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HISTORY OF BLACK ARTISTS IN BRITAIN

(A General Perspective & Analysis)

INTRODUCTICON

The purpose of this paper, given the limited scope of the inquiry, is to
merely outline the history of black artists in Britain and their contribution
to contemporary art and culture. However, it is my attempt here to deal with
most of its aspects, as far as possible, so as to have .an overail view or the
whole thing. It is important to have the actual information about what
exactly has been produced by black artists, but at the same time it is also
important to understand under what material and historical conditions this
work has been produced. In order to understand the full significance -
aesthetic as well as social - of the achievement of black artists it is
imperative that their work is therefore firmly located within contemporary or
modern art practices and without treating this work as a different category
based on the fact that they have different cultural backgrounds than that of
the British mainstream.

If black people in Britain are British, then their separation from the
mainstream British culture can only represent their cultural marginalisation.

However, the question of the 'different category' or the exclusion of black
artists from the mainstream based on this category is in fact the main Issue
here. It would be true to say that the work under consideration here has
always been seen by the establishment to be outside the modern mainstream,
even when some black artists managed to enter the mainstream. It was soon
realised that they had entered an alien space and they had to be chased out or

aventualily ignored.

Even if the work of black artists was different, in terms of using images or
forms from their own cultures and representing aesthetic sensibiiity specific
to African or Asian cultures, is this enough to exclude them from the history
of contemporary art? The history of the development of modern art over the
last hundred years or so clearly shows that such thing does not affect the
position of European artists who make use of the values of Afro/Asian
cultures. The position of black artists is affected for different reasons,
which has nothing to do with the nature of the work but essentially with the

nature of the ideolcgy of modern art.

The 1deology of modern art is the ideclogy of the dominant Western culture,
which now is globally dominant, and which is underpinned by
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the assumptions of racial superiority (or difference) and
imperialism. These assumptions were in fact formulated and
rationalised as part of Western philosophical texts in the 18th
and 19th centuries, at the time of European colonial expansion
and world domination in order to justify exactly this domination.
It will not be possible or necessary here to deal with all the
aspects and complexity of what now 1is called colonial discourse
(ie philosophical and scientific texts produced as part of
colonial world view since the Renaissance), but it is important
to recognise that without the understanding of this colonial
discourse we cannot fully understand our position in the world
today. Homi Bhabha, who has recently made an important contribution
towards the understanding of the complexity of the colonial
stereotype, has pointed out that we must treat colonial discourse
as part of the colonial poweb:

"It is an apparatus that turns on the recognition and disavowal
of racial/cultural/historical differences. Its predominant
strategic function is the creation of a space for a 'subject
people' through the production of knowledge in terms of which
surveillance is exercised and a complex form of pleasurs/
unpleasure is incited. It seeks authorisation for its strategies
by the production of knowledge of coloniser and colonised which
are stereotypical but antithetically evaluated. The objective
of colonial discourse is to construe the colonised as a
population of degsnerate type on the basis of racial origin,

in order to justify conquest and to establish systems of adminis-
tration and instruction". (emphasis added).

The importance of the above quote lies not only in the fact that it
explains the complexity of coloniser-colonised relationghip vis-a-vis
classical colonialism but also its application to the situation 2n
Britain today. Not many people realise that the colonial stereotype
or a population of degenerate type is being maintained by a new
apparatus of neo-colonial administration in which the colonised is
being given a role of functionary class in the fisld of culture. This
class, instead of challenging the colonial stereotype, is in fact
rationalising it as something good. The preservation and promotion of
Afro/Asian cultural traditions in Britain is seen something essential
for the creativity of black community. The populist demagoguery of
of the emerging black functionary class, based on ethnic cultural
differences mixed with antiracist rhetoric, is creating the new
boudaries based on multculturalism in which to contain the colonial
(rather neo-colonial) stereotype to serve the dominant ideolgy.

However, the area of cultural production under consideration here is
visual arts, which include not only the tradition of painting,
sculpture and print making but also the diverse and hetarogansous
practices of mixed media, performance and photography. It is however
important to recognise the central position which painting and
sculpture continue to occupy in contemporary art practice. Evencwhen

the actual making of painting or sculpture is not in vogugﬁ& a M©%>
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particular time, such as in the '70s, the importance of painting
and sculpture remains, in the sense that they continue to provide
a reference point or historical terms of reference. It is not my
intention here to under-value the importance of photography, mixed
media works, performance etc. today, which in fact increasingly
provide necessary critical space to confront the established order
inherent in the practice of painting and sculpture as the main
areas of visual arts. It is not without significance that during
the retreat or reactionary time the practice of the tradition of
painting/sculpture becomes predominant again.

Our historical starting point here is postwar arrival and presence

of black people in Britain, which includes artists from Asia, Africa
and the Caribbean. In addition we now have a new generation of

black artists born and educated here in Britain. To use postwar
period as a historical watershed for this particular inquiry does

not mean that we do not or should not recognise earlier presence of
black people in Britain. HOwever, postwar period has its own histori-
cal characteristics, which are specific and which are important in
the understanding of the contribution of black people to contemporsry
art in Britain. It presents us with an extremely fertile ground,
which again is complex and problematic. From the point of view of the
history of modern art, it presents us with a unique historical period
in which black people were actually able to enter into the centre of
the contemporary culture and challenge its humaniastic assumptions,
which actually are based on white racial superiority. For the first
time in modern history we find both the coloniser and the colonised
together face to face within the same contemporary space, and yet
both are separated not by the relationship of classical colonialiam
of the rulerand the ruled but by the subtlity and ambivalence of
imposed cultural differences.

To use a metaphor, the colonised has apparently broken the chains and
has jumped into the ring to take the bull (art) by the hornas; but
there is nobody to clap or applaud, for the applaud is only meant for
a bullfighter of special racial breed. The 'surrogate' bullfighter

is not really 'defeated', eventually, by the bull but by the -
uselessness of his or her act in the absence of spectators or
audience, Morever, the completion of the act demands recognition from
others. It is thia’surrogatory' position of the black artist in
contemporary culture which is most significant, not only that it
represents his or her marginalisation but the recognition of this
marginalisation is important for his or her creative potential. It
can give the black artist necessary tool, a new power, to confront the
values of the contemporary or modern culture dominated by the West.

However, this paper does not seek, because of the limited space, to
fully analyse the achievements of the individual artists, although
this is something which has to be undertaken in the long terms. The
emphasis here is on collective achievement in relation to changing
historical amd material conditions, from one decade to another, from
one generation to another, in order to show the changing nagﬁgg&ggf
this achievement. This will necessarily question and und%ﬂﬁine the Ve,
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the prevailing presumption in Britain today according to which the
creative ability of the black artist is fdxed within his or her
own cultural tradition. The relationship between artistic practice
in contemporary culture or context and the cultural traditions is
not direct and organic. It presents us with a complexity which is
applé cable to both white and black artists.

The question of racism is now commonly recognised, including by the
establishmnet. It is also now commonly believed by most black artists
in Britain that the ignorance of their work has to do with racism.
But what exactly is the nature of racism in art? Can we easily
recognise it and point out its exact location in the culture, in the
complex mechanism of art production, recognition, evaluation and
education? Of course, we can take up a common view and say that the
very exclusion, the absence, of the black artist from the history of
contemporary art is a sufficient proof and that there is something
wrong the way the history of art is written. I have deliberately used
the word 'contemporary' here, because it is only in the 20th century
that this exclusion becomes total.

We are here really talking about institutional racism, which is
extremely subtle and has a complex history of development. But what
do we exactly mean by institutional? Sure they are not just grand
buildings, Such as the British Museum, National Gallery, etc.,
although they are depositeries containing artefacts of values
representing the values of the society. But the British Museum and
National Gallery represent two different value systems, and the
value difference here is not in the valve of the objects in monetary
terms. Neither is this difference arbitary. This very difference
represents an institutional value, in fact a world-view, that has
taken centuries to develop as part of colonial discourse. In other
words, these institutions have been concieved in a particular manner,
in terma of the ideas that have gone into their making. And if these
ideas are racially based ideas, then these inatitutions represent
institutional racisme, Furthermore, the ideas which go into making
institutions or that which in turn represent institutiaons are not
confined inside particular places. The; very function of the
institutions is that the ideas they represent are accepted by ahd
become part of the common consciousness of the people to which these
institutions belong.

It is therefore important to explore first the history of the
development of these institutions as value sytems, the nature of .
the ideas which went into their developments. This will necessarily
involve not only looking into the prevailing values and attitudes of
the society but also how these values and attitudes have developed
historically over the years or centuries.

F{nally, I shall try to summarise the whole thing in order to identify
the significant points and develop a strategy to confront those values
which are obstacles in the way of the develupment of this society

into a truly multiracial society and in whieh the full creative and
critical potential of the black artist is recognised. QﬁwﬁCK&EMW@
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HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The rise of economic and political amd military power of the West
since the Renaimance was not enough to rule and dominate the wodld

_and at the same time maintain its humanistic facade. It had to,
therefore, rationalise its domination of the world, other races, by
psuedo-scientific methods i@ make this domination look natural, in
conjunction with the production of philosophical material and other
kind of knowledge that would present it as an historically advancing
and civilising phenomenon and sustain West's power of the world
indefinitely. As part of this development, West also documented and
and. analysed other world cultures and thus made them part of its own
world perception, and as a result of which the concept of eme
universal history of art.developed.

The concept of universal history of art is specific to Western
civilisation, developed after the Ranaisaance and since then has
been continuely developing according to its own idea of evolution,
and at the same time which has been constantly applied to other
cultures, including peoples, all over the world that came under the
rule of colonialism. It's main purpose has been, as it will be more
cleer later, to allocate rioni-European cultures to different past
historical permods in trems of linear historotal continuity in such
a way as to give the West the most advance and forward position. The
ijdeas that went into making this universal art history were often
racially based and they are today with us as part of modern art

history.

The structures and ideologies of art history actually determine.the
context of modern or contemporary art practice in the sense of even
defining what is art and what is not art, who should ge into history
of art and who should be excluded from it, as recent feminist art
histérical writings haee clearly demonstrated by showing that the
position of women in history of art was affected by (white) male
domination. It is therefore essential to investigate if there exist
ideas in art history that affect our position in the world today.

The history of universal art was conceived as the history of human
progress towards some kind of perfection, and contemporary art is seen
to be the latest phase in its linear continuity. The concern for

human progress towards betterment, towards some kind of perfection and
salvation is not & Western invention. But the theory of linear
progress and freejom, based not on any empérical evidence of human
behaviour or need for it but essentially on an ideological framgqwork
in which all different cultures and different races of people are
chained together in an hierarchical order, is specifically Westerm,
based on the idea of progress in Western philosophy.

But what is this idea of progress? To explain just this books have
been written, and my attempt here to describe or explain 1t is
necessarily over-simplified. Generally speaking, we can say that:some
idea of progress must exist in all peoples and all culturgﬁf even wﬁé%

the nature and manifestation of it may vary from people \@t\o G;EC( ¢t
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human beings have ewolved from the animal origin, through a process
of reflection and rationalisation, then this process must necessarily
be common and progressive among all people even when it is not
manifested in a linear manner. That there exist: complex social
organisations in all cultures is not under dispute here. 411 cultures
in the process of social organisation produce ideas, beliefs, cultural
values, some kind of artefacts - temporary or permgment - in their
attempt for survival, subsistance and improvement. The ability to

to move beyond one's own territory and relate to other people and
establish a sophisticated system of interrelationship that goes
beyond mere need or concern for subsistence, must also belong to all
human beings irrespective of racial differences. There does not exist
any scientific evidence to prove the contrary. A1l civilisations and
cultures throughout the world.manifest in themselves the idea of

progress.

But the idea of progress under consideration here is different and
specific. It is specific to Western civilisation, particalarly
beginning with the Renaissance. What is singular about this Western
civilisation is its grotesque ambition to supercede every other culture
or civilisation in its schizophrenic desire to control, dominate

and rule all the people all over the world. It is a paradoz of history,
given all the material and cultural resources available to it, that

the West had to rationalise its idea of progress thwough constructing
a philosophy of racial superiority in order to assert its dominance.

It can be argued that once Augustinian idea of all human races
originating from one source begun to be questioned after Reformation,
giving rise to a conflict between monogenetic and polygenetic theories,
this inevitably lead to pmuedo-secular and liberal scholarship to

human classification, based on the limited knowledge available then.
Nevertheless, this inevitability had no emperical basis. It was merely
a conceptual framework in which to realise the a priori idea of progress
under the absolute supremacy of the West, in which to realise the final

salvation of all human kind.

In the follwwing pages I shall only discuss those ideas, briefly, which
are applicable specifically to the development of the concept of art
history in Western thought, which today is the main dicipline that
determines the nature of contemporary art practice and thus of

history of art. The general ideas related to the idea of progress are
in fact integral part of the development of the concept of art history;
the concept of universal art history being synonymous with the idea

of universal progress determined and realised by the West. What is
interesting is that within this framework, or perception, there are
peoples who are considered to be incapable of any progress themselves,
and this incapabiluty is attributed to racial factors.

Winckelmann is considered to be the first writer to write a universal
history of art, published in 1764, in which he employed the prevalling
doctrine, in order to establish a hierarchical structure for world
culture . Comparing Oriental art - Egyptian and Persian, with Greek

art he puts Greek art triumphantly along its path pf progress while
Egyptian and Persian arts remained stagnant and moribund.

%‘a\,ACK & ErH/V/C

2
A'\‘O

4
%
-
~ 2
/ =X
) 81-198¢ =
m

Working for London

archive.parmindervir,.cc

(7

o
Panh’”o’



Winckelmann's formulation, which established historical supremacy

of Greek art over the arts of all other cultures only by using the
argument of climatic determinsim which attributes backwardness to

hot climate, was important for later historiang, particularly Creuser
and Hegel. Furthermore, once the supremacy of Ureek art was established,
this “lead to the seizing upon the shapes of Greek and Roman bodies!
as pointed out by Robert Nisbet in his book Higtory of the Ideag ef
Progress, "as criteria for the biological best in the modern world;
biological and also mental and cultural best! The fusion of the

two Enlightenment obsessions - science and belief in Greco-Roman
superiority - helped popularise the use of 'scientific¢' measurements
and other tests for determination of who among modern peoples were
closest to the Greeks and Romans, and who were farthest and therefore

the most primitive and backward."

Hegel is an extremely important figure in European thought, and his
influence has been universal as one of the major philosophers of the
idea of progress. What cancerns me here is the way Hegel uses India
ag a primitive model and then builds up the whole evolutionary
contanuum in which the West takes up the most advance position. The
result of which, by implication, is not only that non-European people
are seen as belonging to the past cultures, but they become fixed
entities with historically exhausted physical amd mental abilities.

