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The many shades
~ of diversity

By Nancy Stapen
SPECLAL TO THE GLOBE

ebruary is Black History Month, and like

elockwork it signals a proliferation of shows by

African-American artists. Each year during

that one month Boston's art world is trans-

formed from its business-as-usual display of
largely white artists into a showcase for works by art-
ists of color.

Although black artists appreciate the opportunity to
show their works, many resent a system that shunts

E them into a monthly slot. Many also
Galleries dislike being classified on racial, as op-
— nposed to artistic, grounds, Although
some black artists address issues related to African-
American cuture, many do not. Black artists - even
those whose images and techniques allude to black cul-
ture - repeatedly express the desire to be judged as
artists first.

Given thie history, an unplanned but no less welcome
phenomenon is ocewrring this month in Boston. Three
galleries are presenting first-rate shows by African-
American artists, and the diversity of their offerings
supports the idea that art is not racially determined -
that art by black artists comes in many colors.

Robert Colescott rose to prominence in the early to
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mid-"80s. Although Colescott, B3, has

heen exhibiting since the early "50s,
;;,-hls imagery - figurative, painteriy

and topical — only pained major ac-

ceplance on the wave of nec-expres-

sionism, which lent art-world credi-

bility to figurative painting after

wears of abstract dominion.

Colescotr created a series of
paintings in the late "T0s and early
‘80s that attracted considerable at-
tention. In them he inserted biack
characters into all-white icons of
Western art history - a black
George Washingron crossing the
Delaware, a black female nude sub-
stituted in Manet's famous picnic
scene “Dejeuner sur 'herbe,” a
black Aunt Jemima head on the body
of a de Kooningesque nude,

Cartoon-like, brilliantly colored
and replete with political-cultural
resonance, Colescott's imagery
packs such a wallop that it's easy to
averlook itz formal strengths and so-
phisticated art historieal references
His figures occupy a fractured, cub-
ist space, and their heroie propor-
tions recall the Mexdcan muralist
Diego Rivera. The rich painterliness
as well as the distorted caricature of
late Philip Guston is very much in
evidence, as is the rowdy urban sat-
ire of Red Grooms.

This new work is an increasingly
personal exploration of the biack
male's position in society. Colescott
captures the contradictions of the
current moment, when substantial
numbers of blacks have assimilated
into the middle class. only to be wrm
between their adopted milieu and
their cultural origins.

"Haircut,” a parody of the Sam-
son and Delilah legend. focuses on a
suave, middle-tlass male with long
wavy hair. On N- painung’s lower
right the rungs of a staircase marl
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' gize, primarily because they share
- similar saints and deities.. -

F:' Yoruba religion differed in one
key respect. Instead of Catholicism's
hierarchy of priests, Yoruba has a
sisterhood of priestesses. Known' as
ithe Oriom, or goddess mediators,
they reflect the Yoruban view of
women as powerful rolers of nature

the American black's azcensic
“slave, worker, boss, capitalist.” P=
sonifications of these roles ring ©

central figure's (the capitalis:

head. To the left a black woman wi

a white arm wields scissors, while
the right a white, blond semin:
suggestively clutches a phall
sword. The painting suggesis emz

culation at the hands of white :

males; the hero's red power te ¢
solves into a bloody scarlet pool.®

Colescott's portraval of won
as grossly sexualized stereotyy

lends a jarring note to these oth:

wize astute, funny and highlv sun)
tive observations.

Bryan McFarlane also addres:

r?} meeting of diverse culoures. &

in an uneasy mix of black and wi
male and female, McFarlane ¢

"Mlﬂ( HEIGHTS is the H*i oll Thotll,. -

while Colescott’s groups are caug

and the source of procreation,

The Orboxa's mystic ceremonies
form the jconography of these paint-
ings and works on paper. In dark,
cavernous spaces illominated by
arched windows, or in vast stretches
of ocean, groups of female figures
huddle in a mass embrace. The wa-
ter and light suggest purification
and divine illumination, while the
embracing figures allude to accep-
tance and inclusion. T

Known as healers, the Oribxoa or-
ganized to raise money to buy black
male slaves from the Portuguese.

1980, The diverse ele-
in his wurk, which has

it series of pai:nu‘ng; 31“3.
paper is based on MeFar-

cammon religious- humanitarian,
grounds. Similarly, McFarlane's rep- |
resentation of these blended cultures |

This male-female bonding is paral- !
leled by the drawing together of Af- .
ricans, Portupuese and Indians on

colors'animate this vision. -

Ellen Banks has exhibited in the
Boston. area since. the early "T0s.
Banks “fractures the cliche that.,all
" art by blaek artists is ra.mal!:,r orient-
ed: Her work has always involved an
abstract interpretation of music, a
universal langpuage. i

Banks has quietly and consistent-
Iy pursued an idea through multiple
permutations. Over many years.she
has developed a visual equivalent for
passages of music, a translation from
note to canvas. Whether inspired by
Bach, Beethoven or Scott Joplin,
Banks' imagery has been structured
on a grid, with small squares and tri-
angles forming cool, Mondrianesque
geometrie patterns. :

The current work retains that
gridlike strueture but invests it with
-a novel warmth and sensuality. Spe-
cific works of music have also be-
come- less. important; the series is
collectively titled “Improvisation
BR" and is loosely based on the mu-
sic of Brahms. The work is’ concomi-
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.tanuy freer and less mechanics
years apo Banks |
working with handmade paper
- 5he has glued these crusty pap.
‘large-scale canvases, adding :
tural quality hitherto absen
,many as 30 layers of thinned, -
-acrylic paint is stained into t}
sorptive surface. The res:.
paintings are mmely bea
with low-relief crevices and p
_sions accented by subtle passa
bronze, gold and silver paint.
The sehsuousness of these v
suggests that the years investe:
disciplined pursuit eventually
unforeseen riches. This work
breakthrough for Banks, wh
she complements the purely |
ematical and ribional with the s
al and intuitive.
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in patient-care areas as well o
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