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             Hale Woodruff ’s Antiprimitivist 
History of Abstract Art   
     john     ott     

                                                 the white chart and the hydroid 
 Even after generations of scholarship, traces of Alfred Barr’s notorious diagram of the history 
of modernism for the catalog of the 1936 Museum of Modern Art, New York, exhibition 
 Cubism and Abstract Art  linger in the discipline’s genetic code and continue to shape its 
development ( Fig. 1 ). Eff orts to expand or explode this canon have greatly intensifi ed over 
the last decade, but most art historians committed to telling more culturally, geographically, 

and stylistically comprehensive stories have commented on its persistent 
rigidity. “For many,” writes Aruna D’Souza in the introduction to one 
of the recent anthologies to address the discipline’s global turn, “the cen-
ter around which art history tends to pivot has remained frustratingly 
intransigent.” In one of his many meditations on the possibility of a 
more global history of modernism, James Elkins has likewise observed: 
“Modernist painting broadly construed follows a trajectory from David, 
Manet, and Cézanne through Picasso, Expressionism, Surrealism, and 
Abstract Expressionism. . . . When modernist painting made outside 
the main trajectory . . . is introduced . . . the unfamiliar work can appear 
unequal.” For most, a more inclusive and heterogeneous account remains 
tantalizingly out of reach. “With such a powerfully embedded ideology 
that privileges certain defi nitions of art to the exclusion of others,” asks 
Partha Mitter, “how can we shift the center of gravity of the modernist 
discourse?”  1    

 Decades before art history’s ongoing global turn, some culturally 
and artistically marginalized modernists had themselves been wrestling 
with many of these same problems, even as the critical orthodoxies now 
under attack began to coalesce. Although their revisionist eff orts diff ered 
in important ways from contemporary scholarly interventions, they share a 
commitment to a more culturally pluralist and truly international history 
of abstract art. One particularly incisive critique of the prevailing critical 
consensus is the six-panel mural  Th e Art of the Negro  by Hale Aspacio 
Woodruff  ( Figs. 6 ,  7 ,  13 ,  14 ,  10 ,  17 ), who designed the series for the library 

of the historically black Atlanta University and later dubbed it “the best of the three murals I 
have executed.”  2   

 Despite its title, the series extends its purview well beyond Africa and the African 
diaspora to recount a genuinely worldwide visual history of art.  Interchange  ( Fig. 7 ) encom-
passes ancient Greece, Rome, and Egypt, while  Parallels  ( Fig. 14 ) showcases the cultural 
products of Native North America, Oceania, Japan, India, China, Mexico, Australia, and 
Siberia. Panel fi ve,  Infl uences  ( Fig. 10 ), maps an alternative universe of midcentury mod-
ernisms: incorporating work by Henry Moore, Joan Miró, Sargent Johnson, and Wifredo 
Lam, it is not linear but centrifugal in its narrative, in sharp contrast to Barr’s streamlined 
trajectory toward pure abstraction. Woodruff ’s account is also emphatically historical; panel 
three,  Dissipation  ( Fig. 13 ), depicts the British sack of Benin City in 1897. Th is association 

  1      Alfred H. Barr Jr.,  Cubism and Abstract Art , New York: 
Museum of Modern Art, 1936, exh. cat., cover, 101/8 
× 73/4 in. (25.7 × 19.7 cm) (artwork and photograph 
© The Museum of Modern Art/Licensed by SCALA/Art 
Resource, NY)  
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of the “discovery” of African art with brute colonial conquest reminds viewers that the red 
arrows connecting “Negro Sculpture” to “Cubism” and “Fauvism” in Barr’s diagram are not 
innocent, abstract vectors but bloodied bayonets. Despite the cavalcade of dates that mark 
the diagram’s Y axis, the chart is, to quote Meyer Schapiro’s exhibition review, “essentially 
unhistorical.”  3   

 And as  painting , Woodruff ’s sextych violates the critical consensus that ossifi ed during 
the period between Barr’s exhibition and Clement Greenberg’s seminal 1955 essay “American-
Type Painting.”  Art of the Negro  ranges far beyond the territory plotted by Barr’s chart and 
inscribed by Greenberg’s theories along several axes: it is not only often more fi gurative than 
the New York school canvases championed at the time but also heterodox in its variety of 
abstract painting modes, insistently narrative, and situated in a public space quite diff erent 
from the prevailing gallery ecology in downtown New York. Even more, it is an insistently 
didactic work of art, given its sequential arrangement and its doubly educational context: in 
the lobby of a library, and on a university campus. 

 As theory and as practice, then, the series’ polychromatic modernisms expose and 
dispute the fundamental whiteness of Barr’s chart and other orthodox genealogies in ways that 
anticipate more recent art historical initiatives.  4   Th e thesis that Kobena Mercer lays out in 
his introduction to the anthology  Discrepant Abstraction , for example, might equally apply to 
Woodruff ’s ambitious series:

  [A]bstraction was never a discrete method, style or genre. . . . Th e premise that 
there could only be “one” way of considering abstraction was not only quasi- 
monotheistic . . . but was also implicitly monocultural by virtue of limiting itself to a 
Eurocentric purview that ignored the various directions abstract art had taken as a 
global phenomenon of 20th-century culture.  5     

 At midcentury, African American painters like Woodruff , Charles Alston, Romare 
Bearden, and Norman Lewis abandoned the identifi ably black imagery of their earlier careers 
and a “social viewpoint” idiom that declaimed racial injustice—as in Woodruff ’s Giddap 
( Fig. 2 )—to undertake ventures in abstraction.  6   By this, they hoped to combat prevailing 
assumptions about the essential racial character of African American artistic production, which 
for them contributed to artistic and social segregation just as surely as the fl urry of all-black 
exhibitions that emerged on the gallery scene in the second quarter of the twentieth century. 
Woodruff , for one, often spoke out against “all-Negro exhibits which tend to isolate [the 
Negro artist] and segregate him from other American artists” and rejected the demand that 
black artists paint only black subjects.  7   Of the fourth annual exhibition of black artists that he 
organized at Atlanta University, for example, he insisted that the works on view were “almost 
devoid of those ‘racial’ qualities so often sought in the Negro artist, the works stand out simply 
yet forcibly as another presentation of American art.”  8    

 Th eir repudiation of overtly “racial” art, however, was not simply an eff ort to assimi-
late fully into the conventions and practices of the mainstream art world. Rather, these artists 
worked in paint and in print to reconstitute a prevailing conception of abstraction as a uni-
versal visual language into a more pluralist notion of modernism that could not only accom-
modate racial and other diff erences but also encompass work produced in a wide variety of 
cultural milieus. First, the muralist and his cohort undertook this discursive project in order 
to create art that would be accepted as both “Negro” and modern, and at once particular and 
universal. “Th e characteristics [of the modern art movement] are universal,” wrote Woodruff  
a few years after completing his mural cycle. “Th us the modern American Negro artist, in 
speaking the international language of art, is not deaf to the voices of his racial tradition and 