One is amazed by the extent of facination and admiration of the West
for other cultures, and the amount of efforts it has put in in
documenting, studying, contextualising and philosophising world
ailtures. But at the same time one cannot fail to notice its ambivalence
towards other cultures. It first builds up a complex ideological
framewwrk to look at others' cultures, other peoples, and by fixing
them in the past historical periods, rationalises its own position as
the last chain of human evolution. Hegeli ideas provide an extremely
important framework in this respect, especially those related to the
development of art history. It will take too long to discuss the whole
complexity of Hegelian philosophy, but I will quote here Pratha Miter

from his important book Much Maligned Monsters:

"For Hegel, every nation had a preordained place in his 'ladder'-
of historical progress and reflected a unique 'national spirit'.
Hegel also argued that each particular facet of nation or

culture was interlinked with the rest, for the national 'spirit!
premeated all spherees of life. The conclusion was that if we

were to judge a particular type o¥ tradition of art we must first
of all see what particular national spirit it represented and to
what particular point in history that nation in turn belonged....
Paradoxically, his dynamic principle of history, the dialectics

of change, only helped to establish a fundamentally static image
of Indian art, its immemorial immutability, its unchanging
irrstionality, and its poetic fantasy, all predetermined by the
peculiar Indian national spirit. It needs to be repeated nere

that Hegel's characterisation of the Indian 'spirit' was not based
on empirical evidence but determined essentially by India's iz
temporal position in Hegelian metaphysics... It was th%gxéﬁﬁéeﬁﬁbq
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to remain always outside history, static, immobile, and fixed
for all eternity."

Although Turgot, Condorcet, and others devoted to the idea of
progress, thought in tersm of cultures and civilisations arranged in
linear order, rather than in terms of races, in the 19th century
racist hypothesis became increasingly common as explanations of the
vivid differences of cultures on earth. Although Gobinoeau's essay
on the Inequality of Human Races (1853-55) is perhaps the main
source of racist conceptions of human progress which during the 19th
century spread throughout Western civilisation, the idea of 'fixity'
of certain people or races and their specific cultural achievements

fixed in the past is evident in Hegel's Philosophy of History and
History of Art which have been most influential in the development of

modern art history.

However, it is my contention here that there is no essential or
basic difference between the liberal scholarship, represented by
Hegel, and those who put forward their racially based ideas and
theories openly and explicitly. The idesa of racial or ethnic
determinism and of past 'fixity' as applied to artistic production
or achievement are common to both groups of thinkers. The ideas of
'racial romantics', for whom a style of art was determined from the
start by the unique spirit of race and whose special talents could
not be imitated by people belonging to a different race without
exposing themselves to grave dangers, may not be very useful today in
understanding Institutional racism in Western societies as
these institutions have now become highly sophisticated.But there is
no way to find out if these ideas have not penetrated these
institutions. It is more likely that these institutions are the
historical recipients of these ideas. 4nd if on later stage thése
ideas were rejected there must be an evidence for this. We find no
such evidence, either in the common prevailing attitudes or in the

art historical texts.

Moreover, it is not neccesary for these ideas to exist in their
extreme forms, particularly when there is no essential or basic
difference between the liberal and extreme positions. They can always
elther lay dorment under the carpet of liberalism or re-emerege, as
has happened recently in Britain, in the form of a benevelent theory
of multiculturalism in which the question of ‘'ethnicity' or ethnic
determinism becomes important again,

Many of the extreme ideas of the 'racial romantics' historians were
in fact rejected by later historians and thinkers, but they did re-
emerge during Nazi Germany, which only shows that ideas do not die
away by themselves just because they have been ignored. It can alsgo
be argued that Marxism rejects the nature of Hegelian dialectics and
world-view, and on this basis we can ignore all those racially based
ideas in Westem philosophy. However, historical materialism has not

in any way changed the course of modern art history which remains
within the domain of bourgeois dominant culture. RS
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Paradoxically, however, the course of art in Europe was changed

about hundred years ago. The supremacy of ethnocentric aesthetics
based on the classical art based on Greco-Roman models was

eventually challenged by the emereging modernity of modern art in the
late 19th century. But that did not change the position of Afro/Asian
people to the historical processes in terms of their particupation.
The shift that eventually took place in the beginning of the century
in Europe in the form of Gubism, in whose emergence Africany/Oceanic
art played a major role, became a shift from ethnocentrism to
Eurocentrism. It was important to abandon then the limited and
exhausted perspective of classical traditions and to utilise the
unlimited resources of exotic cultures. This did not challenge, in
spite of apparent sympathy of European artists with the colonised
peoples, the historical supremacy of the West over the rest of the
world. It merely helped Western artists to come out of their ethne—
centric parochialsim and address the whale world.

It is a total traversity to say, as Michael Newman has implied
recently in an article in Art Monthly, that modern artists - by which
he meant European artists - by abandoning classical aesthetics and
appropriating other cultures were offering a crituque of imperialism.
Modernism arrived at the historical moment when imperialism no longer
required classical models to perpetuate its world domiantion. It was
the moment of universal expansion and consolidation for the West, not
only at economic and political levels but also culturally, and its
artists were able to seize the moment to universalisze its art and
cultural practices as the symbols of new progress and freedom. It was
therefore in the interest of the West to abandon the limited and
monolithic perceptuon of art and culture inherent in Western classical
traditions, in order to move to a position of universally diffusing

heterogeneous models.

Nevertheless, wihile the cultures of other people were allowed to

enter into Buropean consciousness, to become appropriated, transformed

and integrated into modermism, the people representing the very same

ailtures continued to be seen even incapable of transforming their

own cuktures in the context of the new reality, let alone participating
internationally in modern cultural practices. The new exclusion

was not incidental, but was actually rationalised during the same time

in the early century &n the basis of the difference between 'modern

primitivism' and the actual 'primitivism' of colonised people.

A demonstration of this difference took place recently in the form

of an exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art in New York: Primitivism
in 20th Century Art. The exhibition comprised of 200 works of African/
Oceanic sailptures, masks, artefacts, etec. and some examples of modern
works, since Gauguin, which were influenced by African/Oceanic cultures,
What was most revealing about the whole thing was its unashamed
acceptance of the appropriation of the cultures by Western artists,

and at the same time ¢bntinued relegating the very same cultures anmd

the people who produced these cuktures to some primitive Pe?gﬁ%&é%%f
past history. §6ﬁ : %,

19:81-1.9 86

q Working for London
archive.parmindervir.con



William Robin, Director of the Exhibition, makes the point in his
introduction to the catalogue that he is not concerned with the
so-called 'primitiese' works of art; and the only function of the
whole exercise was to look at what he callgs 'modern primitivism' and
how it compared with the 'primitivism' of ‘the people who made the
'primitive' works of art. He describes the 'modern primitivism' as
the discovery by the modern artist of his unconscious mind which was
supressed by Greco-Christian traditions of Western civilisation. It
represented the rebellion of the Western artist against the sterile
rationalism in European culture and his desire to find new ways to
express his wholeness - the wholeness being the combination of both
rational and irrational factors, the recognition of both conscious
gnd unconscious levels of mind, Thus the new found freedom of the
Western artist, to appropriate anything he likes and from any culture,
is given historical validity as it is contextualised and rationalised
in the historical development of Westerm/modern art. To give further
credibility to the genius of Western artist, in spite of the fact
that there is enough evidence of the physical contact between many
artists and the African/Oceanic works of art that were available in
Paris in the early century, it was emphasised that the similarity
bewtween modern works of art and those of African/Oceanic cultures is
incidental. Western art would have arrived at what is called 'modern
primitivism' even without the knowledge of so-called 'primitive art!,
through the logic of its won history. The comparison, which was the
function of the exhibition, only confirms the validity of 'moderm
primitivism', which represents logic, rationality, mobility, and
historical consciousness; while the 'primitivism' of African/Oceanic
works represent everything opposite.

Besides obvious implication of racism, and it is remarkable that this
view is being expressed in 1984 by one the mest important and
enlightened ingtitution of the country that claims to be the most
civilised country of the world today, the argument is extremely thin
and intellectually dishonest. However, it does represent an attitude
that is endemic in the contemporary art circles of the Western world.

It would perhaps be useful to point out here that the world 'primitive’

is though now used exclusively for African/Oceanic cultures, it was not

so in the last century. Before of the turn of this century,the terms

was in fact used indiscriminately for all the cultures other than

European cultures. The term 'primitive art' was coined at the

beginning of this century to categorise objects which had not been

previously regarded in the West as works of art. Today there are variety

of terms, such as primitive, Oriental, Islamic, Egyptian, Pre-Columbian,

etc. but their differentiation is only to separate different areas of

the world, as different categories of anthropological museums in the

West, for effecient control and administration. The underlying perception

that detremines their position in history remains the same: they all

represent materials in anthropological museums representing primitive

cultures: anonympus, underdeveloped, backward, fixed; and the only

way they can be rejuvenated and are allowed® to re-enter into h&g@ggﬁ

is through the genius of Western Man. ”ﬂ%
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I would like to recognise here that Western history is not full of
only negative aspects or that there are no people in the West who
have any concern for humanity at large. There are people in the
West, that is Europeang, who cannot be described as racist or
imperialists; but nevertheless many are caught in the ideological
complexity which they do not fully understand. They are part of a
collective consciousness produced by colonialism, and sinee no
fundamental change has taken in the Western societies, it must be
difficult for many to escape this context at all levels. My analysis
here does not concern individuals but the ideological and
philosophical perceptions hhat have divided and continue to divide
the world. between active and passive, between modern and primitive,
between advance and backward, on the basis of ethnic or racial

differences.

However, here is an interes%ing statement by the Congress of
International Progressive Artists, held in Dusseldorf, May 1922.

"From all over the world come voices calling for a union

of progressive artists. A lively exchange of ideas bwtween
artists of different countries has now become necessary.
The lines of communication that were torn up by political
events are finally re-opened. We want universal and
international interest in art. We want a universal inter-
national periodical. We want a permanent, universal, . ey
international exhibition of art everywhere in the world.

We want a universal, international music festival that will
unite mankind at least once a year with a language that

can be understood by all.

The long dreary spiritual isolation must now end. Art
needs the unification of those who create. Forgetting
questions of nationality, without political bias or aself-
seeking intention, our slogan must be: 'Artists of all
nationalities unite'. Art must become international or it

will perish.™

Although the above statement is somewhat naive, in the sense that it
does not recognise the reality of the colonial world and the inability
of the colonised people to participate in the creatdon of new, modern,
international culture. But it does express the need for all the
people of the world to particupate in and develop an international
culture. This statement is also important, in the sense that this
kind of statements coming from the West were in fact taken at the
face values and in good faith by the artists in the colonigl world.
This was partly the reason for the movements of artigts from &frica,
Asia and the Caribbean to the meteropolis of the West. The reality
they actually faced on their arrival in the West was different, and

that is the subject of my next chapter.
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WHEN CHICKEN COME HOME TO ROOST

Modernism & Black Artists

The idea of progress and freedom was widely proclaimed in the
colonies, and in fact colonialism was often justified on the basis
that it brought progress to the colonised people and it would also
ultimately provide framework for the freedom of all humanity. This
was particularly incorporated in the colonial educational system,
the purpose of which of course was to create an educated elite who
could joim the colonial system and serve it.

One of the consequence of this education was that the educated
elite in the colonies became uprpoted from its own cultural
traditions, and this was particularly the case vis-a-vis visual
arts. Even when the traditions were not forgotton or ignored
altogether, they became marginal to the production of art in most
parts of Africa, Asia and the Garibbeaa.

It is difficult te deal here with specfic situations, and therefore
my account and anlysis here is generalised and oversimplifued. There
wvere of course exceptions to the rule: there was constant oppozition
to the colonial type of education. However, the imfluence-of the
colonial education remained predominant; and which also paradoxically
provided leadership for anti-colonial struggles.

The models which were the basis of art education in the colonies

were often outmoded, conservative and backward. When European artists
were revolting against and overthrewing the whole tradition of
Greco-Roman classism early this century, as part of their search for
new modes of expressions that would express the apirit of their time,
art. _students in the colonies were being taught how to draw faces from
the Greco-Roman casts imported from Europe. Modern art gave a basis
te.the selenial artist to revolt against the traditions of conger-
vatisim, Buropean as well his/her own. This revolt was often also the
result of the participation of the artists in anti-colonial struggles.

The War II played an important role in the further development of
consciousness of the idea of progress gnd feeedom, as it was often
claimed that the war againgt Hitler was a war for universal human
freedom. This also coincided with the acceleration of anti-colenial
stru gles throughout the world, particularly in the Indian sub-
continent. whers many artists became part of the struggle. 4s a matter
of fact, it was duting this time that ma& ny artists in the Indian
sub-continent, including Sri Lanka, formed themselves into groups

who were often ca}led progressive artists' groups; and I believe
similar things happened in the rest of the colonies. The progressiveness
of these groups manifested in their support for freedom from
colonialism and progress for their countries based on modern technology;
ang for their own practice as artists they adopted modern art, with
variations to express the specificity of their own cultures as well,

as the expression of their own commitment to modern progress.
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The end of War in 1945 ended with celebrations all over the world.
The celebrations in Paris wete particularly significant for the
history of modern art, as the interest in modern art re-emerged as

an expression of new progress and freedom for all humanity. Modernism
was seen by the Nazis as a 'degenerate art', as part of international
socialism and communism, and it was thus banned in Germany. And so
after the War, it became a new gymbol for human progress and freedom.
Many exhibitions of modern art were held in Paris as part of this
celebration, and Picasso in particular was turned into a heroic
figure. Exhibition were also held in most major cities of the world,
and great international publicity was given to these events. With

the re-emergence of interest in Modern art, many new galleries were
opened in the major cities of the West after the War, with many
publications of books and periodicals on modern art which also began
to reach the newly independent countries, such as the Indian sub-

continent.

The end of War also accelerated the independence movements in the
colonies, the first result of which was the independence of the
Indian subcontinent in 1947. This gave a tremendous feeling of
freedom througheut the colonial world, with tremendous release of
creative eneregy particularly among the intellectuals who began to
see their horizons expanding beyond the boudaries maintained by

colonialsm.

Art in particular became a focus and expression of this new freedom.
But, at the same time, it was difficult to express this freedom as
there were no new institutions which would recognise this new

freedom of expression immediately after the independence. Colonialism
had destroyed the indigenous institutioss and the colonial institutions
that replaccd them did not recognise the full creative potential

of the colonised. Artists who fought for this new freedom, as part of
anti-colonial struggles, suddenly found themsleves in a practical
gituation where there were no institutions to support and recognise
them. This created a post-colonial dilémma among many Third World
intellectuals, particularly among visual artists, whether to stay in
their countries and fight for their place at whatever cost or to leave
for the West where.they hoped to get support and recognition for their

artistic endeavours.

However, it is important here to point out the priorities of newly
independent countries were obviously of economic and political nature,
and it took some time before the need for new cultural instututions
wag understood. Furthermore, the artists were also encouragedby their
own countries to go abpoad (the West) to learn more and improve
themselves, in a hope that they would come back and help bulld nww

ingtitutions, particularly in educational field.

Before I deal further with the postwar situation, I would like te
mention a black artist who had made Europe his home in the thirtees.
Ronald Moody, after styding art in Calabar College in Jamaic,where

he was born, and in Kings College, London; settled in Paris in 1936.
He had some exhibitions and recognition there before he was made to
leave Paris begdause of the War. He arrived in England in 19?%@mﬁ%§7
¢ ' ' oo
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had since lived in London. He died in 1984 without receiving any
recognition from this country.

