled through postmodernism,
art history still unconsciously accepts many of the vanguardist presupposi-
tions of midcentury modernism. If some artists in Chicago (or elsewhere)
were working in a different visual or political idiom than the New York
avant-garde, it had to be—by definition—because they were behind. And if
those artists happened to be African American, this impression of belated-
ness chimes with dominant white supremacist narratives. According to Fred
Moten, Rosalind Krauss “once said something to the effect that there must
not be any important black artists because, if there were, they would have
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brought themselves to her attention.””> Whether Krauss said precisely this, it
was certainly a sentiment expressed openly by white museum professionals
in the 1960s and 1970s, as Susan Cahan clearly documents in her recent book,
Mounting Frustration.® White critics and curators routinely failed to make
any effort to know anything at all about Black artists, and they assumed, con-
foundingly, that their ignorance was a sign of the subject’s absence.

Whether the field has unconsciously accepted those narratives, or has
shown its discomfort with them by looking the other way, art history has
failed to recognize that the artists concerned were not just doing identity
politics by default. They fully understood themselves to be offering a direct
challenge to white avant-garde presuppositions. As bell hooks puts it, “Con-
scious articulation of a ‘black aesthetic’ as it was constructed by African-
American artists and critics in the sixties and early seventies was an effort
to forge an unbreakable link between artistic production and revolutionary
politics.”?

The extraordinary richness of the Black Arts Movement should not
have to form part of an identifiable “avant-garde” in twentieth-century art
in order to be studied. And yet it is one of only a few art movements tightly
tied to an actual political vanguard. But in art history, the tendency is to tell
a story of a progressive march through time, as artists got better and smarter
and left behind old styles or cleverly reappropriated them. The vanguard story
reinforces the selectivity of cultural memory. Different kinds of willed igno-
rance abet one another until they do not even require willing. Conversely,
attentiveness to race also reveals absences that extend beyond race. There are
many ways in which the lens of the Black Arts Movement can also allow us
to see a different and broader landscape of twentieth-century art.

Historians of African American art have given attention to the Black Arts
Movement, beginning with Samella Lewis, who wrote arguably from within
the perspective of the Black Arts Movement in her African American Art
and Artists of 1978. The book opens with the declaration of a “cultural revo-
lution” in progress, and goes on to use language that resonates with Black
Arts Movement principles, such as the “functional” character of Black art, and
“aesthetic principles derived from Africa.”® Lewis gives limited attention to
Chicago artists, in part because her organization by individual artist, me-
dium, and theme does not permit a focus on the geographic situatedness and
community involvements of artists and movements. Given her project of uni-
versalizing the relevance of the artists she discusses, rather than particulariz-
ing them by region, in many cases the places where artists live and work are
not actually discernible in her narrative. For my purposes, the study is still
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especially valuable in foregrounding numerous artists around the United
States whose work shares political and formal concerns with those active
in Chicago.

In his 1997 Black Art and Culture in the Twentieth Century (whose sec-
ond edition in 2002 was titled Black Art: A Cultural History), Richard Powell
gave the Chicago group AFRICOBRA, which grew out of the OBAC Visual
Arts Workshop, a short but sensitive treatment.? Similarly, in African Amer-
ican Art, published in 1998, Sharon Patton touches on OBAC, the Wall of
Respect, and AFRICOBRA in the broader context of Black artists groups,
Black art, and Black Power. Other scholars have written on specific artists,
and exhibitions such as The Freedom Principle and Soul of a Nation have
addressed AFRICOBRA and some of their contemporaries.° In particular, ex-
hibitions curated by Kellie Jones— Witness and Now Dig This—have under-
lined the significance of art made in response to and support of the Civil
Rights Movement, on the one hand, and Black art in Los Angeles, on the
other3! Books on the national mural movement have appeared at a slow
but steady pace. Kymberly Pinder’s 2016 Painting the Gospel: Black Public
Art and Religion in Chicago has done pioneering work on Black religious
murals, including William Walker's murals on churches3? Recent work on
race and representation in the 1970s such as Margo Natalie Crawford’s Black
Post-Blackness: The Black Arts Movement and Twenty-First-Century Black
Aesthetics (2017) and Darby English’s 1971: A Year in the Life of Color (2016)
focus on abstraction in the work of Black artists either inside or outside
the Black Arts Movement, suggesting countercurrents to much of the work
studied in this book.3?