  2      Hale Aspacio Woodruff,  Selections from the Atlanta 

Period 1931–1946 Portfolio: Giddap , 1931–46, 
linoleum cut, sheet 191/8 × 15 in. (48.6 × 38 cm), 
image 117/8 × 9 in. (30.3 × 23 cm). The Cleveland 
Museum of Art, Gift of Agnes Gund and Daniel 
Shapiro, 1998.11.5 (artwork © Estate of Hale 
Woodruff/licensed by VAGA, New York, NY; photograph 
© The Cleveland Museum of Art)  
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heritage, but is proclaiming, rather, his right to make his artistic contribution as a member of 
the  general human community.”  9   

 Second, these African American abstractionists insisted on both the heterogeneity 
of modernism and its disparate debts to African, European, and other cultural traditions. 
Th roughout his career Woodruff  would assert the fundamental diversity of national and 
even international art cultures, from 1934—“there is a three-fold or hydra-headed thing 
that masquerades under the name of American Art. Th e American Indian, the whites, the 
Negro make up this hydroid”—to 1959—“it appears necessary to point out anew that the 
world is characterized by a multiplicity of diff erences: ethnic, cultural, social.”  10   By his 
rhetoric, abstract painting did not so much transcend as reveal the connections between 
diverse communities. 

 Th e prismatic and decentered conception of modernism in Woodruff ’s murals largely 
avoids either reinforcing the hierarchies inherent in the belief in separate but unequal “racial 
arts” or fl attening out cultural diff erences through disingenuous faith in transoceanic for-
mal affi  nities. His visual history of transcontinental abstraction freely mingles Western and 
non-Western art, ancient and modern cultures, and abstract and fi gural forms. Of course, the 
mural cycle is not without patent limitations; the exclusion of women artists and subtle subor-
dination of Th ird-World artistic production betray lingering hierarchies of gender and region 
that plague the series. Despite this,  Th e Art of the Negro  unsettles and destabilizes conventional 
and linear histories of modernism by demonstrating its stylistic and demographic diversity as 
well as by revealing the complexity of the encounters between its practitioners and the abstract 
non-Western art forms from which they drew inspiration. 

 Woodruff ’s radically revisionist history of abstraction, to which his black colleagues 
also subscribed and contributed on canvas and in essays, was but one facet of this group’s 
larger project to carve out spaces for themselves in a white and increasingly homogeneous 
gallery scene. Th eir ambitious and multipronged campaign to change the emerging critical 
consensus about modern art—and the relation of black artists thereto—would prove partial 
and temporary. But, for a brief time during the decade following World War II, these painters 
found some success in breaching the art world’s various barriers of segregation. In the late 
1940s Woodruff  supervised IBM President Th omas J. Watson’s initiative to assemble an inter-
racial corporate art collection and tour it on a national circuit, and his paintings appeared in 
interracial shows organized by the International Print Society in 1944, the Pyramid Club in 
Philadelphia in 1945 and after, New York University in 1949, and the Queens branch of the 
Urban League. In 1946 he left Atlanta University for New York University (NYU) and joined 
a small cadre of black painters, including Alston, Bearden, Lewis, and Jacob Lawrence, who 
had secured representation in mainstream (Anglo) galleries.  11   

   africa savage and africa classical 
  Th e Art of the Negro  actually began as something much more like social viewpoint painting. 
As he recalled, he initially proposed to Atlanta University President Rufus Clement to deco-
rate the library in 1938. “I said I’d like to do something about Negro history and education, 
like Sojourner Truth. He said fi ne, but then I said, ‘What the hell? Th is has been done, and 
it’s dull. Th ey get this in the history books anyhow.’”  12   Not until the fall of 1945, however, was 
Clement able to authorize the murals’ commission and raise the painter’s salary as compen-
sation. Even at this point, as preparatory studies demonstrate, Woodruff  was still considering 
more conventional historical tableaux, with vignettes of black enslavement and liberation 
alongside several  sacra conversazioni  of black dignitaries from various fi elds of endeavor. A job 
off er from NYU the following spring delayed progress on the series for several years.  13   
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 Th en, sometime after Woodruff ’s relocation to New York, the murals became more 
purely  art  historical. As the artist captioned the panels in a slender pamphlet, panel one, 
 Native Forms  ( Fig. 6 ), catalogs the “diversity of forms, styles and materials” in African art. 
Panel two,  Interchange  ( Fig. 7 ), shows how “the artists of Africa were long in contact with 
the Greeks, Romans, and Egyptians of antiquity.” Panel three,  Dissipation  ( Fig. 13 ), pic-
tures “the burning of the Great Capital of Benin.” Panel four,  Parallels  ( Fig. 14 ), surveys 
the abstract art forms of Africa, Oceania, East Asia, and the Americas. Panel fi ve,  Infl uences  
( Fig. 10 ), reveals “the impact of African art upon the works of the modern artist.” And 
panel six,  Muses  ( Fig. 17 ), assembles a pantheon of diasporic artists beneath the aegis of a 
Greco-Roman female sculpture and a male African carving. He unveiled the full series on 
April 27, 1952.  14   

 Woodruff  was amply equipped to undertake a project with such international scope. 
Surviving sketches in notebooks from his period of study at the John Herron Art Institute in 
Indianapolis during the 1920s reveal an early exposure to a diversity of art forms across millen-
nia and continents.  15   As professor of art education at Atlanta and New York Universities, he 
regularly taught courses on a remarkable array of art historical subjects. And his encyclopedic 
expertise distinguished him even among his cohort of highly learned black painters. “In our 
conversations with Hale at the meetings of the Spiral Group, during the 1960s,” Bearden rem-
inisced, “we were all impressed with Hale’s knowledge of a wide range of artistic epochs that 
invariably widened and enriched our understanding of them.”  16   

 Th e artist’s worldwide history of art was only one of many from the period. World 
fairs proved particularly conducive to these macroscopic vistas. At San Francisco’s Panama-
Pacifi c International Exposition alone, Miguel Covarrubias’s  Pageant of the Pacifi c  and Diego 
Rivera’s  Panamerican Unity  murals spanned continents and millennia, though neither quite 
equaled  Th e Art of the Negro ’s ambition. Closer in scope to the Atlanta murals were a clutch 
of shows that juxtaposed modern Western paintings with objects from around the world 

to argue for a shared universal language of abstraction. Decades 
before William Rubin and Kirk Varnedoe’s controversial 1984 exhi-
bition  “Primitivism” in 20th Century Art: Affi  nity of the Tribal and 
the Modern  at the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), midcentury 
visitors enjoyed the stagecraft of  Th e Sources of Modern Painting  at 
Boston’s Institute of Modern Art (1939), the Museum of Modern Art’s 
 Timeless Aspects of Modern Art  (1948–49,  Figs. 4 ,  15 ), and  40,000 Years 
of Modern Art: A Comparison of Primitive and Modern  at the Institute 
of Contemporary Arts, London (1949).  17   Other forms of visual 
culture from an era that witnessed World War II and the United 
Nations charter envisioned an international community, such as Ad 
Reinhardt’s cartoons for the  Races of Mankind  pamphlet (1943,  Fig. 3 ) 
and Edward Steichen’s  Family of Man  exhibition at MoMA (1955).  18    