I have particularly mentioned Ronald Moody because he was one of
those artists who typified the spirit of the time. He believed in
universal 'bpotherhood' and in the function of art myond national
and ethnic cultural boundaries. This was in fact the spirit of
modern art; and this was the spirit with which most of the artists
from Africa, Asia and the Caribbean arrived in England after the War.

However, the movement of black artists in postwar/post-imdependence
period was part of the general movement of colonial people in general
in search of better opportunities of life. The dif ficulties the
artists faced after arriving in the West were the difficulties black
people in general faced in white societies of Europe. They all had
the same expectation from 'mother countries', and when they were
disappointed and frustrated by the way they itewe treated here they
all joined together in the common struggle against racism and for

human equality.

However, it would be wrong to assume.that there was an organic
relationship between the artist and his/her community based on common
cultural backgrounds; and the solidarity was due to entirely this
relationship. The alienation of the modern artist in the West, which
ig a function of advance capitalism, was passed on to the colonial
gsituation in the gense that colonialism is an extension of modern
capitalism; although the reasons for the alienationythe modern artist.
in the colonial situation are much more complex in view of the fact
that he/she is uprooted from his/her own indigenous aultural and
historical traditions. This is extremely important to remember because
it is presumed, both by the right and the left, that the difficulties
of the black artist in Britain are entirely due to his/her 'dislocation'
from his/her own cultural tradition; and if this tradition is re-
introduced in Britain all the problems will be solved.

Let us now cast a glance at the actual situation in Europe itself
which will give us some understanding of the mileu in whcih the black
artist entered when he or she arrived here. The War had not only caused
a tremendous physical destruction, in terms of actual human deaths and
the destruction of the cities, it had caused tremendous mental anguish
in the postwar period, which bemme part of the consciousness of many
artists in Europe. In Paris, particularly, many young artigts became
preoccupied with the problems of re-establishing some rationale for
the continuity of art activity; in the face of moral dilemmas of
occupation and violence, the memories of Waz and nightmares... But, on
the other hand, there were also people who wanted to forget the War
and re-establish the optimism of the tradition of modern art.

The situation in England has always been marginal in terms of modern
art movements, since all the pre-war movements in this century took place

in the Continent. And therefore the immediate postwar situation here.
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continued to remain oriented towards Paris. But, London did not have to go
through the post-occupation dilemmas of Paris. N]th the exception of a few,
such as Bacon, the pre-occupation of the British artist was to re-establish
links with modernism before the war. And therefore the 'new' experiments

showed the mish-mash of the influence of Cubism, Surrealism, Expressionism,

ete.

Something very different happened during this time as well which had a lot of
repercussion on the situation of the newly arriving Afro/Asian artists in
Britain. After the independence of the Indian sub-continent, many English
people suddenly felt at a loss, particularly that small section of the
population that somehow was in favour of independence of India. And therefore
when the idea of British Commonwealth was put forward, it was enthusiastically
hailed by these people. In fact when people from Asia, Africa and the
Caribbean began to arrive in England, it was seen by the liberal
intelligentsia as the development of the Commonwealth; notwithstanding the
fact that Britain desperately was looking for labour force to do its post-war
reconstruction of economy and infra-structure. In the art scene there was an
entirely new enthusiasm, based on he idea that London could attain an
international status as the centre of the independent Commonwealth.

It was in the midst of this situation, postwar dilemmas, reconstruction and
new optimism, that artists like Ivan Peries from Sri Lanka, Francis Souza,
Avinash Chandra, Tayab Mehta..from India, Aubrey Williams, Frank Bowling..
from Gyana, Uzo Egono..from Nigeria, A J Shemza, Ahmad Perwez..from Pakistan,
Kim Lim.. from Singapore, to mention only few, arrived in London. In the
beginning, they all faced the same situation people in general faced: they
found difficult to draw attention to their presence in Britain who could, and
did, contribute to the development of contemporary art in Britain. But by the
mid-50's when the art scene began to pick up confidence, they began to be
noticed by the liberal establishment. It was the time when many galleries
started to emerge in London and which showed new and young artists; and some
even became particularly interested in 'Commonwealth' artists. By the end of
'50's, Souza, Chandra, Perwez, Shemza, Williams, Geoffrey, became particularly
known and they regularly shoed along with their white contemporaries. There
was no separation of artists based on the idea of different cultural or ethnic
backgrounds, although some kind of cultural pluralism was expected due to the
Afro//Asian backgrounds of the new Commonwealth people in Britain. Many
critics, among them John Berger, Edward Mullin, in fact hailed the presence of
'Commonwealth' artists in London and supported them. Late George Butcher
particularly hailed the fact that the artists from the Indian sub-continent
were contributing to international art in the same way Picasso and Miro did in

the early century.

All these artists were not doing the same kind of work, so that they could be
categorised tog ether separately. The only thing that they all encountered
was the feeling of not belonging to this society when they arrived here. This
of course came as a result of what every black person encounters in this
society. But I'm not here talking about the kind of
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racism which is visible and is commonly recognised. There is something
else which is very subtle and is specific to the structures of art
establishment, the function of which is to maintain a tdifference' in
the role of white/European artist and the role of the Others who are
not white or Buropeans. This concerm for 'difference' is not openly
spelled out, but is sometime expressed in terms of establishment's
benevalence. In the beginning this 'difference ' was important in the
recognition of some 'Commonwealth' artists of Afro/Asian origins, but
since this 'difference' represents an unresolveable contradiction of
colonial discourse (modern art) it was not possible for these artists
to maintain their position indefinitely.

Before these artists came to England, their main preoccupation as
arists was to be part of the context of modernism, which in postwar

pe ‘10d was declared by the West to be international. The basis of

thoir work was not the values of their own respective traditions. They
actually saw a transsrvendence from, not abandonment of, their respective
cultural contexts necessary for them to enter into the international
arena. But soon after they arrived in England they realised that the
expectation from them was very different: they expected to be the
representatives of their omn cultures, whether they liked it or not.

Avinash Chandra has described a funny story somewhere in this respect.
Once he took his work to show to a gallery in London. 4nd when the
gallery direct realised that 4vinash was Indian, he asked him if he
could paint Elephants and Tigers... This may appear a trivial incidence,
but dvinash has never forgotton it. In fact, this kind of encounter
with the art world has been a common experience of many artists;
although Avinash's encounter was exceptinally crude and silly. I believe
that there were many artists who were shattered by this kind of
experience, causing in turn what we call today 'black identity crises’.
This experience, which can be called 'black experience' as it was
specific to only Afro/Asian people, underlines the work of many first
gneration of black artists in Britain. There was a positive thing to
all this, in the sense that this helped many artists to look into the
possibilities of using their own cultural forms in their work; and some
actually did and came out with syntheszs which were the expressions of

their own experiences.

However, all these artists were part of common and general postwar
gituation in Britain. Immediately after the War there were no coherent
movements here. Individuals sought individuals solutions according to
their own understandings and perceptioas. Lonliness, alienationm,
tortured 'self', etc. were some of the conditions of the exigtential
milieu of the time , and it was within this milieu that Afro/Asian
artists able to situate their own experiences and made their own contri=
bution to art in Britain. They did not take avant-garde positions, as
implied by Geeta Kapur in relation to Souza, because their work did not
set itself in direct opposition to the historical precedents im the
history of modern art. Their experience of being 'Others' became their
priority, which they expressed in their own individual ways. They
realised that they were in the midst of a culture which was not wholly
sympathetic to their taking up advance positions. Nevertheless, they

\ ACK & ET,
%%6 H, /)

&O /ch
& 5
-
: ES)
Ry v =X
1981 1986 <
m

Working for London

archive.parmindervir.com

Parm,/?(/
(57

o



did stand up and challenge the presumptions of Eurocentric culture
about them, by not allowing themselves to be used merely as exotic
presences. Their stand and work has not been properly analysed and
undertood, which is a different story. ‘

It was not my intention to take up the work of individual artists
and discuss them here. But to do a brief analysis of two artists,
both from India, will be of some interest here.

Francis Souza came to England in 1949. His early work is based on
Indian subjects and iconography, but using a modernigt.methodolggy and
technique of painting. Soon, in England, his concern is shifted to
the expression of ‘'self'., He starts usning caricatured faces, which
often take: up grotesque proportions, to express the brutality and
brutalised personality of the individual in our time. At other level,
he takes up Catholic imagery to express his own dilemma of being
caught between two cultuers. His use of the image of Christ as a
metaphor or symbol for the tortured 'self' can be compared with his
contemporary, Francis Bacon who is also concerned with the expression
of self, lonliness and alienation. The contradiction we face here 1s
that we cannot use a common context: the pain of the colonised is not
recognised in colonial discourse.

Souza's constribution is important in the sense that he has arrived

at a synthesis that expresses his being in the world to which he wants
to belong but at the same time he does not and cannot. It is a kind

of synthesis that I'm sure he would have not arrived at if he had
remained in India. His work belongs to a postwar historical reality
which created a movement from perphery (colonised world) to the centre
(metropolis) of the postwar capitalism. In other words, his work
reflects unresolveable dilemma of the self-exiled intellectual from

the Third Wordid who finds it difficult to come to terms with the reality

of his/her own post-colonial society.

Avinash Chandra's early work consists of landscape painting. He

arrives in London in early '50s and soon developes his own new style

of work based on so-called rhythmic dance movements in Indian sculpture.

It is said, incorrectly in my own opiaioa:, that Chandra has transformed

the spirit ef Indian sculgure in his own wontemporary work. Chandra, 1

think, is much more complex than that: the rhythmic aspect of his work

which is often seen as the content of the woek in only a mask. The

importance of his work lies in the fact that he has been able to look

at the so—called Indian tradition in a new and contemporary way; and

in such a way that it reflects the reality of the Indian society (and

his own) today. On the surface, it's all rhythmic, gay, colurful and

dynamic - evn to the extent of being wulgur, but beneath it it is

fragmented and tortured. Pain and pleasure are both expressed at the

seme time in ome complexity. In this respect I find Chandra's synthesis

mach more interesting than that Souza's work, since in case of Souza

pain and pleasuer is separated and expressed differently. For paim, for

Souza, Chirist body becomes a symbel; while he gazes at fhe naked hody

of the female model or the wommn for pleasure.
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Chandé, on the other hand, takes up a role of the butcher (if you
would forgive my metaphors. He cuts up the body, both of male and
Bemale, in such a way that the parts almost become or are reduced to
sexual organs , which are then threwn into the space to whirle arcund
in rhythmic movements. The whole notion about the Indian society,
particularly in the West, that Indian society is in harmony with itiself,
in the way gods and goddeses are depicted in Indian sculpture, is
questioned through the use of parody. The bright beautiful
colour and powerful rhythm of the lines often help disguise this fact
and make it very difficult to read his.work in its full complexity.
I would like to extend my analysis further in order to reflect up¢n,
perhaps, Chandra's own predicament as a sensitive human being who is
expected to play a role, a role perhaps of an exotic Indian artist in
Britain, He does this extremely intelligently; but without succumbing

fully to that role.

Although some of the artists I have mentioned above managed to establish
themselves by the end of '50s, but their success was short lived; and
today noneof them have any place in the history of postwar Britieh art.
Their failure to consolidate their position was due to complex reasons,
which were personal, historical and ideological. However, it is important
~ to understand that no artist working in contemporary context can sustain

his or her position indefinitely, in spite of some commercial success,
without attaining a position in the historical account of modern

developments in art.

The fact that artists from Africa, Asia and the Caribbean have no place
in the history of contemporary art, has been noticed even by white art
historians. Prof. Norbet Lynton, the present professor of the History
of Art at the University of Sussex, realising this situation back in

1962 wrote:

"A few years ago there appeared a handsome internationally
published volume entitled Art Since 1945. It is significant
that this book, purporting to present 'art today' ranged
geographically from Poland and Yugoslavia westward to the
United States and simplpy omitted everything east of Belgrade
and .est of Seattle. To ignore the Oriental contribution to
modern art is such an act of ingratitude to a group of
civilisations from which many of the concerns and attitudes
of modern art derive that one is justified in interpreting
it also as a defensive act againat developments that, if
seen, would tend to outshine whole selections of western

artistic achievements..."

Prof. Lynton was not actually speaking about 'Oriental' art, but he

was writing about Igbal Geoffrey, a Pakistani artist who was then

living in Britain. Igbal Geoffrey's story is not a unique story. He

wvag given a lot of support in the early '60s and he managed to establish
himself in the art world, but cnly after few years later he was dropped
from the scene. He became too big for his shoes! So it happened with
almost all the artists who gained some recognition in the late '50s and
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The greatest paradox of all this is that when Prof Lynton himself
wrote a massive history of modern art in 1982, The Story of Modern Art,
he did not mention a single artist of Asian, African or the Caribbean
origin in his book. He was no longer the person he was twealy years
earlier. During his tenure as the Director of Exhibitions for the Arts
Council, between late '6é0s to late '70s, black artists received no
support from him.

The early '60s was the beginning of the postwar economic boom and
optimiem. In the '50s new schools, colleges and universities were
established as part of the new economic and social planning ; and by
the early '60s studenta began to come out of these institutions and
look for jobs. Students who came out of art colleges did not look to
Paris for any inspiration but towards New York.

With the emergence of America as a world power after the War, and the
international promotion of Abstract Expressionism as a latest art -
movement, New York became an important art centre of the modern world;
and which in turn affected the historical position of Paris. Hkan in
the early '60s English artists began to show in New York and in turn
American art was shown (which actually began to be shown in the '50s
with large exhibitions of Abstract Expressionsim) in London, this
signalled a new beginning in the transatlantic alliance with inter-
national repersussions, besides the beginning of American domination
of British art scene. Suddenly the Channel became wider than the
Atlantic. By the mid-'60s there were many galleries in London which
operated on a sort of exchange programme with galleries in New York.

This alliance, it appears, also affected the position of black artists
in Britain. If we cast a glance again on the whole history of modera
art developments in the 20th century, it becomes clesr that its
continuity has been sustained by, among other things, the infusion of
other cultures into it. The presence of black artists in Britain was
seen by some to be performing this function of providing a 'catalyst'
for British art; but on the other hand this was not allowed to happen
for ideological reasons. And when London turned to New York, the whole
<ituation completely changed, materially as well as historically. New
York had the intellectual leadership and the money. In this new historie
nexus, the black artist, being a colonial and foreigner, lost all his/

her significamce.

However, the Sixtees was a different situation, not only from the point
of view of the shift in the art world tut also the nature of the work
of some black artists who managed to take up avant-garde positions and
challenged the monopoly of modern art by the whites/Europeans. In thils
period , the nature of the contribution of black artigts is different
from their predecessors. They managed to achieve a historical break-
through; and this breakthrough was not in terms of the recognitiom of
their achievement but the exposition of the contradiction withia modern
art context, whose boundaries remain defined by the racially based ideas

of the 19th century colonial discourse.
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The work of black artists in the '60s is also firmly located in the
specific and historical conditions of this periocd in Britain, which

was dynamic and optimistic. In this respect, the names of Rasheed Araeen
(Pakistan), Kim Lim (Singapore), Belraj Khanna (India), David Medalla
(Philipines), and Li Yuan-Chia (China), are important.