Indeed, the fact that until recently there was little scholarship on the
period may also reflect the fact that ambitious Black artists of the subsequent
generation experienced the Black Arts Movement and its quest for a
Black aesthetic as compulsion—a political orthodoxy that established, as
English describes it, “constraints on artistic freedom.”* bell hooks puts it thus:
“Rather than serving as a catalyst promoting diverse artistic expression, the
Black Arts Movement began to dismiss all forms of cultural production by
African-Americans that did not conform to movement criteria. Often this
led to aesthetic judgments that did not allow for recognition of multiple
black experience or the complexity of black life.”*>

The Black Arts Movement never represented all Black artists in its own
time, and for those who initially identified with it, it was a chosen political
commitment. Artists of later generations experienced it as a demand that they
identify with an essentialist notion of blackness, constituting a rigorously
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imposed identity politics that, ironically, reduced the range of possibilities
for Black subjectivity. This question might seem to parallel white critics’ re-
jection of political and representational art as doctrinaire and ephemeral
in favor of abstraction in the middle twentieth century. For critics invested
in African American artists, to critique the Black Arts Movement is not a
matter of rejecting political art outright but rather supporting a full range of
sophisticated possibilities for political and aesthetic modes of engagement.

Within this context, scholarly attention to the Black Arts Movement
might seem to risk romanticizing an essentialist position, and this is not
what I aim to do. Rather, I seek a clear view of what was at stake both politi-
cally and artistically in the late 1960s and early 1970s in Chicago, reclaiming
the complex political and aesthetic ambitions of the work of that period—
as a matter of faithful representation of the past, insofar as I am able, and as
a resource for the future.

Putting the Black Arts Movement and related projects of the late 1960s
into dialogue with the field of art history poses challenges to the discipline.
What events, works, people, and projects become indispensable, and which
ones seem less important? How does this rewrite the fields key issues and
values? What cherished aesthetic oppositions suddenly look more alike
than different? What kind of object lessons can it provide for politically en-
gaged art, or art as social intervention, for now fashionable forms of “social
practice”? Although art historians no longer identify with midcentury mod-
ernist prejudices against representational art, the discipline still tends to
view “community arts” that present “positive images” as simply naive. These
modes of artmaking are disparaged as “affirmative” by theoretical discourse
that privileges the negative—that is, art that is aesthetically antagonistic,
preferring irony, ambiguity, and the production of discomfort to declarative
political or social statements.3® From the point of view of American modern-
ist criticism, such art errs in being reducible to language, failing to avail itself
tully of the resources of its own medium. [ argue in this book, however, that
we cannot reduce even the most “affirmative” political art of the Black Arts
Movement to linguistic statements. The movement did not seek merely to
tell its viewers something. It sought to transform them.

Black Experientialism

The Black Arts Movement practitioners I study here could be understood
as the inventors of “social practice” before there was a fashionable art world
term for it. Today, artists who work in extended community collaborations
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(whether under the label of “social practice” or not) have license to think
broadly about art as not only product but also process. The work of strat-
egizing, planning, designing, building, arranging, negotiating, and publiciz-
ing is legible nowadays—when carried out by recognized practitioners, at
least—as art. Even in 1968, for an artist like Christo, working with Chicago’s
Museum of Contemporary Art (MCA) in preparation for wrapping the build-
ing in 1969, the negotiations with the museum and the city were not distinct
from the monumental physical “object” created by that process. And from
the point of view of current discourse on “relational aesthetics” or “social
practice,” the work of art (in the sense of labor and of accomplishment) can
embrace the pain and pleasure of negotiating and working through chal-
lenges and antagonisms, and inventing new forms of social relations and
sensory experience.”