 In these panhistoric, intercontinental surveys, the encounter 
between Western modern artists and the “primitive” arts of colonized 
peoples stood as a central, even defi ning episode. In most cases, how-
ever, non-Western arts fared poorly, even as such comparisons permit-
ted commentators to disclose the antiquity of abstraction. First and 

foremost, these accounts characterized the art of the Global South as unmediated manifesta-
tions of the unconscious. Th e catalog for  40,000 Years of Modern Art , for example, discerned in 
African and Oceanic art “a vague sense of insecurity, a cosmic anguish, feelings and intuitions 
that demand expression in abstract or unnaturalistic forms.”  19   Th is conception of non-Western 

  3      Ad Reinhardt, “Our Food Comes from Many 
Peoples,” from Ruth Benedict and Gene Weltfi sh, 
 The Races of Mankind , New York: Public Affairs 
Committee, 1943, 24 (artwork in the public domain; 
photograph by the author)  
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art as undiluted products of the savage id typically went hand in hand with its association with 
juvenilia. In his 1936 volume  Art and Society , for one, Herbert Read wrote that “we shall fi nd 
some very apt comparisons in the art of a primitive race much nearer to us—I mean the art of 
our children.”  20   

 Irrationality and immaturity had, of course, long defi ned stereotypes of African art. 
Art historian Matthew Rampley has shown how writers deployed an “ethnographic sublime” 
to fi gure non-Western “art as the response to a primitive terror of nature” and an “expression 
[of ] confused and indeterminate religious beliefs.”  21   As far back as his brief on “Negro Art” 
for  Arts  in 1923, Marius de Zayas had proclaimed “African negro sculpture . . . belongs to a 
people whose mentality . . . is pre-logic.”  22   George Valliant’s 1939 exhibition  Masterpieces of 
Primitive Sculpture  at the American Museum of Natural History, New York, marked some-
thing of a low point for this kind of regressive criticism. Not only did the catalog attribute 

“African sculpture” to “the lusty emotions of the 
Negro,” it also somehow found in Benin bronzes “a 
bold realism, fi tting in those west coast kingdoms, 
where killing, cannibalism, polygamy, drunkenness, 
and above all, pomp prevailed.”  23   Shows like  Timeless 
Aspects of Modern Art  provoked emotional reactions 
by dramatically spotlighting objects in murky galleries 
that reminded at least one reviewer of the darkened 
tunnel of a spooky amusement park ride ( Fig. 4 ).  24    

 With their extensive and well-documented 
interests in non-Western art, Abstract Expressionists 
also participated in this ethnographic sublime.  25   To 
furnish but one example, Adolph Gottlieb in 1943 
asserted that “all primitive expression reveals the con-
stant awareness of powerful forces, the immediate pres-
ence of terror and fear, a recognition and acceptance of 
the brutality of the natural world as well as the eternal 

insecurity of life.”  26   In their various writings about and curated exhibitions of non-Western 
art during the 1940s, Gottlieb, Mark Rothko, and Barnett Newman drew their views almost 
directly from Russian expatriate John Graham, who in his discussion of Pablo Picasso’s artis-
tic debts proclaimed that “primitive races and primitive genius have readier access to their 
unconscious mind.”  27   

 Woodruff ’s  Th e Art of the Negro  expressly set out to counter these stereotypes about 
artistic production from the continent. “If I were permitted, as an outsider,” he wrote in 1961, 
“a brief appraisal of African art I would fi rst make mention of its power, its conviction, its 
vitality.”  28   Th e painter was especially well qualifi ed to make this case. By the time he began 
work on the murals, he had been a collector and enthusiast of African art for nearly three 
decades ( Fig. 5 ). He was fi rst exposed to African art in 1923 as a student at the Herron Art 
Institute, when a local art dealer gave him a copy of one of Carl Einstein’s volumes on the 
subject. He purchased his fi rst works, a Bembe male fi gure and a Yoruba Shango staff , while 
shopping in Paris in 1928 with none other than Alain Locke, Howard University philosopher 
and author of  Th e New Negro: An Interpretation  (1925).  29    

 In his murals, then, African arts appear not as curios from terrifi ed savages wor-
shipping in physical and intellectual darkness but as masterworks consciously designed by 
thoughtful artisans. Woodruff ’s Africans are poised, stoic, and deliberate, whether carving 
wood and painting pictographs in  Native Forms  ( Fig. 6 ), discussing music, astronomy, and 

  4      Installation view showing (from left) Gabon funerary 
fi gure, 19th century, Pablo Picasso,  The Painter and His 

Model , oil, 1928, and Sudanese wooden fi gure, 19th 
century,  Timeless Aspects of Modern Art , the Museum 
of Modern Art, New York, November 16, 1948–January 
23, 1949, gelatin-silver print, 71/2 × 91/2 in. (19 × 
24.1 cm). The Museum of Modern Art Archives, New 
York (photograph by Soichi Sunami, © The Museum 
of Modern Art/Licensed by SCALA/Art Resource, New 
York)  
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military tactics with ancient Greeks, Egyptians, and Romans in  Interchange  ( Fig. 7 ), or con-
vened in  Muses ’ august group portrait (Fig. 17). He equally dignifi es the fi nished African 
artworks through formal, frontal presentation in well-lit spaces and by association with their 
ancient and modern Western counterparts. Even the structural composition of the paintings 
ennobles its subject matter by evoking polyptych altarpieces, the grand public commissions 
of the Mexican muralists, and, especially fi tting given the works’ library setting, Raphael’s 
frescoes for the Stanza della Segnatura in the Vatican. Strikingly, Woodruff  reserves the visual 
grammar of the ethnographic sublime for  Dissipation  ( Fig. 13 ), where he portrays the British 
as brutish, violent, and benighted. Its dark tones, slashing diagonals, compositional asymme-
try, and agitated Baroque forms contrast with the orderly geometry of the other fi ve panels. 

Th e painter even exploits the architectural 
intrusion of a door pediment to heighten 
the sense of disarray and violence. Here, it 
is colonization that represents Africa’s heart 
of darkness.   