The emergence of Kinetic art in the late '50s in Burope was a reaction
against the mental pessimism of the postwar period and continuation of
the optimistic tradition of modernism. In England this reaction alse
began to be manifested in colourful works, particulary in the sculpture

of Caro et al.

At the time when the sculptors from St. Martins (Caro et al) began to
take up dominant position in the form of formalist, rigid and
hierarchical works, there also emerged a group of artists in Britain

who continued maintaining some kind of connection with Paris. Their

work in a sense was antithetical to the dominant British sculpture
represented by Caro et al, and which was informal, organic and kinetie.
David Medalla who came to England in 1960 'belonged' to this group.
Between 196/ and 1966 he was involved in running an art gallery in
London which was one of the most avant-garde centres of its time, the
Signal. He also edited its magazine called by the same name. During .
this time he showed many important artists from Paris, particularly
Latin American artists living in Paris, besides doing his own work which
was one of the most qriginal work done in &he early '60s. His use of
informal material, such as soap liquid (which was turned into huge
clouds by tke action of electric motor), sand, mud, etc. anticipated

the later movements in sculpture. His suggestions for conceptual works
were published in Stufiio International in 1966, some years before the
emergence of Conceptual art. In 1967 he gave up all kind of individual
art activity and pioneered a collective participatory art activity under
the name of a group called Exploding Gelaxy... In the early '70s he was
one of the few black artists who actively supported the anti-imperialist
struggles in the Third World, also making works of art which were related

to these struggles.

Similarly, Rasheed Araeen, who came to England in 1964, also toock up an
antithetical position to the dominant sculpture of the time. Soon after
he was in London he became fascinated by the work of Carp et al; but
after some time this fascination was turned into a critical and eppositiana
position. The resulting work was symmetrical, serial, systematic and
kinetie: in other words, it was in oppositien to the dominant sculpture
which represented assymetric, compositional and hierarchical values. This
work was unique in Britain, but not internationally. In New York, during
the same time, some artists also took up gimilar position of opposing. .
the tradition-of composition in modern sculpture. Their work .became
internationally known and is recognised as important part ef centemporary
developments: the Minimalist sculpture.

In Britain, Arseen's work of .the.'60g (Minimalist sculpture) is not
recognised and is dismissed as an expression of his Islamie tradition.
The interesting thing here is that Minimalist sculpture of New York 1s

based on the principles of symmetry and seriality which are derived from
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the tradition of Islamic geometric art. While the art establishment
here did everything possible to promote the work of New York artists,
it did not see anything significant in the similar work done in
Britain. (Perhaps things would have been different if the Minimalist
sculpture in Britain was the work of a white/European artist!)

Belraj Khanna is another Indian artist who came to England in the early
'60s and produced highly individualistic work.His work represents the
struggle of the modern artist,as an individual, to find an,authentic
tdentity in the midst of plethora of contradictory images’%ontemporary
life. Although he did not belong to any group or movement his work
does show and reflect the concerns of the Sixtees, both at formgl and
content levels: it is optimistic and celebratory.

The only woman artist who was active, besides Yoko Ono's short
appearance as an artist in the mid-Sixtees, was Kim Lim. Her work of
the time was much more interesting then her husband, William Turnbull
who is very established British srtist. The reason for this comparison
is only to point out that her work showed a clear departure from the
fussy and complicated compositions of most her British contemporaries
with whom she often exhibited. Her work employed simple and symmetrical
shapes, which was a different approach to sculpture both syntactically

and metaphorically.

To sum up the Sixtees situation, it can be said with confidence and in
the light of a critical and historical analysis that the achievement of
black artists in this decade was exceptional. We did not and do not need
special or separate criteria to evaluate or judge their work. The
actual problem they pose for the white society is that they represent
advanee and pioneering positions within avant-garde modernism; and

this society does not know how to deal with this situation in

the light of its prevailing values and attitudes.

Pogt-Modernigm & Black Art

By the end of the Sixtees the economic boom was really over; and the
hippies began to leave the country and go to India. In London many
galleries began to feel the pinch, and many in fact were closed down.
war in Vietnam, gtudents uprising in Paris, Black Power movement in
America, and general discontent with the system, all added to the opening
of a crack in the bourgeois establishment. The response of many artists
dlmest all over the western world, including Latin America, was to abandom
the whole idea of making objects for the bourgeois households or
etablishment, leading to new experiments and manifestations that went
beyond the historical supremacy of painting and sculpture as the only
areas of visual arts. Seminars and informal discussions were regularly held

in the early '70s about the relationship of art and politics; and the
political reality of the time actually entered into the production of art.
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Black Power movement in Britain made its own important contribution to

the overall struggle of the time; and it was during this time in the early
'70s that the question of racism in art was openly raised and how this
question could be incorporated in one's art practice as part of black
struggle. However, it would be wrong to say that black artists did not show
any awareness of racism in art before. It is hard to imagine that there
would be artists of Afro/Asian origins in Britain who did not encounter
racism or go through the experience of being black. This black experience
has in fact been the common cause of identity crisis among black artists,
who tried to overcome this crises by looking into their own cultural
traditions and incorporating their forms into their own contemporary works;
and the resulting syntheses are in fact their contribution to art in. -
Britain. The social and historical conditions of their time did not help
them incorporate the question of racism in their work; and it should not
be considered their failure. The conditions in the early '70s became
drastically different, both socially and politically, as well as in terms
of artistic experiments and directions, and it became possible for black
artists to raise the question of racism and then incorporate it in their
work as part of radical developments.

The emergence of Black art in the early Seventees in fact represents ihe
contimuiity in the recognition by the black artist of the contemporary
context, common to both white and black artists, and without creating

a separate category for him/her own practice based on the difference between
the Buropean culture and Afro/Asian traditions. If Black art posits a
different context, it is the context of racism. It has emerged out of the
historical discourse of racially based ideas in Western philosophy that
underpins the monopoly of modern art by white/European artists.

Black art does not necessarily invalidate the work of earlier black artists
who did not attempt to incorporate the question of racism in their work.
While the earlier artists rightly attempted to place themselves within the
mainstream on the basis of & common assumption that the terms of reference
of the history of modern art were available to all human beings, the
developmemnt of Black art is based on the rejection of this agsumption.
Although all artists, irrespective of race, colour, creed or sex, must .
demand that they all should be located and treated withim contemporary
context and they have every right to look for their place within this, Blaek
art attempts to expose a basic contradiction of this context which arigses
from its Burocentricity; and which in fact is resposnible for the _.

and exelusion of black artists from the history of contemporary art.

It is therefore the essential priority of Black art to question this very
context, the values and ideas that this context represent. Once you enter
into this context, exploring it historically, one cannot avoid tha iszue
of racism, given the fact that the ideas of progress which are basic to
modern art or modernism are racially constructed. In other words, the very
questioning of the Eurocentric context of comtemporary art practlices, and
its racially based ideas, becomes integral to Black art.

However, the rejection and questioning of the prevailing terms of reference
which are Burocentric does not mean turning one's back to the dominant
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culture and re-locating oneself somewhere outgide the contexts of
contemporary art practices, by adopting a position of nostalgia for one's
past cultural tradition. Black art's objective has been to take a
strategic distance from the centre of the contemporary dominant culture
(modemism) so as to bring it into a critical fo us. Once a critical space
is thus created and based on the recognition of one's own specific human
struggle, it becomes possible to challenge the dominant centre. This
critical has also enabled the black ertist to re-construct his/her new
identity , or/and develop a radical positiom, as part of overall black

struggle for human equality.

It is not necessary here to mention the names of those artists who have
been important tc the development of Black art in Britain. What is more
important here is the recognition that all art produced by black artists
is not Black art. Black art is specific within the overall history ef black

artists in Britaine

For example, traditional African art cannot be considered as Black art,
since its basis has been its own indigenous material and historical
conditions. Africans have been African peoples. And now the replacement

of the word 'African' by 'black' only expresses their experiences of (white)
colonialismj and if this experience is expressed in art then thiz art can
be called Black art. In other words, Black art is the expression of the
experience of racism, whether through colonialsm or otherwise.

In Britain, the common experience of both African and Asian peoples have
been white racism; and it is for this reason that both African end Agian
people here call themselves 'black's It is the articulation and expression
of this 'common experience' in art which is the basis of Black art.

The experience of racism creates a particular human conditionm, such as
an identity crisis, and the basic function of art is to express human
condition. Black art therefore expresses an authentic historical experience.

However, an incorporation of the antiracist position in a work of art

does not necessarily lead to good or significant work of art. Whatever

the apecific conditions of the time, art must always deal with the
complexity of human experi...ce, ir _orporating both individual and universal
Human aspects. Unfortunately most of our young black artists today, who
clain to be producing Black art, lack this complexity. A1l they de is to
throv some antiracist slogans in their work and hope for the best. The
question of racism in art is extremely complex, and the young black artist
of today does not understand this complexity out of his/her ignorance., All
institutions in Britain (or the West) represent ideological’ structures
which have been built on racist assumptions; and as far as art institutions
are concerned they have not been challenged even by the left which has
become complacent with some antiracist slogans and throwing benevolent
carrots to its so-called ‘'ethnic' minority, Without the understanding of
these ideological structures, which underpin coatemporary artistic activity
and its recognition, we cannot deal with ingtitutional racism.

The development of Black art in Britain took place in a specific historic

period, beginning roughly in the early Seventees, and thie period is oftwn
%Q)\,ACK & ETH/\/
o® e
L A

GLC

19811986

S

Parm;
I’lh//)o/@/
N
JAIRD®

2d

Working for London
archiy a indervir.con

ve.parm



refefed to as the period of postmodernism, on the basis that this
represented an important shift from the classical modernism. The classical
modernism being conceived as a linear sequence of modernist styles in
painting am sculpture developing one after another; and which supposed to
have reached its peak in the '60s in the form of various individual styles
of formalist paintng and sculpture. In the '70s, the modernist preoccupation
for the continuity of the development of styles was replaced by the concerns
and priorities of the human struggles of the time, such as socialism,
feminism, black and Third World struggles; and which in turn lead to new
experimentations and developments of new modes of expression.beyond just
making painting or sculpture. Video, photography, performance, tape/slide
projection, sound, the use of langaue as visual signs, issuing of
theoritical and ideological texts, etc. all became part of visual arts
culture and helped expand its territory of artistic practice. 4n individual
artist was no longer preoccupied or concerned with the creation of a single
style as an expression of his/her unique personality (during this time
lacan had shown that there was no such thing as .'unique personality!).
Instead disparate and varied means, including the use of language, became
part of the individual's practice. The traditional barrier between the
theory (art criticism) and practice (work of the artist) was a result
pulled down, giving rise to a situation that was a tgreat to the establish-
ment,for much definite boundaries are important for its control.

Black artists in the '70s were also engaged in various new experiments,
ugsing all the means, forms and technologies, giving rise to innovations
and new concepts, based on the priority of their struggle. In this respect,
Black art has made its own, and in its own right, a unique contribution

to the development of postmodernism, even when this contribution is not
recognised by the establishmnete.

New Generation of Black Artistg

I'm deliberately treating this as a separate category, not because these
artists represent the youngest generation of black artists, although some
of them are very young. It is more to do with the fact that their weork
repreant a new and different development , beginning in the late '70s. In
some way it is a backward movement, created by the importance that have
been given eecently to the role of Afro/Asian cultural traditions in the
development of art of so-called 'ethnic' minorities in Britain.

These artists do recognise the issue of racism in art, but at the same
time they feel they are vulnerable as artists if they engage themselves in
the issue of racism as part of their work. Instead, they have adopted a
position of somewhat similar to so-called ethnic arts; although I'm not
happy with the usage of this term. Their basic concern is to explore the

possibilities of making their own cultures as the basis of the contemporary
art practice, by using or appropriating their traditional forms. The
jdea is to find one's roots and then use one's own culture as a bridge

hetween the cultures they have been caught in.
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Anish Kapoor represnts an important figure in this respect, and he has
been taken up by the establishment. He is no doubt an imaginative aad
compedent artist and his work is somwhow original, within a limited
context; and he is therefore being used also as a model to lure other
black artists into following that kind of direction.

It is not my purpose here to degrade the work of these artists. They are
the product of a particular situation. But, nevertheless, their work has
a non-critical position in relation to the dominant culture. It is part
of the recent international phenemenon of cultural ecclecticism, whieh is
a reaction to the critical function of the avant-garde modernism.

The argument here is not against the use of one's own culture or cultural
traditions as part of contemporary art practices, but the way the

cultural traditions are being used. They avoid the central issue of radical
art practice, which is the central issue of modernism in the age of
descending and dehumanised bourgeois culture, Their appeal is often at

the level of exoticism.

This kind of work is being justified on the basis of the loss of the
artist's identity in an alien culturse. The loss of identity or idemtity
crisis is not new to black artists. Earlier artists who came to Britain
from Africa, 4sia or the Caribbean also faced the crises of identity; but
as a result of which they did not give up their critical position or
resert to their own traditions for their salvation. The fact that the
young generation of artists have been born here is not enough to justify
their position in terms of their re-locating themselves estirely within
their own cultural traditions and without making these traditions undergo
a change in the light of the reality they are part of in Britain.

It is obvious that Afro/Asian people in Britain are mok part of British
society -and their contemporary art practice cannot be situated entire in
the traditions of Afro/Asian cultures. It is not often understood that art
is different from culture: it is something part of the culture but at the
same time is different from the culture it has its roots im. 4nd this is
particularly true of our contemporary societies. Art is the dynamic part of
culture and its creativity is dependent very much on its changing nature.
4s an end product art may or may not be a mirror image of its cukture or
even have a sympathetic relationship with it. In times of crises, art is
often and can be in confrontation with the static and rigid nature of
culture. Preservation of a culture or cultural traditions does not necas
sarily lead to creatiwity in art. It is therefore necessary to separate the
role of art from culture, in order to grasp its full potential and creative

and critical force in society.

Rasheed &raeen (c)
August 1985
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HISTORY OF BELACK ARTISTS IN BRITAIN

. & SYNOPSIS

The history of black artists in postwar Britain begins with Ronald
Moody. After studying art in Calabar College in Jamaica, where he
was born, and in Kings College, London, Ronald Moody settled in
Paris in 1936. He had some exhibitions of his sculpture there, as
well as some recognition, before he was made to leave Paris because
of the War. He arrived in England in 1941, and had since lived in
London. He died in 1984 without receiving any recognition from this

country.

Ronald Moody is important in many ways. He typified the ambition of
the colonial artist who looked to the West for opportunities and
recognition. He strongly believed in universal function of art, the
art which belonged to its own time and went beyond national and
ethnic cultural traditions. This was and is in fact the spirit of
modern art, the predominant art of 20th century and which is today
influencial all over the world. This was also the spirit with which
most of the artists from Asia, Africa and the Caribbean arrived in

England after the War.

The end of the War represents a historic watershed, as it coincides

with the beginning of the independences of West's colonies and the
industrialisation of the cities of the newly independent countries

all over the world. This resulted in the movement of people from

rural areas to the industrial urban centres as well as to the cities

of Burope which desperately needed labour for its postwar reconstruction.