Mike Sell has argued that the “critical metaphysics” of the Black Arts
Movement attacked the circulation and commodification of objects and
focused on consciousness and the “performances, artists, and communities
that surrounded the object and text.”® He suggests affinities with other
contemporary media and practices—video, installation, conceptual art, and
performance. Methods were “transient, situational, performative” and the
rapid demise of experimental institutions was assumed as part of a revolu-
tionary process.>® Paul Carter Harrison, in his Drama of Nommo, developed
an account of ritual theater tapping into ancestral cultural forms. For him,
participation was key. Audience members are participants and actors are
activators: “Nommo force is best sustained through the collective-energy
commitments of participators and activators.” Participators and activators
improvise together, though within structure provided by activators.*® In
keeping with this idea, performance, participation, and experience (not to
mention revolution) were watchwords for Black art.

In the emphasis on performance, music played a key role. The visual arts
might be characterized as improvisational or performance-oriented on the
model of jazz or other Black musical forms. Black artists in all genres fre-
quently alluded to the centrality of music and theater as art forms. Black
Americans’ contribution to music in particular—in the nation and around
the world—was unquestionable.*' Taking a non-European perspective also
incited a revaluing of the musical and performing arts: as saxophonist and
ethnomusicologist Marion Brown argued in Black World in 1973, an empha-
sis on vision characterized Western societies, while non-Western societies
emphasized the aural. Visibility implies a relationship to evidence (hence
a reliance on notions of accuracy) and yet “visual relationships are too
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detached and do not communicate directly with what is being perceived.”*?
From this point of view, the visual arts—painting in particular—implied a
detached, Western aesthetic sensibility.

Furthermore, the relationship of makers to “objects”—already a vexing
term—was particularly fraught because of the legacy of slavery. Some Black
Arts Movement theorists positioned a Black aesthetic against the object—
whether because Western aesthetics had reached a dead end in its focus on
the object for its own sake, or as the result of the trauma of the Middle Pas-
sage and slavery, which irretrievably cut Black Americans off from the heri-
tage of African artifacts and abusively turned human subjects into “objects”
of property.**> Amiri Baraka (then known as LeRoi Jones) wrote in the 1963
Blues People that “the artifact was, like any other material manifestation of
pure African culture, doomed. ... Music, dance, religion do not have artifacts
as their end products, so they were saved.” They were “the most apparent
legacies of the African past,” the art forms best positioned to tap into Afri-
can heritage, hence the best models for artists reconstructing or excavating
black identity.**

In his essay “Introduction to Black Aesthetics in Music,” published in
Addison Gayle’s The Black Aesthetic, jazz guitarist and writer Jimmy Stew-
art took this position a step further, affirming performance as an internal
and not merely accidental paradigm for Black art. He argues that culture
in the white American context was based on “the accumulation of discern-
ible artifacts of a people”—a position that enabled whites to believe that
Black Americans had no culture.*® But, Stewart insisted, music forms “the
ideal paradigm of our understanding of the creative process as a movement
with existence,” meaning “to accompany reality, to ‘move with it’. .. and not
against it, which all, yes all, the white cultural art forms do.”#¢ Here, the
“negative” emerges not only as characteristic of modernism but also as a
characteristic of the deadness of Western art forms, embalmed in museums
and cut off from participation in life.