 Other black intellectuals advanced 
like claims. In his catalog essay for the 1946 
Baltimore Museum of Art exhibition  African 
Art , Locke lauded it as a “fi ne art of dis-
tinction, originality, and technical virtuos-
ity. . . . Although the art of relatively primitive 
cultures, it is not primitive as art . . . it must 
be rated as  classic  in the best sense of the 
word.”  30   Th e unattributed introduction to the 
catalog for the Underhill collection of African 
art on display at Philadelphia’s Pyramid Club 
in 1943 enumerated among its “outstanding 
characteristics . . . a rich gift for design . . . there 
is evident the restraint of a creator who 
has control over his ideas and materials.”  31   
And James Porter assured viewers of a 1953 
Howard University exhibition that “it is now 

generally recognized that African Negro sculpture has a place among the great plastic tradi-
tions of world art.”  32   Th ese writers turned not to Graham’s Jungian theories but to Robert 
Goldwater’s pioneering text  Primitivism in Modern Painting , which argued that the “ferocity 
[of primitive arts] is often only the product of a civilized imagination.”  33   In his book review, 
Porter singled out this 1938 text for praise as essential reading “for those who heretofore have 
entertained a prejudice against . . . ‘primitive’ . . . arts” and a peerless corrective of “our mis- 
evaluation of the arts of simpler cultures.”  34   

 Th is antiprimitivist discourse also challenged the underlying racial hierarchies on 
which the ethnographic sublime depended. Goldwater’s book paid explicit debts to anthro-
pologist Franz Boas, whose theories of cultural relativism in turn found expression in black 
artists’ defenses of African art. Porter also commended  Primitivism in Modern Painting  for 
helping readers “distinguish between the truly primitive and the primitivistic, a distinction 
that has not been realized by some writers because of the unjustifi ably superior position 
they have accorded to the civilized over the so-called savage product.”  35   Woodruff  likewise 
labored throughout his career to place Western and non-Western arts on an equal footing. 
“Ancient artistic triumphs of Africa and Latin America,” he declared in an undated proposal 

  5      Hale Woodruff with African masks, ca. 1970s. Hale 
Woodruff Papers, Amistad Research Center, Tulane 
University, New Orleans (photograph provided by the 
Amistad Research Center)  
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for a “Program of Art for Culturally Deprived Youth,” “are as important as those of Greece 
and Rome.”  36   

 Th e sequential format of the Atlanta University murals also accents the maturity of the 
arts of Africa and the diaspora. Th e long chronological arc from antiquity to the present reclas-
sifi es them as cultural artifacts with their own evolutionary development, not as static and time-
less relics of humanity’s cultural and artistic infancy. “African art,” Woodruff  insisted near the 
end of his life, “is the  summation  of centuries of developmental changes, refi nements, even social 
and symbolic meanings of its sculptural imagery.” Endowing African art with a rich lineage fur-
ther enabled the painter to assert its high distinction. “Th e Negro artist,” Woodruff  captioned 
panel six ( Fig. 17 ), “has achieved eminence in various times and places throughout history.”  37   

 6      Hale Aspacio Woodruff,  The Art of the Negro: Native 

Forms , 1950–51, oil on canvas, 12 × 12 ft. (3.66 × 
3.66 m). Clark Atlanta University Art Collection, 
University Commission, 1952.012 (artwork © Estate 
of Hale Woodruff/licensed by VAGA, New York, NY; 
photograph © Clark Atlanta University Art Collection)  
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 At the same time,  Th e Art of the Negro  could not entirely elude prevailing aesthetic 
and cultural hierarchies. Notably, professional artists with academic training hail almost 
entirely from the United States and Europe, whereas only self-taught artists and artisans 
represent the Global South. With the important exception of Wifredo Lam, the only 
individuals working outside Western metropoles to contribute artworks to  Infl uences  are 
anonymous craftspeople ( Fig. 10 ); and their creations, Haitian  vèvè  and a Senufo granary 
door, occupy the bottom half of the panel. In  Muses  ( Fig. 17 ) Woodruff , too, diff erentiates 
Th ird-World artists. Both “South African cave painter” Nada-Kane (seated at center) and 
“14th century sculptor” Iqueigha (standing second from right) appear semiclothed, in sharp 
contrast to their dapper, suited companions. As for Haitian painter Hector Hyppolite (third 

 7      Hale Aspacio Woodruff,  The Art of the Negro: 

Interchange , 1950–51, oil on canvas, 12 × 12 ft. 
(3.66 × 3.66 m). Clark Atlanta University Art 
Collection, University Commission, 1952.013 (artwork 
© Estate of Hale Woodruff/licensed by VAGA, New 
York, NY; photograph © Clark Atlanta University Art 
Collection)  
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seated fi gure from left), the caption singles him out as a “20th century primitive.” Just as in 
Reinhardt’s pamphlet illustrations ( Fig. 3 ), then, the murals reserve the shopworn iconog-
raphy of “civilization” for inhabitants of the First World even as they combat conventional 
ideas about race and culture. 

 Woodruff  and his cohort had personal as well as philosophical reasons for defending 
African art from the insinuations of the ethnographic sublime, since contemporaries often 
infl icted these dark fantasies on their own paintings. Even when regarding Woodruff ’s most 
abstract canvases ( Figs. 8 ,  12 ), then on display at his fi rst solo show at Bertha Schaefer’s mid-
town gallery in New York, reviewers spied “heavy black brush strokes which twist and jump 

like African dancers” in works 
that “release a fl ood of associa-
tions, with the primitive, aged, 
sensuous, and splendid” and 
that “spring from the ‘heart of 
darkness,’ obeying the instincts 
and rhythm of the blood.”  38   
Alston also saw his debut that 
same year (and just one block 
away at the John Heller Gallery) 
marred by art-press typecasting. 
“He speaks,”  New York Herald 
Tribune  critic Emily Genauer 
asserted, “with the power of 
primitive rhythms, the mysteries 
of ancient rites.”  39   Th e nadir of 
this crude racializing discourse, 
however, may have been  Time ’s 
take on the  Fourth Annual Art 
Exhibition  (1945) that Woodruff  
organized on the same campus 
where he would later install  Th e 
Art of the Negro . Of the eighty-
two paintings by forty-eight 
black painters, the reviewer 

claimed, “most had a primitive quality peculiarly their own . . . many containing writhing, 
weaving forms which suggested the rhythm of a voodoo ritual.” Woodruff  later singled out 
this particular critical caricature as symptomatic of prevailing art-world racism. “It hurt. . . . It 
hurt the students more than it bothered me, for it made it seem that whatever eff orts we made, 
such publications would ridicule us.”  40    

 Scholars including Ann Gibson and Michael Leja have shown that when African 
American artists—unlike their white counterparts—drew recognizable inspiration from prim-
itive art, viewers automatically assumed they were witnessing the involuntary eruption of a 
racial unconscious.  41   Accordingly, Woodruff  denied that his paintings were simple, direct, 
and compulsory expressions of an African inheritance. When asked, “Can we fi nd particular 
African themes, motifs, and forms in your own works?” he admitted, “Yes, they are there,” but 
insisted that “I sometimes consciously work for them. I don’t say that I am spiritually endowed 
with an African sense of heritage.”  42   He also recalled with “great disappointment” how he 
learned that his applications for Rosenwald Fellowships had been rejected because one reviewer 

 8      Hale Aspacio Woodruff,  Afro Emblems , 1950, oil 
on linen, 18 × 22 in. (45.7 × 55.9 cm). Smithsonian 
American Art Museum, Washington, DC, Gift of Mr. 
and Mrs. Alfred T. Morris, Jr., 1984.149.2 (artwork © 
Estate of Hale Woodruff/licensed by VAGA, New York, 
NY; photograph provided by the Smithsonian American 
Art Museum)  
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“disliked my modernist work and thought I should be painting in a more literal ‘African style,’ 
whatever that means.”  43   