The postwar arrival of black artists in Britain was part of this
general movement, a movement from the periphery of international
capitalism (Third World) to its metropolis (the West). It was a

search on the part of the people from the Third World for better
opportunities of jobs and standard of life. But it was also an attempt.
on the part of Afro/Asian artists, who were influenced by modern art,
to situate themselves in the centres of contemporary/modern culture so
that they could make their own contributions to its development.

The difficulties the artists faced once they were here were the
difficulties black people in general faced in this society. It 1s now
recognised by almost everybody that the attitudes of this society
towards black people are part of its long history of racisa, which
has become deep-rooted as part of its collective consciousness. The
posituon of black artists is affected by these attitudes.

The position of black artists has nothing to do with the difficulties
this society faced in trying to understand the values of aultures
which were alien to its consciousness or sensibility. The work of
black artists has been part of general development of contemporary art

in Britain, as they have always considered themselves as part of
modern movements which incorporate and recognise the values of cultures
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all over the world. Their contributions should therefore be recognised
within the context of the mainstream modern culture.

If black artists have made original contributions - which they have -
to the development of contemporary art in Britain, why aren't they
recognised like their white contemporaries? This is obviously to do
with racism. The question of racism is important here to understand
the position of the black artist in this society, but it 1s more
important to recognise the way racism in art actually manifests. It
can and does manifest by dislocating black artists from contemporary
contexts, on the pretext that they represent different cultural
backgrounds and aesthetic sensibilities.

It is extremely important, therefore, to recognise first the true
pnature of the work here, which is contemporary and cannot be pushed
under the carpet of 'ethnic! multiculturalism. To say or imply that
the work of black artists has not been recognised because it
represented the kind of work which was alien to this society is a
total humbug. The inability of this society not to evaluate and
recognise this work has nothing to do with the work itself. It is
more to do with the idea that non-European peoplesbelong to past
ailtures and have little to do with contemporary or modern develop-
ments. And if they want to be artiastically creative, their creativity
mist necessarily be determined by the values of their own past cul tures.

The separation of peoples in their creative abilities based on ethnic
cultural traditions was formulated in 19th century Europe as part of
its many racially based ideas that justified 1its colonial dominatione.
Although modernism rejects ethnocentricity, but it hias not yet come
to terms and deal with its basic contrediction in terms of the role
of non-European people in its universal developments.

While modernism (or modern art) claims to be international, glebal

and universal in its manifestation and in its incorporation of world
cultural traditions, it strongly protects its basic and central idea
of Eurocentricity by protecting its monopoly by white/Buropean artiste.
In other words, Buropean or white artists must alone be creative in
the modern context and produce ideas and values for the sake of the
whole world. The people of the periphery (black/Third World) can
follow these ideas, but they must not put themgselves in a position to
challenge them. This is based on the idea of white supremacy inherent

in Western philosephy since Renaissance.

Modernism manifests the idea of universal progress. &nd since

Renaissance this idea of progress means the development of the world
under the absolute tutelage of the West. That is, progress all over the
world in the field of philosophy, science, economic and technology, etc.
must be led by the West as part of its colonial/capitalist expanaion.

Modern art incorporates this idea of progress as its historical

i all over the world.
dynamic, and this is recognised and accepted today
What is’not often clear and understood is the the fact that behind its
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universalism is its idea of domination of the world. When black or
Third World peoples take up an independent and advance position,
whether it is in politics, economy or culture, it becomes a threat
to its Eurocentric domination.

Modernism, with all its universal humanism, has not thus been ahle
to deal with this contradiction, because this would necessarily
entail adandonment of its Burocentric ideology. Racism in modern art
is a function of this contradiction.

This society, like other Western societies, whose mainstream culture
is dominated by modernism, is therefore not able to see the true and
full value of the contribution of black artists in Britain. It mst
first recognise the full creative potential of all its different
people without cateéegorising them differently based on past cultural
traditions. In other words, it must give up its Eurocentricity, which
historically is underpinned by racism.

To give up its Eurocentric ideology would entail structural changes
deep within its various institutions, which without the development

of true socialism is difficult to envisage. However, the idea of
socialism in itself is not a guarantee against institutional racism.
The evidence in Britain today is that there is a reluctance to under-
stand and recognise the complexity of this issue even amongst socialis-
circles. This is partly to do with common ignordnce and partly due to

political expediency.

It is sad that our white socialists friends often display this
ignorance; and those who are in power try to cover this ignorance by
doling out money for amateurish activities among the so-called ethnic
minorities. This is not only sad but dangerous, as the underlying
attitude here displays a paternalism of worst kind and which as a result
degrade further the position of black people in this society.

The very concept of 'ethnic arts', which are being widely supported
and promoted today, is based on the 19th century idea of ethnic
determanism in art, which was developed to give historical contimuity to
European culture and its supremacy over other cultures which were seen
to be outside history. It helped explain and rationalise the disparate
forms of art and cultures all over the world on racial er ethnic
differences of peoples,societies and civilisations. It also 'fixed'
the creative ability of non-European peoples within the past cultural
traditions, which were seen to be ethnically determined; and therefore
the peeples representing these traditions (or civilisations) began to
be seen ocutside the historical continuity that has today reached in

the form of modern technological culture.

I'm not arguing here against the presence and recognition of many
cultural traditions here, among them of African and 4sian origins. But
the value of these traditions is not in the preservation of their
traditional forms as part of contemporary activities, but in their
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ability to transform themselves in the reality of the present time.
And this ability depends very much upon their relationship with this
society, whether their place is detrmined by the idea of human
equality or otherwise. If this relationship is determined by something
other than human equality, somefting other than historical forces, then
this represents their marginalisation.

The ability to transform will be realiged only when the dominated
cultures challenge their marginalisation, when they take up a critical
position within or in relation to the dominant culture, which in ocur
case is racist and Eurocentric. The struggle here is not only against
racism in general but how it manifests in relation to art.

Moreover, the location of this struggle is within its own professional
practices, within its own market place. And this struggle is not
possible within the limits of so-called 'ethnic arts', as they often
represent non-professional and non-critical positions. Community arts,
or community based (non-professional) activities, do have their own
values and importance, but they also represent a distration from this

struggle.

The presence of (professional) black artists in Britain represents the
struggle against the racism of this society in general as well as
against the form of racism which manifests in art but is not explicit.
The struggle of first generation of black artists to situate themselves
‘within the context of mainstream contemporary culture (modernism) and
to demand that they should be seen within this context, offered a
challenge to its Burocentricity. The history of this contribution has
been totally ignored, and is being ignored today even by the radical
section of this society. :

When black artists arrived in Britain after the War, this society was
busy dealing with its postwar situation both at physical and intellec-
tual levels. While it was trying to come to terms with its postwar
anguish, it also engaged itself in its reconstrcution. This was
reflected in the kind of art that was being produced immediately after
the War. While some artists tried to establish a new rationale for the
continuity of their art activities, others tried to re—establish links

with the pre-War modernism.

It was in the midst of this situation, postwar dilemmas, reconstruction
and new optimism, that artists from Asia, Africa and the Caribbean
arrived in England. In the beginning they all faced the same situation
which black people in gemeral faced. But in spite of the general
difficulties, the shock of confronting racism cof the society they
thought was a civilised society, they managed to situate themselves
within the general context as to recognise the human condition and
priorities which became the basis of postwar art in Britain, In other
words, they became part of the contemporary art scene here.

Something very different happened during this time as ﬁell, which had
somewhat of a positive repercussion on the situation of black artists.
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After the independence of the Indian subcontinent, many people in
Britain suddenly felt a loss, particularly by those who in fact were
in favour of the Indian independence. They did not want to break
their emotional link with India. And therefore when the idea of British
Commonwealth was put forward they hailed this idea enthusiatically.
When artists from 4sia, Africa and the Caribbean began to arrive, it
was seen by this liberal intelligentsia as part of the development of
the Commonwealth, The art scene also began to pick up a new
enthusiasm on the basis that at least London now could become an
international art centre, as London would become the centre of the
independent Commonwealth.

However, black artists did find it difficult in the beginning to

draw attention to what they were doing as artists. But by the mid-
fifties when the art scene in general began to pick up confidence,
they began to be noticed by the liberal establishment. It was the time
when many new galleries started to emerge in LOndon whoch showed the
work of new and young artists; and some of the galleries became
particularly interested in !'Commonwealth' artists. By the end of '50s,
Souza, Chandra, Pervez, Shemza, Williams, Geoffrey, in particular
became known among the art circles. They began showing along with
their white contemporaries. There was no separation of artists based
on different cultural or ethnic backgrounds, although somehow some kind
of different work was expected from the artists of Afro/Asian origins.

By the early '60s, these artists began to receive critical acclaim
and support. Many critics, among them John Berger and Edwin Mullin,

in fact hailed their presence in Britain. Late W G Archer particu-
larly hailed the fact that the artists from the Indian subcontinent
were contributiong to international art in the same way Picassos and

Miro did in the early century.

Black artists were not doing the same kind of work. And therefore
they could not be categorised together and separately from their
white contemporaries. They were often referred to as 'Commonwealth'
artists, but so were white artists from Canada, Australia, New Zeland,
as wll. Both the first and second "Commonwealth Biennals of 4bstract
Art® included artists from all over the Commonwealth as well as
indigenous British artists. In dact, the first prize in the first
Biennal in 1963 was won by Aubrey Williams, who came from Guyana and
was then living in London. Aubrey Williams still lives in London today,
but unknown and neglected, unlike his white contemporaries who took
part in the Sixties Biennales with him.

However, there were people in the art world who somehow expected
something different from black artists. 4nd many artists in turn were
able to attract the art world on this basig, particularly Chandra and
Shemza. Although this did help some artists, particularly Chandra who
thus made a lot of money in the '60s, their work in turn was never
properly analysed and understood. It was only exposed at an exotlc
level, and when the curiosity was over all was forgotton. However the
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reason for the neglect and ignprance of the black artists in Britain
is much complex: it has to do with his/her lack of place in the

contemporary history.

Before these artists came to England, their main preoccupation as
artists was to be part of the context of modernism, which in postwar
period was declared by the West to be international. The basis of

their work was not the depiction of preservation of the values of their
own respective traditions. They actually saw a transcendence from, not
abandonment of, their respective cultural contexts necessary for them
to enter into the intermational arena. But soon after they arrived in
England they realised that the expectation from them was somehow
different: they expected to be somehow part of their own cultures,

whether they liked it or not.

Many artists were in some way shattered by this kind of 'different’
expectation from them. Confronting racism openfin the streets at the
same time, they began to feel caught up between two cultures. Many
made use of this experience, which can be called 'black experience' as
it was specific to Afro/Asian people, positively. They began to look
into the possibility of using their own cultural forms in their work;
and some actually did as a result came out with new synthesis that
expressed their own experience in this society or the contemporary

world.

However, black artists remained part of common and general postwar
situation, Immediately after the War there were no coherent movements.
Individuals sought individuals solutions according to their own under-
standings and perceptions. Lonliness, alienation,tortured 'self', etc.
were some of the conditions of the existential milieu of the time, and
it was within this milieu that black artists were able to situate
their own experiences and made their own contribution to art in Britain.
They did not take up avant-garde positions, as they realised that they
were in the midst of a culture which was not wholly sympathetic to
their taking up advance positions. Their experience of being 'others'
became their priority, which they expressed within the comtemporary
contexts. They did stand up and challenge the presumptions of a
Burocentric culture, by not allowing themselves to be used merely as

exotic presences.

Although some of the artists I have mentioned above managed to

establish themselves by the end of the '50s, their success was short
lived; and today none of them have any place in the history of post
British art. Their failure to consolidate their position wasg due to
complex reasons, which were personal, historical and ideological.
However, it is important to remember here that Contemporary art works
attain their permanent value by their plaeas in the history of modern &rte
For the black artist to enter this history is to expose a basic
contradiction (BEurocentricity) which this society do not yet want to

resolve.
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However, there emerged a group of black artists in the Sixties who
challenged the Eurocentricity of modernism by taking up avant-garde
positions. They questioned the prevailing and dominant models of
contemporary sculpture, which emerged in the early '60s in Britain,
by their own alternative prepositions based on the recognition of
historicl continuity through the dynamics of thesis, antithesis and
synthesis. The nature of this contribution is different from the work
of earlier black artists, who were mainly concerned with the idea of
synthesis between the two cultures they were caught in and its
expression within the dilemmas and frustrations of the time. The 'é0s
was an optimistic time and the idea of progress in art became aghln its
main concern. The contribution of black artists has to be understood

within this specific historical context.

The organic, kinetic and informal sculpture of David Medalla, who came
from the Philipines, was a challenge to the formalist and dominant
sculure of Caro et al. Medalla has lived in Britain for twentyfive
years, and his work in the '60s in particular was admired amongst the
serioug critical circles. But he was never a favourite artist of the
establishment: he was black and he was avant-gardist. His radicgl ideas
were obviously a threat to the gtatus quo, to the established order of
the dominant and formalist British sculpture which had established
itself internationally, but his position was historically determined
and what he did had original qualities and should have been part of the
history of British avantgarde.

His later work, of the late '60s and early '70s, be ame more and more
ideological which affected his position in Britain. His open
denunciation of the bourgeois establishment and his open support for
a socialist revolution, for anti-imperiglist struggles in the Third
World, made him a thorn in the flesh of white establishment. And today

nobody wants to know hime

In the later part of the Sixties, the dominant British sculpture was
again challenged by a black artist. The compositional nature of medern
sculpture (Caro et al) was critically questioned and as a result the
development of Minimalist sculpture took place in Britain. During this
time, some artists in New York also took up similar position by
questioning the compositional basis of modern sculpture, and the result
was again the developmcut of w.at is today known as Minimalist sculpture
and which is historically and internationally recognised as one of the
important modernist developments. The work of New York Minimalist as
been recognised and promoted by the establishment here. And yet the
original British contribution to this area is not recognised even in

Britain.

160s situation, it can be said with confidence and in the
light of a critical and historical analysis that the achievement of
black artists in this decade is exceptional. We do not need here special
or separate criteria to look at or evaluate their work. The actual
problem they pose for the white society is that they represent

advance and pioneering positions within avantgarde modernism; and
therefore this society does not know how to deal with this situation in
the light of its prevailing values and attitudeg towards black people.
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The difficulty of this society to recognise the actual achievement

of black artists within modern context was recognised by some black
artists in the early '70s. They realised that the historical 'terms

of reference' of modernism was based on the continuing role of white
supremacy in the modern developments. And thus the presence of black
artists within modern context creates a contradiction which the white
society cannot resolve without undergoing a formidable revolution that
would shake its institutions of its racially based ideas.

This was the time of black struggle, of black power movements, and

some black artists as a result began to raise questions which went
beyond the preoccupation of modern art practices. The question of
racism, implicit in the very historical 'terms of reference' of modernism
thus became part of new black .art practice. 4nd thus the emergence of

what we today call Black Art.

The emergence of Black Art in the early '70s in fact represents the
continuity in the recognition by black artists of the contemporary
context, common to both white and black artists, and without creating
separate categories based on cultural differences. If Black &rt does
posit a different context, it is the context of racism which should be
open to challenge by all peeple. Black Art proposes an additional and
specific 'terms of reference' which are related to the specfic nature

of the struggle against racism.