What might the value be in recuperating community for the period of
the late 1960s and early 1970s, precisely as a site of contestation and as an
intentional intervention? The mood of the period helped inspire community
engagement that often took the form of solidarity across class differences.
When abundantly gifted Black artists who had trained at prestigious art
schools and colleges, who might otherwise have chosen the path of assimila-
tion into a white art world, embraced blackness instead, it was a deliberate po-
litical and aesthetic act. The resulting works were not products of amorphous
community feeling or Zeitgeist but of complex negotiations. Collaborations
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with community meant dealing with gangs, with schoolchildren, with their
elderly neighbors—largely also African American but in many cases quite dif-
ferent from the artists and from one another in aspirations and resources.
For many, it was a defining act of racial solidarity to identify as Black rather
than as aspiring middle-class American, and one that was not a given. This has
not been acknowledged as a conscious decision and new commitment. From
the point of view of the white/mainstream art world, this solidarity, if it is
considered at all, is simply assumed. In the realm of relational aesthetics and
social practice, it is now considered noteworthy and interesting as an aesthetic
practice, not only a community practice, when artists work with poor and
disenfranchised communities. I suggest that the fact that Black artists in
the late 1960s and early 1970s engaged with communities is typically not
considered a significant precedent for socially engaged art today because
racial solidarity and homogeneity are simply assumed. Indeed, the rhetoric
of the time—the rhetoric of nationalism and of white social service agen-
cies alike—encourages this view, as does the way white supremacy reserves
complex subjectivity and group heterogeneity to whites. But it oversimplifies
the complexity and the consequence of the work, both process and product.
Examining work done by Chicago artists of all races making settings in com-
munities, working on and with the street, [ hope to make visible this crucial
set of practices—largely work done by African American artists—on which
later ideas about “social practice” were built.

As John Runcie put it in 1976, the Black Arts Movement produced a
“celebration of blackness, the provision of a more positive self-image and
the psychological liberation of black people through an art which would
publicize black heroes and at the same time legitimize, without romanticiz-
ing, the lives of ordinary black people.” Middle-class artists “recognized the
validity and potential importance of ghetto culture and... sought to inter-
pret, reinforce, validate and direct this culture.”*” But this posed problems:
How much to “interpret, reinforce, validate and direct”? How much to listen,
and how much to talk? Whom to teach, and from whom to learn?

Vernon Dixon addressed the question of how African Americans who
had embraced middle-class white American values could relate to “the
brother on the street” in a 1968 essay in Negro Digest.*® He argued that
the danger of individualism made itself felt in a desire for self-apotheosis—
the personal desire to both receive the affirmation of poor Blacks and serve
as their spokesman. Before attempting to assume positions of leadership,
Black college students had to overcome their overreliance on an “American
value matrix” that promoted individualism, literal over figurative meaning,
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and reason over emotion. Dixon suggested that Black intellectuals educated
in mainstream contexts needed, too, to develop more fluency in figurative
language and sensitivity to the value of emotion.

It is easy to see how art might be understood as a key means to express
these intangible values: the figurative and imaginative, emotion, and even
communalism. In the formation of the Black Arts Movement, Black intel-
lectuals expressed optimism that art held potential to change people’s con-
sciousness. And not only African Americans could benefit, but America as a
society—at least according to Lerone Bennett Jr. The editor of Ebony wrote
in his brilliant (though not well-known) 1964 book, The Negro Mood:

There is still another seed in the Negro community that promises a
bountiful harvest: the seed of a certain dark joy. With a tenacity that
is somewhat frightening, with a resilience that is very beautiful, the
Negro—the middle class excepted—has resisted the corrupting influ-
ence of money and machines at any price. In the direct circumstances,
in fear and trembling, in blood and suffering, the Negro has retained a
certain dark joy—a zest for life, a creative capacity for meeting adver-
sity and transcending it—that is beautiful and meaningful. ... Americans
could use some of that life-giving force.*

Hardly anyone would write like this today. It is uncomfortable even to
quote it. It appears to reify and romanticize a situation of extreme oppres-
sion and social exclusion. But it is worth pausing to comprehend its radi-
calism, as part of an argument for why a Black revolution is necessary to
reshape American society utterly—not only on behalf of Blacks but also
on behalf of America. For Bennett, poor African Americans were holders
of authenticity, perhaps the nation’s sole hope for escaping what already, in
1964, seemed a technocratic nightmare of late modernity. They could play
this role not only by default (because, left out of mainstream American
culture, they had no access to its false promises and thereby its “corrupting
influence”) but because they had in fact resisted that influence, forging a
distinctive culture, distinctive skills, even a distinctive mood, crystallizing
a position as both aesthetic and political vanguard.