 Th e muralist’s colleagues also disputed the premise that their oeuvres were refl exive 
symptoms of ancestral culture. “Culture is not a biologically inherited phenomenon,” Bearden 
declared in his 1946 manifesto “Th e Negro Artist’s Dilemma.” “It would be highly artifi cial for 
the Negro artist to attempt a resurrection of African culture in America. Th e period between 
the generations is too great, and whatever creations the Negro has fashioned in this coun-
try have been in relation to his American environment.” In an interview with the  Pittsburgh 
Courier , Alston also insisted that black painters were not obliged to work in African idioms. 
“Insisting there is no umbilical relationship to Africa, Mr. Alston patiently presents a sincere 
criticism of art enthusiasts who unwittingly pigeonhole the Negro artist by insisting he, more 
than anyone, use the African heritage.” Indeed, African American abstractionists consistently 
maintained that the rich histories of cultural production on the continent were a larger global 
inheritance equally available to all artists, whether black or white. “Modigliani, Picasso, 
Epstein, and other modern artists studied African sculpture to reinforce their own design con-
cepts,” Bearden reminded his readers. “Th is would be perfectly appropriate,” he reasoned, “for 
any Negro artist who cared to do the same.” “No artist can aff ord to limit himself to one or a 
few art sources,” Alston affi  rmed, not long after Woodruff  had completed his Atlanta murals. 
“African art is the common heritage of mankind and all artists, not only the Negro, draw from 
its genius as only one source.”  44   

   purity and diversity 
 Th is widespread expectation of a discrete and discernible “African style” signals a prevailing belief 
in the homogeneity of artwork from the continent. Read, for example, proclaimed “a general sur-
vey of all kinds of primitive art would reveal . . . the same characteristics [that] reappear not only at 
diff erent periods, but also in distinct places.”  45   Th is persistent stereotype enforced a striking uni-
formity in the emerging canon of African art history. Among others, curator Kate Ezra has doc-
umented museum director René d’Harnoncourt’s and collector Nelson Rockefeller’s “preference 
for wood fi gurative sculptures or masks that are symmetrical and smooth, with dark, lustrous 
surfaces” as they assembled the collection of New York’s Museum of Primitive Art over the 1950s. 
In many cases collectors manufactured these qualities by burnishing patinas and removing raffi  a, 
clothing, nails, and other elements deemed “extrinsic” to the work.  46   Artful spotlighting in galler-
ies ( Figs. 4 ,  9 ) and in publication photographs rendered individual pieces still glossier.  

 From the very fi rst panel of  Th e Art of the Negro , by contrast, Woodruff  declared in his 
caption that “the art of the African manifested itself in a diversity of forms, styles and mate-
rials.”  Native Forms  ( Fig. 6 ) not only includes wooden masks and fi gures in a rich spectrum 
of hues but also showcases rock and cave painting along its bottom third.  Dissipation  ( Fig. 13 ) 
ranges far from its nominal location in Benin City to incorporate Senufo and Basonge masks, 
Asante combs, and Dogon crocodiles. And even though the artist knew well the artistic styles 
particular to various ethnic groups, he deliberately hybridized many sculptures in order to 
intimate the rich variety of African art; the primary fi gure in  Native Forms , for instance, syn-
thesizes Yoruba, Baule, and Bembe characteristics.  47   Porter’s comparable emphasis on the “great 
diversity” of the objects displayed at the  Exhibition of African Negro  at Howard in 1953 echoes 
one of the primary theses of Goldwater’s landmark book: “these supposedly primitive arts are 
not united by any common qualities of form and composition.”  48   

 Woodruff ’s murals also attest to the heterogeneity of abstract art by African 
Americans. Amid pieces by Western modernists and unnamed artists of the diaspora, 
 Infl uences  features artwork by Sargent Johnson, Jacob Lawrence, and Wifredo Lam, as 
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well as his own ( Figs. 10 ,  11 ).  49   And  Muses  ( Fig. 17 ) gives us painters of cave and canvas 
and modelers of bronze, stone, and wood, at work on portraits, landscapes, religious sub-
jects, and abstract forms.  Th e Art of the Negro  thus presents in visual terms what the artist 
had been arguing for years about black artistic production, as in this overview of the 1945 
Atlanta University annual exhibition (later lampooned by  Time ): “Th e works encompass 

the divergence of subjects, styles, and artistic viewpoints 
all of which refl ect the many infl uences under which 
these artists live and work.” “It is well nigh futile,” he 
would assert a few years later, “to identify any special 
racial characteristics in the art of the American Negro.”  50   
Other period advocates of African American art likewise 
stressed its nonuniformity, even when considering all-
black exhibitions. “Th ey constitute,” wrote the  Baltimore 
Sun ’s art critic of  New Names in American Art  at the 
Baltimore Museum of Art, “not a ‘minority group’ in 
art but a segment of American painting as we know it 
at present . . . and among them one fi nds painters whose 
approach is that of the native primitivist, the abstraction-
ist, the symbolist.”  51     

  Th e Art of the Negro  further enacts a diversity of 
artistic production at the level of form. Woodruff ’s capac-
ity for handling a broad range of pictorial modes is most 
apparent in  Parallels  and  Infl uences  ( Figs. 14 ,  10 ), in which 

his constellations of artwork alternate abruptly between fi gural elements and nonobjective 
passages.  52   We can also see this stylistic multiplicity in the painter’s pairing of the sensuous 
contours of the recumbent cave painter with a calligraphic bramble in  Native Forms  ( Fig. 6 ); 
the equally muscled bodies of multiracial astronomers with the geometric cipher before them 
in  Interchange  ( Fig. 7 ); and the volumes that describe the eponymous couple of  Muses  with the 
luminous, abstract void from which they emerge ( Fig. 17 ). Th e muralist likewise employs dis-
tinctive structuring principles, each drawn from across the long and broad saga of art history, 
for each of the six scenes. Surveying the full series in the library lobby, we spy here the Baroque 
and dynamic asymmetry of El Greco ( Dissipation ), here the armature of a Gothic polyptych 
( Native Forms ;  Parallels ), here the gridded lattice of Gottlieb’s  Pictograph  paintings ( Infl uences ), 
here the biplanarity of Raphael’s  Disputa  ( Muses ), and here the dense interlocking vignettes 
characteristic of Diego Rivera’s murals ( Interchange ). 

 Th e artist’s easel work from the period likewise migrates in and out of depiction; 
 Carnival  (1950,  Fig. 12 ) features the same fl attened planes common to New York school paint-
ings but presents them as a patchwork organized around cryptic forms that hint obliquely 
at bodies and masks, maps and ideograms. And a stark stylistic promiscuity characterizes 
Woodruff ’s oeuvre in the years bracketing the Atlanta commission. Just one year before paint-
ing  Carnival , for example, he completed his collaborative mural commission with Alston,  Th e 
Negro in California History , which shares a pictorial vernacular with New Deal works com-
pleted by “social viewpoint” painters.  53    Th e Art of the Negro , fi nally, touts both the antiquity 
and the continued vitality of the abstract mural, a medium entirely absent from Barr’s diagram.    