Rlack Art does not necssarily invalidate the work of earlier black
artists who did not attempt to incorporate the question of racism in
their work. While the earlier artists rightly attempted to place
themselves within the mainstream based on the assumption that the
'terms of reference' of the history of modern art were available to all
hmman beings, the development of Black Art is based on the questioning
of this assumption. 41lthough all artists, irrespective of race, colour,
creed or sex, must demand that they all should be located and treated
within the same contemporary context and they have every right to look
for their place within this, Black Art attempts to expose the basic
contradiction within this position. It points out that a Eurocentric
value-system cannot recognise the true value of the work of black/Third

World artists. poos

It is therefore the essential priority of Black Art to question this
very context of modernism, the values and ideas that this context
represent. Once you enter into this context, exploring it historically,
one cannot avoid the issue of racism, given the fact that the ideas of

e basic to modernism are racially constructeds In other

progress which ar
¢ context of contemporary

words, the very questioning of the Eurocentri
art practices becomes integral to Black Art.

Black Art represnts a specific historical development within the
history of black artists in Britain. It deals with the experiences
of Afro/Asian people resulting from white racism. Black Art can be
international if it embodies this specific experience.
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We are now in a position to conclude that black artists have made an
important contribution to the development of contemporary art in
Britain during its all postwar decades. They were in fact part ef
every important development in the postwar international movements in
modern art, sometimes taking up middle grounds and other times being
on the forefront of avantgarde positions. It is therefore extremely
important to recognise this actual history. And only when we understand
the full historical significance of this achievement and its knowledge
is widely available to this society (and thus to young generation of
black artists as part of their education) that we will be able to move
forward in the direction of a true multi-cultural and multi-racial

society in this country.

However, it is also important to understand why there is continuing
reluctance in all quarters to recognise this history, which represents
a tremendous achievement of black people in this country. It was not

an easy task to perform in the face of the hostilities of this soceity
and without any support from the art establishment. It can be said that
the lack of information about this achievement is resposnsible for this
relucatnce. But who is responsible for this ignorance in the first =
place? And how do we explain the continuing relucatance of many pecople
and bodies to look into this area? Whenever this issue is raised there
is a general misbelief. Even when concrete steps are taken to initiate
a comprehensive research, we constantly face complacent attitudes.

This complacency has become particularly stronger since the establishment
had made its official policy to fund the so-called 'ethnic minority arts!
and thus covering its own past ignorance by the so-called problems of
cultural differences. So, the ignorance continues without being .
challenged. But how could this ignorance be challenged without the basic
tools of information and knowledge, which should be available te publie
in a documented form with critical and historical analyses.

There is a further problem, partly to do with the ignorance and shallow
thinking of many people who have taken up our leadership in cul tural
matters and have become our representatives. Often these people have no
artistic background and their perceptions are formed by the consideratior
of something other than the knowledge and expertise required in such f

matterse

It is not even understood that art is different from culture. &rt is, of
course, something which is part of culture but which at the same time
may or may not conform to the values of the culture it is rooted in,
depending upon the relationship of the individual (the artist) with this
culture. This is particularly important in the context of contemporary
and modern societies, which have departed from the integrated communal
societies of the paste. This is true not only of Europe but other parts of
the world as well, including Asia, Africa and the Caribbeah. The role

of the individual artist today is different from that of one in the
traditional cultures, in which the artist was supposed to conform and

serve the community/society.

The function of art in the modern society is complex, as tg;;r@%@&iagship
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of art with the culture has become problematic. Culture is the context
in which art is produced, but art as aa end product may or may not be

a mirror image of what is represented by culture at a particular time.
It may noteren have a sympathetic relationship with the culture which
provides it with a historical contexte In times of crises, art is often
and can be in confrontation with the culture which represents an
established order or tradition. Preservation of a culture or cultural
traditions do not necessarily lead to creativity in art. It is therefore
essential to separate the role of art from culture, in order to grasp
its full potential as a creative and critical force in society.

The role of the black artist today, particularly in British society is
complex and problematic. S/he has to perform more than one roles at the
same time: while struggling against the conservative ideas of his/her owr
cultural tradition, ghe has also to challenge the assumptions of the
dominant culture which is racist and Eurocentric. But, on the other
hand, the role which is being given to him or her - and it is the only rc
which is being recognised - is under the category of so-called 'ethnic
minority arts' and which limits his/her creative abilities and critical

function in this modern society.

As a matter of fact, the role of the so-called 'ethmic arts' is
reactionary and it has negative implications in terms of the struggle
against racism, which must challenge differexdtation of black people
from the indigenous white people in terms of their separate roles. The
céntradiction of 'ethnic arts! is not resolveable even when those people
who pragtice or support 'ethnic arts' take up anti-racist positions.
Martin garker, in his important book The New Racigm, has argued about
the emergence of new racism in Britain today, which is not based on the
idea of white superiority tut on the maintenance of a separate status
for black.people based on cultural differences. Here is what he says:

"It is called up by the stimulas of those who are genetically
unrelated, whose cultures reveals their different origins, and
specially those who display their genetic difference on their
skin. Of course, it is not claimed that these cutsiders are
degenerate, immoral, inferior; they are just different... It is
all the more dangerous, if that is conceiveable, than older forms,
because it can ward off any spectres of Nazism; all the time such
wrietrs, politicians and activists will distance themselves from
doctrines of superiority/inferiority because racism is not possible
or needed in that form any longer. The unit has passed on, and now
takes a new form: we have a 'natural' tendency to stay apart from
culturally alien things; even if they are not inferior, they are

culturally different.”®

Although the above passage is about the new Tory philosophy, the idea
of 'difference' is alsg fundamental to the idea of 'ethnic arts'. The
argument here is not against the recognition of other cultures in
Britain and their positive roles in the development of this society into
a multi-racial society. But the idea that the creative ability of black
people is 'fixed' within the limits of their own cultures is based on
the racist philosophy of 'ethnic determinism', as I have argued before,
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and which was developed in the 19th century in Europe as part of the colonial
discourse. Sadly, the category of the so-called 'ethnic arts' has similar
implications.

It is in fact preposterous that this category should have been conceived, in
view of the actual evidence about the work of black artists. It has always
been the attempt of the establishment to push the black artist out of the
mainstream and to the margins of this society; and the 'ethnic arts' have done
exactly that.

Nobody here is denying the fact that there does exist differences between many
cultures that exist today in Britain, but to differentiate people on that
basis is entirely different and can only be understood at an ideological
level. The issue here is made more difficult in view of the fact that many
people who support 'ethnic arts' are not racists, and they often act only to
help black people. And in turn, there are many black people who are quite
happy with this separate category as it helps them to get funding more easily.

However, the ideological issue remains. And it cannot be pushed under the
carpet of well intentions, ignorance or political expediency. The black artist
is in fact fed up being a football game in community politics; and it is time
that his/her role as an artist is taken seriously on its on right.

The black artist is of course part of the community in the sense that she/he
represents and shares the aspirations, ambitions and frustrations of his/her
respective community. But the relationship of the individual artist with the
community or society in the present technological age is complex and

problematic. And this must be recognised in the case of black artist as well.

It must be recognised that the society cannot be divided on the basis of
culture, let alone of cultural differences. The division of the society today
is due to class, race and sex. It is not that we cannot combine cultural and
class/race issues in one struggle. I think they should be. The idea of
multi-culturalism is not altogether reactionary. In fact all the cultures in
this country should be recognised, as part of our common environment, our
common heritage. The point I'm trying to stress is that all cultures must be
equally recognised and without making any distinction between the indigenous
mainstream and so-called 'ethnic arts'. In other words, the whole citadel of
'ethnic arts' must immediately be demolished, as it has been errected on an
ideology that is questionable.

A1l the cultures together within a particular place or boundary constitute a
common environment, with all its material and intellectual resources, forming
a common context within which each individual exists and interrelates with
others in his/her endeavours for subsistence as well as for expression.

The history of black artists clearly shows that black artists belong to this
common context, and they should be recognised as such without any separate
categorisation or assumptions.
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The Black Artist and Art Institutions in Britain

A diagnostic and critical analysis of the position of Art Institutions and

their relationship to the Black Artist
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Background

Historically Art Institutions have been the bastions for the presentations and
preservation of the Art of the British Society. They have been show-cases
for the exhibition of a culture who historically have developed barbarism,
privacy and executed cultural imperialism and in many years of colonial
oppression glorified in the savagery of slavery, dictatorship and colonalistic
rule and oppression.

The stains and scars of this savage history still finds its manifestation in
the neo-colonalistic attitudes of Art Institutions within the contemporary
context of representing the needs of a multi-racial society. ACK & E
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As Art Institutions operate within British Society there is an imperative need
for them to effectively come to terms with challenge and eradicate
institutional racism and respond affirmatively to the needs of the Black
Visual Artist.

1 Art Institutions have been essential for the creation and preservation
of a social aesthetic. All Art movements throughout history have had
influence on attitudes and social trends. Art institutions embody
these trends and have developed a social and political determinism as
to the idealization of the position of Art and the intellectual
significance of its operation and contribution to the preservation of
the Art products of a culture.

2 There are numerous functions of Art Institutions. They intricate,
develope, preserve, administrate, exhibit documents. They socially
educate and provide a plateau for a discourse on the historical and
philosophical context of art and provide a basis for the development of
a critical perspective. Such is the significance of Art and the social
power rested in Art Institutions that they have become responsible for,
and contribute to works shaping the state of artistic and creative
consciousness of society.

3 Thus in a multi-racial society Art Institutions have an imperative
responsibility towards totally representing the constituents of that
society. There must be critical intervention into the traditional
roles and a position of Art Institutions and their realism to the Black
Artists. They must be fully integrated and incorporated into all
aspects of decision making and policy formulation, programme
construction, monitoring, assessment and evaluation. It is not until
this happens in total that we can say that Art Institutions are

representing a multi-racial society and an Art for here and
now.
4 The political implications of challenging Art Institutions policies and

practises are important to grasp. It is these institutions that
represent the artistic and creative consciousness of society. They
shape and formulate policies and also distribute resources. There
must be a radical challenge to these Institutions to implement what
maybe revolutionary changes in organizational practices.

5 It is the decision making capacity of the Black Artist that is totally
imperceptable in mainstream art institutions and funding bodies. Thus
only real power or capacity to influence policy decisions and
programming of Institutions have been withheld from the
Afro-caribbean/Asian Artist. The resulting consequence of overt and
subtle forms of this institution, racism, prejudices the position of
the Black Artist and marginalizing or alienating and contributions or
expressions of the artist.

6 In a multi-racial society there must be equal representation of all the
constituent members of that society. The Black Artist has been
rejected on an intellectual, historical and idealogical level. They

have been consciously and unconsciously alienated with minimum
opportunities for the advancement of their work and little %gggi%ﬂ$o
positions in management and positions within institutionssd

organizations controlling the deployment of resources. f GLC 4%
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Introduction

The position of the Art Institution and the development of a euro-centric
system of aesthetics classification.

In order to establish a critical perspective and diagnostic analysis of the
roles and structures of the Art Institutions of British Society it is
essential that there is a clear understanding of the historical context in
which they have developed and their responce and relationship towards the
presence and the work of Black Artist.

The historical relationship and influence of Western societies on Afro
caribbean/Asian cultures has been manifested in terms of colonalism and
cultural imperialism. This has resulted in the derivation of a system of
euro-centric aesthetic which has positioned Western art history in terms of a
superior and self-sustaining system of knowledge. This has its basis in the
influence of Greco-Roman forms and philosophies towards the development of a
'pure' system of form and beauty. There has been a historical regard for
that system of aesthetics as the absolute measure of the normative values, in
relation to Aesthetics.

The effect of colonalism and imperialism on Non-Western cultures has been one
of the suppression of the intellectual cultural and aesthetic values of these
cultures. There has been an alienation of the significance of these cultures
in their own right in contributing towards the evolution of the linear
continium of the progression of ideas.

The portrayal of a euro-centric cultural dominance has been presented in terms
of a 'world' view. This has been as a result of the social and intellectual
mobility and cross-fertilization of Western idealogical discourse on the
development for the criteria of the preservation of knowledge. A system of
classification was derived regarding 'International Art' as having its roots
and development in euro-centrism.

This system of classification for the criteria of the measurement of aesthetic
significance and contribution to the knowledge of a global perspective was
embedded into the social and political structures of western cultures by the
means of institutionalization and through colonalism injected into non-western
societies as the ideal form of aesthetic credability.

The subsequent significance of this system of classification on non-Western
cultures is that artistic and cultural expression were regarded as
‘primitive’', 'naive' or regarded as sensationalized exotica having no real
philosophical basis for their construction.

The importance of grasping the significance of this system of classification
by Western Society and its relationship to the development of the work of
Black Artist within a contempory context is essential for the analysis and
deconstruction of euro-centric aesthetic elitism. There was a political
significance in the development of such a system of classification in that it
justified and rationalized imperialist and colonist attitudes of the dominant
culture towards the oppressed. This attitude revealed the patronalization of
the dominant culture in relation to the rationalisation of its capitalistic
intentions. %@ﬁCK&Enw
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There is an important social significance for the Black Artist working in the
contemporary context of British Society. In that the work the Black Artist
produces is judged in relation to this system of euro-centric aesthetics and
thus classified as insignificant or misunderstood in relation to having any
real bearing on mainstream arts practices. There has emerged new forms of
classification for the pigeon-holding of the black artist such as 'ethnic' or
'multi-cultural' thus marginalizing the significance of the work of the Black
Artist. The Black Artist is continual being judged by this ideal of
euro-centrism, which is not their ideal but one which has been formulated out
of colonalistic oppression.

The Psycho-social implications of this classification are vast in regard to
the re-affirmation and justification of the dominant culture in maintaining
this system of superiority. It transcends mere symantics but the dominant
culture 'feels' that it is superior and is perfectly justified in acting the
way that it does. This racial and cultural superiority is infiltrated
throughout society and its institutions and absorbed into the very fabric of
society. In short it is racism.

The system has a dramatic affect on the Black Artist in regards to his/her
self-esteem, having no positive feedback, or response to their work in the
mainstream of British Art practise. There is an identity crisis which ensues
and the Black artist is literally forced to create his/her own space within
British society to develop their expressions of their creative consciousness.
This results in the development of artistic ghettoes.

It is necessary therefore for a radical intervention into the Art Institutions
of British Society. A dynamic response to the deconstruction of the
historical system of classification towards the position of the Black Artist
and a relocation of the Black Artist within positions of power and influence
within art institutions whereby they can influence and determine arts policies
and practices.

The British Society is a chief exponent of this development of euro-centric
system of aesthetic classification. These values have historically been built
upon a system of colonalistic oppression and barbarism of Africa/Asian,
Caribbean cultures. The dilemma of the British systems of art therefore is
that if there is going to be any realistic discourse fowards producing a
system of aesthetic values that truly represent a multi-racial society, there
must be a critical understanding of the historical development of its own art
history in relation to colonalism and how that has affected its own social
consciousness through the institutions of British society. There must also be
a deconstruction of these historical and institutional values and a critical
analysis of British Society respectively to the needs of a contemporary
multi-racial and equal society.