The sense of poor Blacks in particular as holding an alternative cultural
vision suggested forms of class solidarity that sought common ground in a
clearer-sighted view from below, an understanding of America’s corruption
that came from the perspective of the bottom of the social hierarchy. Start-
ing from this position, the sociologist Gerald McWorter, one of the found-
ers of OBAC, drafted an “all-purpose handout” for the organization in 1967
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on the topic of “Black Experientialism.” He emphasized a notion of shared
experience that united all African Americans and suggested that artists and
intellectuals not hold themselves to the standards of white society or of
other Black intellectuals but instead “use as a barometer of his leadership ...
the man farthest from him in the black community—the man who is on
the so-called ‘top’ needs to judge his performance by how the man on the
bottom views what he is doing.”® Present in his text are the outlines of
a notion that art, by shaping consciousness and by addressing and resolv-
ing tensions between Black people, can move political liberation forward.
McWorter wrote, “There is a cultural revolution going on which has mean-
ing in terms of what kind of art is being produced, what kinds of experiments
are going on, and what is happening in the consciousness of vast numbers
of people, as they think about their place in the black community and the
nature of this community within which they belong.”! He thus argued that
the new thinking about the role of Black art should reserve a place of honor
for “the community.” “
the walls but to reshape people, to permeate life. “We can use it to make
ourselves more beautiful,” he wrote, “and we have to do that—more beauti-

Creative blackness” would be art not only to hang on

ful to ourselves, more beautiful to each other, more beautiful to everyhody,
because somebody who knows they are beautiful Is beautiful, and that’s
exactly what we have to do.”?

The relationship between individual artist and collective community
was not a simple one in which the artist served as a funnel or vehicle for
a unitary collective feeling. Rather, McWorter wrote, it was the product of
tensions.

Art, as produced by specific individuals, is the end product of ten-
sions that come out of the community experience on the one hand
versus the personal experience of the artist. ... [The] communal aspira-
tions, the communal experiences, the communal hopes, the communal
gods, are the context in which art is produced, but on the other hand
the artist himself has a particular, personal, individual view of reality,
that is obviously related to the communal view of reality, but they are
not one and the same. It is out of this kind of tension and interaction
between these two things, that art is produced which has integrity of
being Black, because it represents the fusion between the communal
experience and a Black artist who has a particular kind of insight.”®

The artist does not simply funnel the expression of the “community” but
engages in a dialectical relationship with it that shapes the production of
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art.>* Within possible configurations for the relationship between artist and
community, this position sits between two poles. The artist could be a ve-
hicle for community feeling (which risked dissolving the particular qualities
of the artist into an undifferentiated union with community), or could be an
enlightened preacher to the masses or role model for them (both of which
risked overstating the artist’s importance and condescending to the rest of
the community). The “tension and interaction” kept both artist and commu-
nity in play as partners in a dialogue, perhaps an idealistic view.

[The artist’s] special gift is brought to bear with the personal sensibility
of that person or group of people, and the community out of which he
comes, over which he stands against, toward which he is moving his
art, for whom he wants to present his art. . .. If the artist who is produc-
ing the art is concerned about his Black experience, is concerned about
the Black community, and coming to grips with himself as a person
with this, and if he deals artistically, out of this context, bringing to
bear the Black sensibility in producing a work of art, and if the social
context for viewing or experiencing the art has to do with the same
Black context, and if the people are the Black community, then the
entire process is a Black process.>

Many things are “Black” in this statement: sensibility, context, community,
process, and above all experience. McWorter continues: “Now, as with the
example of the Blues, Black Experientialism must be lived and realized in
the everyday experiences of the people who are involved, or it will remain
a possibility and not a reality.”® He suggests a form of aesthetic solidarity
in blackness across class, forged in the crucible of art, that would “unify the
various components of the Black community.”>” What this would look like
was up to visual artists to define, but it would certainly involve the creation
of a new “context™ “The fact is,” McWorter wrote, “that OBAC is an attempt
to bring a new context in [sic] Chicago, a new situation, a new structure for
cultural creativity and expression, a structure which is Black, is rooted in the
Black community, and belongs to the Black community.”® Jeff Donaldson,
in notes for an early OBAC meeting, describes experientialism as follows:
“We can't go back. We can't create African art forms. That would be phony
and fraudulent. Because while we love our ancient home and our African
brothers, we are Black Americans and we must create visual art which ex-
presses the experience of being Black right here and right now!”>
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Art and the Street