 Every art historical survey by necessity cannot be truly comprehensive, and the Atlanta 
University murals fail most in this regard by recounting an entirely masculine saga. Certainly, 
Woodruff  personally knew many highly accomplished female candidates for inclusion in 
 Infl uences  or  Muses : he associated with Augusta Savage in Paris during his early career in the 

 9      Installation view showing, according to the 
catalog (from left), God of War, Dahomey, and mask, 
Cameroon,  African Negro Art , The Museum of Modern 
Art, New York, March 18–May 19, 1935 (photograph 
© The Museum of Modern Art/Licensed by SCALA/Art 
Resource, NY)  
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1920s, taught alongside Nancy Elizabeth Prophet at Atlanta University for over a decade, and 
saw Lois Mailou Jones, Elizabeth Catlett, Laura Wheeler Waring, and other women artists win 
awards at the AU annual exhibitions he had established. As a result, his glaring omission eff ec-
tively expands the canon of abstraction to accommodate racial diff erence, but at the expense of 
gender; note how the only female fi gure in the entire series is the Greco-Roman allegory in the 
fi nal panel. 

 In addition to refuting the alleged unanimity of African and African American arts, 
Woodruff  set out to overturn the tenacious belief in their inherent premodernity. It might 
not be especially surprising to read Marius de Zayas describing “African Negro Sculpture” 
in 1918 as “without history, without tradition, [and] without precedent,” but even as late as 

 10      Hale Aspacio Woodruff,  The Art of the Negro: 

Infl uences , 1950–51, oil on canvas, 12 × 12 ft. 
(3.66 × 3.66 m). Clark Atlanta University Art 
Collection, University Commission, 1952.016 (artwork 
© Estate of Hale Woodruff/licensed by VAGA, New 
York, NY; photograph © Clark Atlanta University Art 
Collection)  
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1946 Barnett Newman was writing of “the many primitive art traditions . . . that fl ourished 
without benefi t of European history.”  54   Consigning non-Western arts to prehistory, of course, 
rendered them more useful for an emerging genealogy of abstraction. As far back as 1914, the 
very title of Alfred Stieglitz’s pioneering exhibition at his gallery 291, “Statuary in Wood by 
African Savages—the  Root  of Modern Art,” had claimed objects from the continent as the 
distant ancestors of artists like Picasso and John Marin. Th is lineage fundamentally validated 
contemporary practitioners of abstraction, as the 1948 exhibition  Timeless Aspects of Modern 
Art  explicitly argued: “Th e Museum of Modern Art has set out to prove that modern art is 

no illegitimate child, but that it has a respectable family tree.”  55   Barr’s 
 crimson vectors (Fig. 1) properly function only if “Negro Sculpture” 
remains outside of time and boxed off  from the triumphant forward 
march of modern art. 

 Th rough both individual panels and its total narrative arc,  Th e 
Art of the Negro  directly challenges these simplistic, linear accounts. 
Th e trans-Mediterranean dialogues in  Interchange  ( Fig. 7 ), the colo-
nial iconoclasm in  Dissipation  ( Fig. 13 ), and the tableaux of worldwide 
abstraction in  Infl uences  ( Fig. 10 ) all testify to the age-old and enduring 
interactions between the murals’ subject and the arts of the Occident. 
And the inclusion in  Infl uences  of present-day abstract vernacular expres-
sions—in particular, the Haitian  vèvè  and the granary door described by 
Woodruff  as “Contemporary African”—insists on the contemporaneity 
of the arts of the African diaspora. Crossing centuries and oceans, the 
eminent fraternity of  Muses  ( Fig. 17 ) collapses distance and especially 
time: Jacob Lawrence stands, inexplicably, between Henry Ossawa Tanner 
and Edward Bannister, while Robert Duncanson kneels down next to 
Richmond Barthé.  

   affinity and iconoclasm 
 Prevailing narratives about Western modernists’ encounter with 
non-Western arts also categorized the relation in purely formal terms. 
Th us, the catalog for the vanguard MoMA exhibition  African Negro 
Art  counseled, “It is not the tribal characteristics of Negro art nor its 
strangeness that are interesting. It is its plastic qualities.”  56   Views of gallery 
installations ( Figs. 4 ,  9 ) reveal a comparable emphasis on a purely ocular 
experience. Writing for his  Indian Art of the United States  exhibit of 1941, 

d’Harnoncourt likewise asserted that “in theory, it should be possible to arrive at a satisfactory 
aesthetic evaluation of the art of any group without being much concerned with its cultural 
background.”  57   Th is exclusively formal intercultural kinship also characterizes Varnedoe and 
Rubin’s much maligned use of the concept of “affi  nity” in their 1984 MoMA exhibition  “Primi-
tivism” in 20th Century Art .  58   

 By reducing cultural diff erence down to considerations of style, as Leja has argued, 
these early theoreticians invited and indeed encouraged Western modernists to appropriate 
non-Western art.  59   As early as 1943, Gottlieb and Rothko had declared “spiritual kinship with 
primitive and archaic art.”  60   Th ree years later, Newman wrote approvingly of how MoMA’s  Arts 
of the South Seas  exhibition “was so arranged that each grouping showed a fraternity with the 
several facets of our modern art movements.”  61   And for the London Institute of Contemporary 
Arts’ 1949 show  40,000 Years of Modern Art , catalog authors mused how “modernists became 
not only explorers but a loosely-knit tribe of what we are inclined to call transcendental 

 11      “Panel Five,” from [Hale Woodruff],  The Art of the 

Negro , Atlanta: Trevor Arnett Library, Atlanta University, 
n.d., Hale Woodruff Papers, Amistad Research Center, 
Tulane University, New Orleans (artwork © Estate 
of Hale Woodruff/licensed by VAGA, New York, NY; 
photograph provided by the Amistad Research Center)  
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head-hunters.”  62   Now part of the same international family of abstraction, New York school 
painters could take up and don the tribal mask. 

 Casting African sculptors and Abstract Expressionists as spiritual siblings, however, 
freed primitivism from the events and legacies of European colonialism. Even more, this his-
torical erasure actually and paradoxically enabled advocates to tout primitivism as a force for 
global harmony.  63   Th e press release for the 1943 Federation of Modern Painters and Sculptors 
annual exhibition, for example, promised that abstraction would stimulate intercultural 
understanding and amity. “Now that America is recognized as the center where art and artists 
of all the world meet, it is time for us to accept cultural values on a truly global plane.”  64   Th e 

alchemy of primitivism transmuted cross-continental conquest into 
cross-continental brotherhood. 

 But in Woodruff ’s  Art of the Negro , the dynamics between 
the arts of the First and Th ird Worlds are as variable as the murals’ 
diverse abstractions. True, its fourth panel ( Fig. 14 ) shares with exhi-
bitions like  Timeless Aspects of Modern Art  ( Figs. 4 ,  15 ) and the tenets 
of the New York school a belief in an imaginary, worldwide aesthetic 
fraternity. But each work in the series diagrams the relation between 
African and Western arts diff erently, as variously independent, paral-
lel, collaborative, and confl icting. As the artist described the project 
near the end of his life, “I broke it down into six kinds of interpre-
tations: African art as a basic element in the lives of African people; 
the infl uence of African art on the Greeks, Romans, and Egyptians 
in antiquity; the destruction of African culture and life as symbol-
ized by the destruction of African art by the Europeans; and so on 
down the line.”  65   Even as they incorporate the concept of affi  nity, 
then, the paintings reject the simplicity of Barr’s vectors and replot 
them along multiple axes.   