Objectives

It is the objective of this paper to identify, outline and discuss various
aspects relating to the evolution, construction and effective administration
of visual arts practice in relation to the Black community.

I[ts objective is that of an analysis of the policies and practices of
organizations and institutions, especially connected with the devg}gnm@n$~ nd
management of the 'Arts', and an inspection of their ideologies, oStructuralc,
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subsequently affect the deployment of funding and resources to their
constituent members vis a vis the Black Visual Artist.

Towards the formulation of a series of recommendations based on the
development of short and long term strategies and a framework within which
such a strategy can be effectively implemented.

The Emergence of the Black Visual Artist and the responce of Art Institutions.

| The recognition of the specific needs of the black community in
relation to the development of their creative, cultural and artistic
expressions is a relatively new phenomenon in British Society.

3 Historically the Black Artist has been alienated from the mainstream of
British art practice. There has been a miscomprehension of the aesthetic and
cultural idealogies of Afro/Caribbean/Asian communities and the relative
expressions of the creative consciousness of the Artists of these communities.

T The system of euro-centric aesthetics has historically been projected
as the criteria for aesthetic credibility and measure consequently the work of
the Black artist has been classified as 'primitive' and 'naive.

1.4 There is entrenched in the ideology of western culture a classification
as to the definition of the art of Black people. It is largely orientated in
their misperception of black people as craft producing cultures. Artistic
constructions in terms of painting and drawings were solely perceived in terms
of an evolution of western history. Thus institutions attitudes in terms of
provision for "ethnic" groups are justified in the form of the acquisition of
'craft objects' for preservation within British museums documenting the
<cultural history of Black people. Even these crafts never presented in terms
of the colonalist attitude of the oppressor and the oppressed, the thief and
the victim, but in terms of anthropological and archaeological exploration for
the preservation of primitive cultures.

1.5 There has been a rise in the consciousness of the historical and
political positions of the black community both in terms of
Asian/Afro-Caribbeans residing in Britain and British black people who have
developed through the social educational systems of British societies. This
has resulted in an articulation and revolutionary challenge to the suppression
of the role of the black artist within the context of British society.

1.6 With this new force within the black community articulating their needs
and challenging the structures which have been oppressing and maintaining the
oppression on the intellectual and artistic practises of the black community.
There is a rise in the challenges to the prevailing policies within
organisations and administration of the Arts of the British Society. This
change in attitude and perspective is a part of a new social and political
change and has become a vital spark for the content of the work of many Black
Artists.

Cross fertilization of the work of the Black Visual Artist and the political
climate was essential to legitimize and give an impetus to their work.

1.7 There has been over the years a development of social 1n3$f%ﬁ% dﬂ?&b
representing the needs of Black & Ethnic communities, i.e.,
Commonwealth Institute, but these institutions have been farb“Fro LCng
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any wholistic appraisal of their institutional attitudes towards their own
conditioned values of racism.

There has been support from Art-Institutional bodies but this has been nominal
support in terms of grants to black and ethnic organizations with little
back-up or monitoring, this has further served to ghettoize the work of the
Black Visual Artist rather than develop any strategic implementation of a
Black Visual Arts policy at all levels of their organisation practices.

The Political Context

241 An essential factor for consider in regard to the administration of the
Arts vis a vis Black Visual Arts, is the political context within which
organisations and institutions determine and govern their policies and
regulate their programmes and resources.

2.2 Institutions are governed by policies which were developed in relation
to social politics or governing institutional politics. As these politics
affect every area of our lives it can be seen that the relevance of those
political decisions have a bearing upon the development of the work of the
Black Visual Artist. This can be seen in the effect of Thatcherism in
relation to the cuts of local councils and how that inevitably affects the
position of the black community which is often disadvantaged. The element of
power is essential to the construction and implementation and evaluation of
policies, thus the political opinions of individuals in power shape the
development of Black Visual Arts.

There is an absence of any black voice in parliamentary decision making
processes, and relatively few black councillors. Therefore there is no
effective representations of the needs of the Black Community and their
artistic expressions.

2 .53 There is limited reprisal of the Black Visual Artist in terms of Trade
Union representation. There has been a long historical absence of adequate
Union representation in the visual arts field. This further compounds the
problems of the Black Visual Artist in realizing their needs and achieving
positive action.

2.4 In regard to the decision making personalities of the political
machinery, the fact of classism is central and there results polarization of
class values and attitudes. A system of white male middle class values is
imposed upon social values.

The element of the imposition of class values upon the classification of what
is "the acceptable aesthetic" forms the basis for traditional art institutions.

2.5 The inter-linking of international western influences on the position
and attitude of the Black Artist is important as the position of the Black
Artist even though present in British Society have historical and cultural
international Tlinks.

2.6 The power of silencing the artist through means of censorship is a
result of institutional and political control and power, and its rq}@;gg;on 15
crucial to the context of the work of the Black Artist. As thecﬁb%lo—eco
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and politic basis to the work of the Black Artist is essentially political and
the artist is immersed in a race/class struggle.

The redefining of "Ethnic Arts"

344 The ideology of multi-culturalism is intrinsically linked with the
inappropriate-administration of the needs of the black artist. The prevailing
attitude as outlined in the Arts Council's document 'The Glory of the Garden',
its strategy for the development of arts in Britain for the next 10 years,
states that Britain is now becoming a multi-cultural society and thus the
needs of these cultures must be serviced. This attitude epitomises the
concept of white administrators in relation to the needs of the Black Artist.
In spite of their 'goodwill' one must realize that the central issue goes far
deeper than that of "shuffling the cards in the deck" but to "who is holding
the pack".

3l The situation concerning the Black Artist transcends that of a
multi-cultural exercise and must be seen within the context of deconstructing
the essential base of the values system of western society. Indeed the very
nature of the development of the multi-cultural discourse is based on
individuals who are the product of an institutionalized society whose attitude
towards black peoples is racist. This racism and social conditioning is
reinforced by the educational system and social institutions to formulate the
western "concept" of "ethnic minorities". Thus in order for there to be a
constructive identification of true 'multi-cuituralism' an anti-racist
principle must first be identified and racism eroded from individuals,
institutions and society. As one can see this is a complex issue of
interrelating networks which combine many philosophical, political and social
aspects and would take much time. But the work must start with Western
imperialistic society deconstructing their own racism and value laden system
and the mechanics which perpetuate that system i.e. politics, media,
education, legal, social institutions.

3.3 Following on from this argument is an analysis of the term of "Ethnic
Arts". This itself is entrenched within a fundamental political discourse.
Essentially the classification of "ethnicity" is one given to that of a multi
or cross culturism yet when identifying racism to identify the specific
classification and needs of the Black Arts and the needs of the Black Visual
Artist that is (Afro-caribbean, Asian) we must address ourselves specifically
to the nature of racism being a result of western imperialism thus the term
ethnic is not relative to the social political struggle of the Black Arts.

3.4 In essence when we address ourselves to the classification of ethnic
groups the context becomes cultural for there are many ethnic groups in
society. The precise administrative strategy thus becomes one of provision
for the cultural needs of the various ethnic groups in British Society
inclusive of the British people and priorities are appropriated towards the
dominant culture. This attitude totally undermines the historical
relationship of those groups, and both the colonalist power relationship of
the British cultural system and also the intrinsic racist attitudes which are
ingrained with the British system as a result of the conditioning effect of
institutionalism.

It is essential therefore to see that the racial prejudice of white people
combined with the power relationship of institutions combine to foentd “System
of a classification which maintains their position of power "Etffnic Art". f@>
: %;
Q
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order to deconstruct this systematic linguistical classification one must
firstly realize the difference in definition of what is "Ethnic Art" and the
Art of Black peoples. Ethnic Art infers a multi-cultural stance not
challenging the intrinsic racist attitudes which prevail in British Society.
The work of Black Artists, essentially and politically determine a
differentiation between White "ethnic" groups and Black groups. The stance
for the generation of a strategic implementation of policies to cater for the
needs of the Black Arts must be the implementation of Anti-Racist measures to
deconstruct the prevailing individual prejudice and institutional racism and
the placement of Black peoples in positions of power for the constructive of a
vibrant, relative and dynamic Arts programme for Black people.

3.5 It must be recognized however that the savagery of British colonialism
has affected other cultures. The needs of the communities and artist must be
provided for, but the essential relationships of the power relationship of
these cultures is complex in terms of racial prejudice but should not be
confused with the position of Asian and Afro-Caribbean cultures, Black Artists,

3.6 The idea of ethnicity can perhaps can be highlighted in the mounting of
an exhibition by the Arts Council of the Art and culture of the 'Red Indians'
at the Hayward gallery, which was seen as a cultural and anthropological
exercise without recognition of the affects of colonialism and racism upon
this culture. This was true also in a more sophisticated sense with the
exhibition of Indian Art. Yet there has been no attempt to trace, either on a
cultural or artistic basis, the art and culture of Afro-caribbean, Asian
peoples and the contemporary context of that work as to its affect on
contemporary artists working within the British Society.

The Nature of Institutionalism

4.1 In order to grasp the complexity of the situation facing the black
artist within the context of a racist society, it must be recognised that the
British infrastructure is implicitly racist. The decision-making function and
balance of power in relation to classism - socio-economic networks are
entrenched in racist attitudes.

4.2 Research has shown that 91% of British people admit that there is
racial prejudice. It has been shown that individuals pick up racist attitudes
at an early age. This happens as a result of social-conditioning through the
various institutions shaping the life styles of British society.

4.5 The racism sexism which exists in society and the power classification
existing in institutions dictate and appropriate according to the
institutions' racist values as to 'who gets what'.

4.6 So we have two essential factors to contend with.

1) Whose making the decisions and on behalf of whom.

(2) The result of those decisions - who gets what.
It is therefore obvious in order to tackle racism which exists in Art
institutions and funding bodies one must break into this spiral of acquisition
and distribution and challenge the value system on which these allo&g&tggg are

made and the underlying support structures. These are the very Qﬁ%ments W q@
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attitudes and practices in society. There are fewer black Art Administration
functions of power or mechanisms within Art institutions where the Visual
Artist

Thus whether it be in education or governmental institutions, values are
passed on to their constituents and discrimination against the work of the
Black Artist.

Power and Control

4.7 An element which must be addressed in the destruction of the prevailing
institution is the aspect of control. This is linked to the issues of
political power and embodied in the attitudes of the major culture.

The essential situation is that it has always been profitable for the power
structure to maintain power and control. Relinquishing power admits to years
of colonial oppression. There would be backlash of guilt which would be
difficult for the dominant culture to reconcile, and remuneration of the
plunging of the Afro-caribbean/Asian culture would be immense.

4.8 Thus there must be continued revolutionary challenge from the Black
community in response to white oppression. This is the very essence of Black
Art. It draws its vibrancy from the political struggle of black people in
society.

4.9 The element of accountability for the misuse of power within
institutions needs special attention in relation to the development of the
work of the Black Visual Artist. i

The process of effective monitoring has not been adequately given attention to
in the past both in terms of effective infrastructural research in relation to
the implementation of the equal opportunity policy and also effective ethnic
monitoring in relation to - i.e., recruitment and training or the intake of

black students to higher education institutions.

Funding Black Visual Arts

Bl The Arts Council and other major institution assess their applications
for funding by Panels as power imbalance in terms of who is making the
decisions. There are few black individuals on Assessment panels. Thus Black
Artists are discriminated against.

6.2 There are many statutory bodies who receive perpetual funding from
funding bodies 1ike i.e., Royal Opera, the Arts Council. Those groups, for
instance, the National Theatre, have few black individuals, so a large
proportion of funding is eliminated from the Black Artist. There are very few
Black organizations who receive such regular funding indeed the ones which do
receive nominal grants are threatened by the cuts in spending, i.e., Steel and
Skin, Tara Arts, Black Art Galleries.

6.3 Business and alternative sponsorship is poor coming to Black Artists.
The investment value and promotion of the work of the Black Artist is

CK &
understated. e BP0 E Ty,
%5 <

%
@LC
385/0623m/PH(33

Working for London

hive.parmindervir

L

Parm ’)709
4

Lo



6.4 The difficulty of being a professional artist not having regular
sources of income means the work of the Black Artist is often time restricted
to evenings and weekends. Thus the activity of work is restricted. This is
more particular for black people as they are discriminated against in the
employment field.

6.5 There is a complete miscomprehension about the production and
presentation of the work of Black Visual Artists. Funding received by the
small network of galleries who do show the work of Black Artists does not give
adequate promotion and documentation to their work. So very few catalogues,
posters, prints, etc. of their work are produced.

6.6 In dealing with this area many black artists and Art institutions find
themselves in a dilemma when it comes to generating, maintaining and
distributing funds. The argument is often used that in regards to funds that
the problems encountered are the same for the white artist but there are
general factors that affect the position of the Black Artist in relation to
generate funding.

6.7 Historically it can be seen that the Black Artist has been a result of
prejudice in that there are very few artists who have been given grants, or
specific black art institutions developed, i.e., Black galleries, archives,
collections, exhibitions.

6.8 There is a lack of information to the artists. Information is often
times sent to white organisations and there is little access to that
information. Information is geared principally towards accommodating white
artists/institutions. There is often a failure both to print information in
other languages yet the Art Council for instance claims that it is making
special efforts to cater for the needs of a multi-cultural society.

There is also a misunderstanding in terms of the processing of information
received from black artists particularly in interpreting different languages
and the intentions of these cultures in relation to producing their work.

6.9 In terms of application for funds from funding bodies many black
artists as a result of the socio-economic spiral in which he/she finds
themselves may find it difficult to meet criteria of funding bodies in
relation to necessary administrative skills, working out budgets and other
technical information. There is little provision for artists to acquire this
type of information.

There are few opportunities hereby the Black Artist can get information about
artistic management, presentation and distribution of their work.

There are a few Artist's Agents who will take on black artists and understand
their requirements.

Funding Institutions

7.0 It is extremely difficult to ascertain facts relating to actual
spending on Black Visual Arts from the major funding bodies, i.e., ACGB, GLAA,
GLC. There does seem to be amounts allocated for the provision of Ethnic Arts
which is generally a small proportion of a general AAS budget. The Ethnic
Arts budget is allocated to groups selected to meeting various criteria of
institutions. Most institutions over the years have concentrate%thcewswV

47

Parm; ’70'@
/

981-1986

Working for London

archive.parmindervir.com

Gh@pu@)

JAIND



budgets on the other arts disciplines, ie, Dance, Theatre, Film, Music. When
it comes to accessing quantities spent on Black Visual Arts which historically
has formed the basis for these other disciplines and in. terms of regenerating
creative impetus is essential to maintain, they get very little funding. The
main funding given to the Black Visual Arts is in the area of Crafts.
Unfortunately once again, we see the perpetuation of neo-colonalistic values
in terms of defining Black Visual Arts.

7% There is virtually no philosophy policies, monitor, and evolution
processes, which has been derived for the construction of a financial support
programme for the Black Visual Artist. As is also missing any constructive
strategic framework for the implementation of such a programme.