Recognizing the differences that separated African Americans, McWorter
sought cultural strategies to draw African Americans together into what
he called a shared “context,” “situation,” and “structure” based in cultural
expression—what Seymour Sarason, writing contemporaneously, called a
“setting.”®® Given the major role Hoyt W. Fuller, then editor of Negro Digest,
played in the founding of OBAC, we might emphasize the role of periodical
literature in creating such contexts in a virtual way at the regional or na-
tional level. The Black Arts Movement, as it developed in Chicago, worked
in tandem with the important publications that made Chicago the center of
the African American publishing industry, in particular the Chicago Defender
(which became a daily in 1956) and Johnson Publishing Company, which
published Ebony and Jet alongside Negro Digest (which was to become
Black World in 1970). It would not be a stretch to say that Negro Digest
formed the intellectual core of the Black Arts Movement nationwide.®!

To consider only the virtual and conceptual (“imagined”) community
forged by reading matter would be, however, to understate the importance
of shared geography. In the 1960s and 1970s Black artists and community
members in Chicago also made highly visible claims on changing urban
space, and it is worth stopping to gain a more concrete understanding of
the histories and geographies of the particular neighborhoods at stake in
this book. A 1933 map produced by sociologists at the University of Chicago
(figure Ls) adds detail to the census map, showing prosperous and well-
established whites living at the edges of the city (with a few choice lake-
front exceptions), with an “inner city” of mostly white immigrants, but a
few areas of “over 50% Negro” population. These included a strip on the
West Side (defined by Damen on the west, the railroads east of Halsted to
the east, Roosevelt Road to the north and 16th Street to the south), and a
thicker swath heading south from around 22nd Street near Lake Michigan
to 71st Street, and (apart from a few outlying pockets) generally contained
by Cottage Grove Avenue on the east and State Street on the west. Large
parts of it are dotted to indicate “rooming house areas,” revealing more
transient, economically precarious, and crowded populations. This area
was the classic Black Belt, where African Americans heading up the Missis-
sippi from the South during waves of migration found a place to live. Work-
ers and middle-class strivers and wealthy residents lived cheek by jowl in
the Black Belt. Intermingling, they built businesses, developed institutions,
educated children, and nurtured a distinctive culture. A similar but smaller,
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and generally somewhat poorer, enclave of African Americans established
itself on the West Side, where large numbers of migrants from the South
settled following World War I1.62

In this book, I concentrate on the projects of artists and community
members who lived and worked in Black and mixed (which might mean
changing) neighborhoods on the South and West Sides of Chicago: First,
Bronzeville, which held the Black cultural institutions of longest standing.
Then, neighborhoods where Black artists were creating spaces and building
community—in different ways, depending on whether it was a matter of
the mixed university neighborhood of Hyde Park-Kenwood to the south
of Bronzeville, or the areas of Black expansion further south and west—
Woodlawn south of the university, South Shore on the lakefront to the
southeast, Washington Park to the west of Hyde Park, and Englewood fur-
ther west and further south. On the West Side, I focus on North Lawndale,
one of the poorest community areas of Chicago. There, a collaboration he-
tween the street organization called the Conservative Vice Lords and the
brand-new Museum of Contemporary Art and other cultural and social ser-
vice organizations created a community art space known as Art & Soul that
drew in neighbors as well as artists from around the city.