  Th e Art of the Negro ’s critique of mainline modernist prim-
itivism fi nds its best textual analog in a 1977 handwritten man-
uscript, “Th e Term ‘Primitive’ and Its Implications for a Critical 
Approach to African Art.” First, Woodruff  rejected affi  nity-seekers’ 
easy formal equivalence of Western and non-Western arts:

  [T]wo entirely diff erent cultures should not and indeed cannot 
be justly compared since each is motivated by its own set of social esthetic politi-
cal (etc.) values. Diff erence in philosophies, cultural values, purposes, procedures 
and techniques demands diff erent manners of handling them. . . . Th e great Benin 
sculptors of the 16th century should by no means be compared to the great Italian 
sculptors of the same century—and vice versa! Th e esthetic aims of Rodin were 
(are) not to be compared to the esthetic aims of Iguegha, the Nigerian master—and 
vice versa.  66     

 Insisting that artists work within their own “specifi c esthetic frame of reference,” Woodruff  
further repudiated belief in an ineff able global kinship between abstractionists. “[I]t has been 
frequently claimed that art itself is a humanizing force. Still, I fi nd little evidence to support 
the claim that works of art per se serve to develop that quality of intense humaneness which 
enables one individual to deal constructively with another.”  67   

 Th is skepticism about apparent affi  nities and kinship between modern and non- 
Western art dates back at least to the writings of Franz Boas. Th e fundamental premise of 

 12      Hale Aspacio Woodruff,  Carnival , 1950, oil on 
canvas, 42 × 331/2 in. (106.7 × 85.1 cm). Wadsworth 
Atheneum Museum of Art, Hartford, CT, The Ella Gallup 
Sumner and Mary Catlin Sumner Collection Fund, 
1993.13 (artwork © Estate of Hale Woodruff/licensed 
by VAGA, New York, NY; photograph by Allen Phillips, 
provided by Wadsworth Atheneum)  



138   Th e Art Bulletin March 2018

Goldwater’s book is that non-Western “primitive” and modern “primitivistic” arts are not 
synonymous: “in spite of important borrowings from the aboriginal arts,” he concludes, 
“primitivism, as it is embodied in modern painting, has little similarity . . . with the chrono-
logically, the culturally, or the aesthetically primitive in the arts.”  68   Closer to Woodruff ’s own 
time, the  Daily Worker  was one of the few period organs to level criticism at MoMA’s  Timeless 
Aspects of Modern Art  for getting “involved in a series of dubious parallels between contem-
porary and historical objects. . . . Th us the museum appears . . . to divorce art from its historical 
background. . . . We are asked  to  see broadly and superfi cially, to sample the sauce and ignore 
the dish.”  69   Th ese critiques strikingly anticipate many of the negative appraisals of MoMA’s 
 “Primitivism” in 20th Century Art .  70   

 13      Hale Aspacio Woodruff,  The Art of the Negro: 

Dissipation , 1950–51, oil on canvas, 12 × 12 ft. 
(3.66 × 3.66 m). Clark Atlanta University Art 
Collection, University Commission, 1952.014 (artwork 
© Estate of Hale Woodruff/licensed by VAGA, New 
York, NY; photograph © Clark Atlanta University Art 
Collection)  
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 Most important, the Atlanta University murals reinsert colonization into the conven-
tional saga of the modernist embrace of African art.  Dissipation  ( Fig. 13 ) in particular obliges 
us to realize that Barr’s arrows point, as it were, in the wrong direction. Th e canvas frankly 
presents the masterworks of the continent on display in shows like MoMA’s  Timeless Aspects 
of Modern Art  as spolia. Th ese seized, shattered, and burning fi gures also conjure the actual 
black bodies conquered in battle, sold into slavery, and brutalized by lynch law. Instead of fi g-
uring “Negro Sculpture” as a catalyst for the development of modern, Western art, Woodruff ’s 
series instead emphasizes colonial conquest as an impediment to the progression of the arts of 
Africa and the diaspora. Fred Wilson would make the same claims forty years later in his 1990 
installation  Th e Colonial Collection  ( Fig. 16 ) by satirizing the grammar of ethnographic display 

 14      Hale Aspacio Woodruff,  The Art of the Negro: 

Parallels , 1950–51, oil on canvas, 12 × 12 ft. 
(3.66 × 3.66 m). Clark Atlanta University Art 
Collection, University Commission, 1952.015 (artwork 
© Estate of Hale Woodruff/licensed by VAGA, New 
York, NY; photograph © Clark Atlanta University Art 
Collection)  
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of African art with wall labels such as “Zonge Mask, Zaire, stolen from the Zonge tribe, 1899, 
private collection.”  71    

 Many of Woodruff ’s African American contemporaries also wove the legacies of colo-
nialism and slavery into their histories of African and African American art. Locke’s text for 
the Baltimore Museum of Art’s 1946  Exhibition of African Art  emphasized that the royal Benin 
bronzes entered the European market precisely because of the British punitive expedition 
depicted in  Dissipation .  72   Meanwhile, in his 1953 catalog essay “Th e Appreciation of African 
Negro Art,” James Porter rather caustically observed “that at the very moment when European 
imperialism was consolidating its conquests in Africa, the arts of Negro Africa were making their 
way directly into the hearts of sensitive and creative Europeans.”  73   But the sharpest denunciation 
of modernist primitivists’ tactical colonial amnesia may have come from Meyer Schapiro in 1937:

  Th e imperialist expansion was 
accompanied at home by a 
profound cultural pessimism 
in which the arts of the savage 
victims were elevated above the 
traditions of Europe. Th e colonies 
became places to fl ee to as well as 
to exploit. . . . But this insight was 
accompanied . . . by an indiff erence 
to just those material conditions 
which were brutally destroying 
the primitive peoples or convert-
ing them into submissive, culture-
less slaves.  74     

 As with other rhetorical 
aspects of  Th e Art of the Negro , more-
over, Woodruff ’s revisionist account 
of African art history also compels a 
reconsideration of domestic, African 
American art production. As far back 
as his 1934 manifesto for the  Spelman 

Messenger , “Th e Negro and Art,” he specifi cally addressed essentialist conceptions of “racial” 
art through reference to the legacies of slavery: “Th at there should have developed in the 
Negro Race a distinctive art was an inevitable result of a primitive race’s being transplanted in 
an alien environment and held there in subjugation.”  75   And in an undated conference paper 
on his “Program of Art for Culturally Deprived Youth,” he again underscored the deleterious 
eff ects of social inequities on art making, and made explicit that he was writing “[a]s a member 
of a minority group, and as one whose earliest youth experiences were (and, in a sense, still 
are) characterized by various forms of cultural deprivation.” Prefacing his analysis with the 
stipulation that “the privileged and deprived do not diff er in basic art and human potentials,” 
he continued:

  Th eir diff erences, in art at least, may derive from the fact that the deprived have been 
deprived of certain art experiences, exposures and learnings which the privileged have 
had. Also these deprivations are compounded by unjust social, economic, ethnic, 
class, cultural, religious, and educational attitudes and practices . . . the deprived youth, 

 15      “Plan of the Exhibition,” detail, from the Museum of 
Modern Art, New York,  Timeless Aspects of Modern Art , 
November 16, 1948–January 23, 1949, exh. cat., n.p., 
(photograph © The Museum of Modern Art/Licensed 
by SCALA/Art Resource, NY)  
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 particularly one who is a member of a so-called racial or ethnic minority, will in his 
art, very likely refl ect the conditions (or the eff ects thereof ) of his limited outlook, 
environment and experiences.  76     

 Th e muralist’s colleagues similarly attributed black artistic limitations to (a lack of ) 
nurture rather than (an inherently inferior) nature. “Th e Negro . . . is a latecomer into the 
visual arts in America,” Bearden explained, “not only [because] of the complex economic and 
social forces, but also [because] of the distortions that years of oppression have ingrafted into 
the minority consciousness.”  77   Th at Woodruff  could convoke in  Muses  ( Fig. 17 ) such a stately 
congress despite the centuries of violence and oppression incarnated in  Dissipation  makes dias-

poric artistic achievement all the 
more remarkable. No wonder, 
then, that the Greco-Roman 
goddess extends toward them a 
laurel staff  symbolizing artistic 
triumph.  

   integrated and 
segregated 
 In  Th e Art of the Negro , 
non-Western arts play a far 
more equitable and dynamic 
role in the larger history of 
abstraction than in conven-
tional accounts. And yet, Hale 
Woodruff  could only realize this 
radical vision in the context of 
a historically black university, 
and for black audiences. Th at 
is to say, even as the painter 
traced an alternative genealogy 
of modernism in which African 
American artists were neither 
segregated nor marginalized, 
he had to do so in a segregated 

institution far removed from the New York gallery world. Late in life, the painter admitted 
just how completely the series had escaped mainstream critical notice. “Curiously enough,” 
he wrote in 1971 to Robert P. Johnston, art professor at Western Michigan University, “you 
are the fi rst artist to my knowledge who has expressed such an interest in these works.”  78   
His Atlanta University murals thus met the same barriers that had stymied his and his 
peers’ eff orts to fully integrate the art world. Decades later, these black abstractionists would 
recount countless anecdotes about discrimination from this period. Sometimes this racism 
was formal, as when the High Museum of Art, Atlanta, barred Woodruff  from attending a 
talk by Grant Wood; other times it was casual, as when Philip Pavia reminisced about the 
downtown Abstract Expressionist mecca known as the Club: “One night we had a minstrel 
show; [Woodruff ] didn’t like that, and he complained to me about it.”  79   

 Other impediments were structural in nature. Although he secured major New York 
gallery representation in 1953, a cursory survey of press clippings from Bertha Schaefer’s gallery 

 16      Fred Wilson,  The Colonial Collection , 1990, bug 
vitrines, jawbone, Mylar labels, prints, skull, wood 
masks, and wood and glass vitrine, vitrine 483/4 × 
861/2 × 263/4 in. (123.8 × 219.7 × 67.9 cm). Nasher 
Museum of Art at Duke University, Durham, NC, 
Museum purchase, 2010.18.1 (artwork © Fred Wilson; 
photograph by Dan Meyers, provided by Pace Gallery)  
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records discloses that Woodruff  simply did not get nearly as many notices as his fellow mod-
ernist exhibitors. Later in life he would often bring up the diffi  culties black painters faced in 
the marketplace. To a  Detroit Free Press  interviewer in 1969 he put it bluntly: “Top art collec-
tors are investors . . . and who’s going to invest in a black artist.”  80   Here and elsewhere he further 
acknowledged that he became an art educator out of economic necessity, in sharp contrast to 
artists like Rothko, whose career fl ourished despite failing to get tenure at Brooklyn College 
because he refused to teach any other courses besides painting.  81   

 Pressures within the black community also helped maintain a segregated art world. 
While teaching at Atlanta University, Woodruff  failed to persuade both the administration and 
his peers to open up the annual exhibitions he had chartered to nonblack artists, urging that 
“we cannot strive for integration on the one hand and then not integrate on the other.” But 

 17      Hale Aspacio Woodruff,  The Art of the Negro: 

Muses , 1950–51, oil on canvas, 12 × 12 ft. (3.66 × 
3.66 m). Clark Atlanta University Art Collection, 
University Commission, 1952.017 (artwork © Estate 
of Hale Woodruff/licensed by VAGA, New York, NY; 
photograph © Clark Atlanta University Art Collection)  
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black artists polled on the issue voted in favor of restricting the shows to African Americans, 
as one colleague would later recall: “Our reaction to the subject of integrating the show was to 
keep the show as it was. . . . Our thinking was that the whites have many places to exhibit else-
where in the nation . . . here it was a question of discovering Negro talent which would not take 
place had there been an integrated exhibit. . . . For this reason, the black artists did not want to 
integrate.”  82   In the end, Woodruff ’s division of  Muses  ( Fig. 17 ) into a celestial realm of allegory 
above and a material plane of history below ably if perhaps ironically reveals the gap between 
Woodruff ’s lofty ambitions and the realities of the art world. Th e vision of integration promised 
by the fl oating interracial couple remained for black abstractionists a dream just out of reach. 

 Exemplifi ed by Woodruff ’s  Art of the Negro , African American abstractionists’ com-
bined eff orts—whether artistic, expository, or institutional—to integrate both the history 
of abstract art and the contemporary art world may have been limited, provisional, and 
ultimately unsuccessful, but their very existence is variously instructive. Th ey are not simply 
reminders that the conventional saga of the art history of the fi rst half of the twentieth century, 
emblematized by Barr’s seminal diagram, is fundamentally partisan and segregated; this is, after 
all, an argument already and well made, however much it has yet to fi nd purchase in survey 
textbooks and permanent museum collection installations.  83   Th ey are also, and more impor-
tantly, proof that present-day attempts to renegotiate modernism’s boundaries and topogra-
phies have a long history of their own that reaches back deep into the last century. Moreover, 
they not only disclose and denounce the particular mechanisms by which aesthetic standards 
are codifi ed and enforced, but they also envision compelling alternatives. As such, we may dis-
cover that the best way to revise the modernist canon today is to look back to its genesis and to 
its earliest rivals for guidance. 

 john ott is the author of  Manufacturing the Modern Patron in Victorian California: Cultural Philanthropy, 
Industrial Capital, and Social Authority  (Ashgate, 2014). His current book project,  Mixed Media: Th e Visual Cultures 
of Racial Integration, 1931–1954 , has been supported by a Smithsonian Postdoctoral Fellowship and an NEH Summer 
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