As Manuel Castells writes in The City and the Grassroots, “Cities and
space are the unfinished products of historical debates and conflicts involv-
ing meaning, function, and form.”* People who are very poor participate
in these debates and conflicts using the means available to them. Without
the power to make plans and policy, how would people make themselves
visible and audible in the city? In fact, there were many ways to speak in
the streets. People engaged in protest marches, pickets, and occupations. For
these events they produced signs, banners, music and noisemaking devices,
and threatrical props. They marked surfaces with graffiti. All these were
ways of taking over urban space.®*

In her poem “Prodigal Objects,” published in 1997, Carolyn Rodgers wrote:
“when i lose something, / i am all out in the streets / looking for it.”®> In the
remainder of the poem, it becomes clear that what has been lost could be a
valued physical object, or it could be a person, or it could be something more
abstract: memory, freedom, or culture. This sense of what can be found “out
in the streets” suggests the multiple possible resonances of the “street,” as
people, culture, object, or idea, as a place of sights, sounds, and smells. In the
working-class neighborhoods of Chicago, especially in good weather and
regardless of race, the street beckoned as a place to look for something—
whether it was something you had had and lost, or not. While it had its
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hazards, it was also a place for many forms of social life: a place where
people could stretch out, show off, pair off, cool off in the summer, conduct
business (licit and illicit), dance, hear music, make art. For people living in
overstuffed apartment buildings, with few amenities and little privacy, the
street could—at times—hold freedom, relaxation, conviviality, and relative
safety. The concentration of population and the particularly crowded do-
mestic spaces of Bronzeville produced a particularly intense street culture.
People spent time on the street getting from one place to another (in 1960,
areas of Chicago with large majorities of African Americans typically had
fewer than one car for every four people®), but they also saw the street as
something more than just a place to pass through. This book considers the
idea of the street as a place, a group of people and practices, and a point of
view. It was the site of protests and parades, of illicit economies and alter-
native political structures—that is, gangs—of gossip, murals, ice cream and
vegetable vendors, and children playing under the watchful eyes of grand-
mothers who sat at the window or on the stoop. Some communities for art
could only find themselves in the street. I use the term street to talk about
young people, about the street organizations and behaviors some of them
engaged in, and about adults viewed as marginal by society at large. It is a
broad term, but I intend it as a respectful one. I examine different kinds col-
laborations artists had with “the street™ their representations of it, and their
ways of speaking to it; and also the way the street itself found ways to speak.

One of the ways the street spoke was through the young people’s street
organizations often known as gangs. If discriminatory housing policy and
urban renewal meant that working-class African Americans had difficulty
maintaining control over domestic space, their children found ways to lay
claim to a measure of power in the streets. It had long been the case that, for
purposes of self-defense when crossing neighborhood boundaries, young
people had organized themselves into groups defined by place and ethnic-
ity. Irish and Italian children of previous generations formed street associa-
tions, and many of those had acquired legitimacy over time. They even
produced political figures—including Mayor Richard J. Daley, a leader of
the infamous Hamburg Athletic Association, located in Bridgeport. As Af-
rican Americans moved deeper into South and West Side neighborhoods,
young people organized themselves to defend themselves and claim terri-
tory, and they did so as part of a long tradition. Over the course of the 1950s
and 1960s, smaller gangs that ran on particular blocks built power and grew
their numbers by joining with rivals they had once fought. Among the re-
sulting organizations were the Blackstone Rangers and Gangster Disciples
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on the South Side, and the Vice Lords and Egyptian Cobras on the West
Side. The Blackstone Rangers, as their name implies, got their start on South
Blackstone—in Woodlawn, just south of Hyde Park—after two leaders, Jeff
Fort and Eugene Hairston, met in the youth prison in St. Chatles, Illinois.
The organization largely skirted around Hyde Park, but it also had strength
in Bronzeville. To their west, still on the South Side, were the Gangster Dis-
ciples, also formed through the merger of smaller gangs. On the West Side,
the Vice Lords fought with the Cobras in the 1950s and, as they gained dom-
inance, eventually pushed them south into an alliance with the Blackstone
Rangers.

Youth organizations routinely used visual media to make themselves vis-
ible. Gangs expressed group identity with uniforms and logos.%” The Black
Panthers, which emerged in the 1960s as a political organization, also used
stylish uniforms to impressive visual effect while selling their newspaper
on street corners.%® Even the police were attuned to the meaning of differ-
ent items of Black nationalist garb, as documents from the Red Squad files
show. People improvised forms of expression that were implicitly or explic-
itly political. As young people made themselves collectively visible in the
streets, they also—some of them—made the streets theirs with copious graf-
fiti. These markings made their way into public consciousness through the
media, as in a photo John Tweedle took for the Daily News depicting graf-
fiti on the building at the corner of 64th and Blackstone that proclaimed it
“Apache Rangers” turf (figure 1.6).°° Graffiti was becoming both more promi-
nent and more politicized, as on the one hand, painted slogans claimed gang
territory, and on the other hand, the words “Black Power” began appearing
on Chicago walls. This was about more than just expression of group iden-
tity; it was also about shaping space.

Marking walls was not the only way street organizations claimed turf
and shaped space. They did that with violence too—in the mid-1960s, kill-
ings and maimings and other violent crime abounded. But around that time,
the Black street gangs of the South and West Sides were also beginning to
imagine a different way of operating. This included participating in commu-
nity development projects and creating cultural capital by partnering with
mainstream institutions, new and established. A key argument of this book
is that these organizations were important players in the making of art and
cultural events in the 1960s and 1970s. This is not to excuse some of the
other things they did. But it is to acknowledge this real aspect of the “Black
Power” moment: the capacity for street organizations to get things done, the
contributions they made to cultural activities, and the potential they held
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1.6. Apache Rangers graffiti. Photo by John Tweedle
for the Chicago Daily News, 1966.

to move even further in that direction, a potential squashed by the War on
Gangs that the mayor, police, and federal authorities waged beginning in
1969.

Chapter Outline

This is a story about an unusually rich landscape—or streetscape—of col-
laborations across race, class, and geography, and the philosophical, political,
and aesthetic questions with which these collaborations attempted to come
to terms. To imagine the streetscape of this project, I have used newspaper
articles, archival materials, photos, interviews, and artworks. In places, I have
had to fill gaps with conjecture or analogy.

I begin, in chapter 1, with ways of thinking about and claiming public space
that cluster around the Wall of Respect and the creation of independent
spaces for art, particularly on the South Side of Chicago. Chapter 2 discusses
how Black cultural nationalism nourished community artistic collaborations,
largely in the realm of music, that extended to gang members as well as the
broader Black community (with projects led by Oscar Brown Jr. and Phil
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Cohran). It also introduces white institutions’ attempts to insert themselves
into the dialogue over community (in this case, Columbia College Chicago’s
“The Arts and the Inner City” conference), and the ways Black artists re-
sponded. Chapter 3 follows in this vein with the major case study of the
Conservative Vice Lords’ collaboration with the Museum of Contemporary
Art and other white institutions on an art center called Art & Soul. Chapter 4
studies the ways in which politicized Black artists, in particular the artists
of AFRICOBRA, envisaged their potential impact on community audiences
through the ideology of “positive images” and their techniques of produc-
tion and distribution. In Chapter 5, I provide an overview of the multiracial
community mural movement that followed the Wall of Respect, and study
how community involvement could often produce results that ran counter
to “positive images,” mounting a sharp critique of the status quo. In the last
chapter, I look at the ways in which film and photography allowed com-
munity members to speak for themselves by “seizing the camera,” and how
this practice rhymed with surreal effects in artworks that combined the real
and the imaginary. These political and aesthetic developments unfolded in
the context of efforts at reaching broad audiences through film in particular.
This closing chapter also addresses the economic and political challenges
the Black Arts Movement faced as the 1970s progressed, and the continuing
legacy of these projects today.

In writing this book, I am hoping to provide nourishment to contempo-
rary artists and activists looking to the past for inspiration in imagining new
forms of political action and autonomy, to art historians reinventing the his-
tory of twentieth-century art, to anyone interested in knowing more about
art, and especially Black art, in Chicago. Although I hope to create an ana-
Iytically rich dialogue with the material at hand, I have consciously avoided
importing theoretical frameworks from outside its time period in order to
allow the rich artworks and sophisticated thinkers of the time to speak for
themselves. But I have of course made choices about what to include, how
to put the pieces together, and what conclusion to draw from them. I accept
the risk of this and hope to open a dialogue—I hope for my words to be
critiqued, corrected, and expanded upon.
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