A Critic of Art Institutions in Relation to the
Work of Black Visual Artists

The Arts Council

8.0 In 1984 Sir William Ress-Mogg, Chairman of ACGB, in his appraisal of
the Keynesian approach to the development of Arts in Britain, gave praise to
the fundamental approach of decentralisation and meeting the needs of the
artist in all Tevels of society. Unfortunately the very structures which are
advocated for the restructuring of the arts take no account of Black visual
Artist and only serve to reinforce the institutionalised values of the Arts
Council in regard to the Black Artist.

8.1 The Arts Council, in identifying its list of criteria for funding
assessment, stated that 'the employment and other opportunities extended to
members of ethnic minority groups'. Yet inspection of the Council, itself, in
regard to its implementation of a equal opportunities policies, falls far
short from this. This attitude is reflected in the Region Arts Association
with very few of them having any Black visual arts policy.

8.2 The Council continues to support major galleries and institutions who
in relation to their giving any representation to Black Artist is minimal.

8.3 In terms of implementing measures of retraining staff in relation to
challenging its own institutionalised racist practises, very little has been
done.

8.4 There exists no Black Visual Arts programme within the Council itself
and in relation to the various disciplines there is very little representation
of Black Visual Arts.

8.5 The Arts Council itself is cutting finances to mainstream galleries who
have provided an output for Black Artists in the past.

8.6 The Art Council links with major educational institutions. Again its
attitude towards the construction of a Black Visual Arts programme would have
considerable influence upon the educational system. :

The GLC

9.0 Although the GLC has done much to remedy its own respons1btiﬁ¢M£§nﬂn
relation to the creating and perpetuat1ng of institutionalised «dcist
attitudes it has still a long way to go in developing a cohesﬁ/eGLt?@K
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9.1 - The GLC is the only leading council to have developed race relations
work in relation to tackling racism in the arts. However, it has only been
since 1985 that the Ethnic Arts Sub-Committee has been in operation and from
1985 the Ethnic Arts Officer has been appointed. Prior to this the input of
the Ethnic Arts Sub-Committee in relation to the Council's general arts policy
was monitored from the Ethnic Minorities Unit. Again compartmentalizing,
categorising, polarisation of Black and Ethnic Arts as a separate entity
rather than an inspection of the total Arts programme from the Council and an
implementation of the race dimension.

9.2 The GLC has given very little support to the Black Visual Artist in
their own right but has sort to include them in various festivals and stalls
in their Arts and Recreation Programme. This does not do much for the image,
importance and prestige of the Black Visual Artist while white artists enjoy a
totally different treatment.

9.3 There has been a categorisation of the work of the Black Visual Artist
with the work of Craft again preservating the western colonist tradition that
the expression of the Black Artist is only within the culture of craft.

9.4 There has been a concentration and deployment of funding to other
disciplines, e.g., films, music, theatre, dance, but the Black Visual Arts has
had nominal support in terms of development.

9.5 There has been support for galleries which although have had there
contributions without adequate understanding of their contributions to Black
Visual Arts and constructive monitoring could militate against the advancement
of Black Visual Arts in the creation of a black gallery ghettoisation. There
has been lTittle manifestation of the GLC's plans to show Black Artist at there
mainstream galleries and institutions.

GLAA and Other Funding Bodies

10.0 Many of the criticism which relates to the major art institutions appiy
in the cases of smaller, provincial, or localised institutional bodies. There
are little or no funds which are appropriated towards the development of the
work of Black and Ethnic Artists.

10.1 There are certain local councils within with a high populous of black
and ethnic minorities but 1ittle provision for the needs of the Black Visual
Artist. Some councils cater for the festivals of ethnic communities but
rather address themselves to redressing of their own policies to implementing
ethnic arts programmes.

10.2 Certain local councils, namely Woolwich, Camden, Hammersmith and
Fulham, Lambeth and others have supported galleries within their areas. These
galleries from time to time provide a venue for showing the work of black
artists but with the effects of Thatcherism. Many of these galleries will
suffer from lack of funding thus affecting the opportunities for the Black
Visual Artist.

10.3 There has been a long tradition of the collection of art within the

British culture. Indeed from the plunder of the commonwealth and the savagery

of colonialism vast artifacts were stolen from countries. Art gallegggs and
gek ETry,
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museums are a preservation and monument of the barbarism of the British
cultures. There is a lengthy historical and philosophical discourse which one
could expound but within the context of this paper this is limited.

10.4 It can be understood that if the very essence of these institutions are
built upon colonalist the assessment to the Black Visual Artist will be
limited. Many of the mainstream galleries make little or no provision for the
work of the Black Visual Artist.

Public Galleries

11.0 The Tate, National, National Portrait, the Royal Academy, and even more
contemporary galleries, e.g., the Hayward and Serpentine, have done little in
terms of analysing their own policies in regard to the inclusion of the work
of the Black Visual Artist in a British or international context.

11.1  The major exhibition of the Art of India, when shown by the major
galleries failed to incorporate sufficiently the expertise of Black Visual
Artist, thus the perspective of work shown was that correlated by white art
historians and administrators.

11.2 Even more contemporary galleries like the ICA, or Riverside Studios
still fail to encourage or incorporate the work of Black Visual Artist in any
such significance as a more indigenous artist. There is a lack of
understanding of any philosophical and ideological context in which Black Art
has evolved and should be presented. One would think such a task would be a
challenge for such galleries whose philosophy and politics are based on
challenging the very traditions which classify modern art practises.

Black Galleries

12.0 There have in recent years been the development of galleries
specifically designated to the exhibition and formation of the work of the
Black Artist. They have encountered many problems in terms of generating
finance.

12.1  Many of these galleries have arisen out of a political context and
unfortunately artistic criteria has not been fully developed in relation to
the needs of the Black Artist.

¥2 52 [t would be the opinion of many white institutions that, now there are
Black Galleries, these will serve the needs of Black Artist. This only serves
to produce a ghettoisation of the work of the Black artist and there is little
or no challenge in terms of incorporating Black Artists within the mainstream
of the British society.

12.3 In the creation of Black Art Galleries there is the danger of
polarisation of Afro-Caribbean and Asian artists. There is a lack of
understanding from administrators of the political and racial context of the
nature of the philosophical and historical basis of the struggle of the work
of Asian and Afro-Caribbean artists.

12.4 There has been the development of a major Black Artist centre by the
GLC and Camden Council at the Roundhouse. There are many concerg@@$ﬁK§§Wq¢1on
to the development of such major institutions and its succe551w@ service to€g
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Training

13.0 One of the major areas in relation to the effective administration of
the work of the Black Visual Artist is that of training. It has been

recognised by the Minority Arts Advisory Service as a priority and they have
established an access course at PLC for individuals desiring to have a wider

knowledge of this area.

13.2 There does, however, need to be a great emphasis placed on the
development of resources for training. Funding bodies should seek to
encourage detailed research of the management of the needs of the Black Visual

Artist.

13.3 As local councils adopt a great apprehension of the needs of Black
Artist there will be a need to effectively administrate these needs. In the
past the administration of Ethnic Minorities arts has been by white
administrators having Tittle knowledge of the context of the work of the Black

Artist.

13.4 There also needs to be retraining for those Blacks within positions of
administration but have not the adequate artistic knowledge and appreciation
of the needs of the Black Visual Art. There is often a lack of the ability to

articulate the needs of the
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ART EDUCATION IN BRITAIN TODAY

What is Art Education?

Art education in Britain today is provided, regulated and controlled
through formal and mostly publicly funded art education institutions
in the forms of art schools, university departments, polytechniques,
etc. Most of these art teaching centres were set up in the last
century to institutionalise crafts and fine art education as well as
industrial design through governmental control and administration;
which in turn thus alsc provided models and resources for the fine

art ecducation in the coloniese.

The basie purpose of art education was and is to teach basic drawing,
industrial drawing and design, skills in various fine art techniques
and crafts, related essentially to painting, sculpture, pottery,
ceramics, print making, etc. depending upon the nature and scope of

a particular institution.

Recently, the teaching of mixed media works, photography, video and
films, performances, environmental studies, etc. has become important

part of contemporary art education.

The teaching of skills and techniques is necessarily accompanied by
information of their developments through various historical periods,
including the present time, and thus rationalising their historical
importance and continuity as well as their validity to contemporary

practices and developments.

The skills and techniques are not taught in some abstract manner, but
they are always referred to the actual works of art or crafts, which
helps the students to explore the material and aesthetic relationship

of the skills and techniques to actual work of arte

The teaching of theory is essential part of art education, which
provides a critical framework to analyse, understand and appreciate
work of art; and which also provides the students 1o develop theoritical

frameworks for their oun workse

The consciousness of history plays aa important role in the productive
and creative forces of human beings, and the unboroken continuity in
the historical developments provides contemporary contextse.

The teaching of history of art, which gives information of the past
tuman achievements, is essential 1o contemporary consclousness in art

teaching and practices.

The dicipline of art history provides philosophical and ideological
rationalisation of the information provided by history of art, and
thus turns this information into significant knowledge and gives it

a validity in the contemporary contexts.
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The teaching of history of art and art history plays an extremely
important role in the development of the creative potential of the
student as a future artist, by providing a dynamic and context for his
or her work in the continuity of historical developments uptill today.

In other words, the purpose c¢f art education is to teach basic and .
essential skills, provide material, historical and philosophical
frameworks, their explanations and rationalisations, and thus prepare
the students for prefessional careers as artists, teachers, art critics
and historians, designers, print makers, etc. in the contemporary world

Sources of Art Educatiocn

The tasic source of art education are the skills and. techniques
develcped in the West as part of the development of art in Europe. The
basic drawing classec still emphasise things such as light & shade,
naturalism, perspective, assymetiric ccamposition, etc. which are
essentially part of Burogrean tradition and sensibility.

The emgpasis on life drawing, useful though it suy be, has its origin
in Zuropean traditions. The concept of Jrawing, or the ablity to draw
naturally, as the basis of gocd painting or sculpture is again alien
to many non-Zuropean cultures.

The basic source ma*erial, bLoth in terms cof examples of actual works
of art as well as theoritical information, is history of Western art.

When other scurce materials from other cultureas are sometlmes used,
they are treated marginelly. And their historical development and

significance is never fully explained.

The works of art as a cource rmaterial are botn traditional and
contemporary. But whenever ncn-Burozean works are used taey are alwavs

traditional.

Most histories of art include art froxz all the cultures from all over
the world, and in all cases the achievemnts of ncn-Zurcpean cultures

are treated as part of past traditions.

Zren those histories which sympathetically treat non-European cultures,
such as the recent book 4 World Eistéry of Art by Fugh Honour and John

Fleming - which won the Mitchzll Prize, the mest prestigious award in

the field of art history, do not include in them anything from none
Zuropean cultures when it comes to 20th century. The obvious implication
is that these culitures have prcdiuced no significant work in moderhn

timese.

the most importaat sour%ﬁ'material
\ACK &
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40T CT vemmoratry art elication, which gives the stulent a contamporar;
context and identity icr his or her own work; aad whicn aiso sirovides
a historical continuily as the contemporary art is part =f the

continuity of art in the West over the last 500 years cr SO.
20th century phase of this hietorical continuity is supposed to provide
the modern context for the contemporary developments of non-European

- This has allowed the contemporary European/whif

art and culture as well.
artist to appropriate other cultures, but no ncn-European artist has

found a place in this historical developaent.

The knowledge of contemdorary a~t works is provided by modern museums,
public galleries, Jhich nouse permanent collections as well as oragnise
regular exhibitions, and which also produce regular publications in the
form of books, catalogues etc. The exhibitions in private art galleries,
accompanied by glossy publications, also pride an essential source of

contemporary art xnowledge.

This knowledge is given validity and legitimisation by art critics

and art histerians who provide anylytical and theoritical framework to
jt. These art critics and art historians oiten teach.in art education
jnstitutions, and thus their views-become part of the important .

apparatue of the contemporary art education.

~tists often make regular visits 1o

s play an important role in art

who are exclwivily white and Eurcpeans
tutions as teachers, lecturers,

In addition, living contemporary a
art education institutions and thu
education. Many of these artists,
have important positions in these insti
professors, etce | 'uaade

Without exceptions, the head of the departments are thus obvicusly wnite
and Buropeans, who establish and control the teaching syllabus.

Regular conferences and seminars are often held, locally within the
institutions, nationally as well as jnternationally, to discums.
theoritical issues related to social, historical and aesthetic matters,
which provide an essential plateform to debate the controversal matters
as well as to disentangle and resolve difficult and complex issues. Thes:
conferences and seminars are important part of the contemporary art
scene and education, wnich also allow students, teachers, artists to

debate the matters openly and publicly.

Exhibitions, cenferences and geminars are often, if not always, reviewed
in art magazines and the important material from them is published in
book forms. 411 this become an important source material for art

education.

Art Education for Whom?

The basis on which the whole structure of art education is built is
both ethnocentric and Eurocentric. That is, the teaching of the basic
skills and pechniques is related to Buropean traditions in art. And the
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e pwraves- TmS teaching is the recognition of the
.mistory of Western art and its supremacy on the art of other cultures,

both traditional and contemporary.

'This supremacy is not based oan any emperical evicdence or the understandi
of other cultures by the West, but this position is ideologically
constructed in order to give the West historically advance position. The
philosophy which underpins this position is the rationalisation of the
cultural differences of other races and their 'backwardness'. In other
words, racism is important part of this ideological construut.

This position is maintained today by the monopoly of contemporary art
by Buropean/white artists, nstionally and internationally, and which has
a direct beaing on the nature of art education today.

The most important part of art education today is the provisiocn of
contemporary art knowledge in terms of the knowledge of recognised
artists, particularly those who are still living. Since no .black artist
is recognised in Britain, this knowledge is exclusively of white artists

Furthermore, there are no black art teachers (ignoring very few exceptio
This is also to do with the ignorance of the history of black artists

in Britain. Many recpgnised and established artists also teach and this
helps students to keep in touch with contemporary art scene as well as
latest developments. Listening and talking to the practicing artists
provide an important understanding of their work, and this unders%anding
is important part of the process of the student's identity.

The teaching of art history is confined mainly to the history of art in
the West, including modernfcontemporary periods. And when other historie
or cultures are dealt with they are always dealt with marginally.

The teaching of such an art history can be ghattering for black art
students. The effect of such a teaching can%ﬁescribed by what happened
to a Pakistani artist who was a postgraduate student at the Slade School
of Art (Univeemsity College) in 1956. At that time Prof. Gombrich taught
art history there, based on his famous book The Story of Art, and when
he came to a chapter on Islamic art he finished the whole thing in five
minutes. Such a dismissing treatement of almost one thousand years of
Islamic art had a shattering effect on Shemza, who still lives in Britan
that he went home and destroyed all his work. (Shemza is one of the N
founding members of the movement of modern art in Pakistan).

The example of Shemza is not unique. Almost every black art student
confronts such a situation everyday in the British art institutionse. Ther
are many exmamples of black art students droping out, either from
particular classes or from the education system altogether. Identity . .
crises are quite common amongst young generation of black art students.
The blame for this is often put on the students: they are lazy; their
social and cultural backgrounds sre different; thelr 'inherent'! inability

to cope with the modern/contemporary situations.

fact is that the present art
t; d its whitecartists. It
VasadidtaiviiieamEy
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is totally inedequete in terms of the needs of a multi-cultural and
rulti-racial equal society. The skills, the techniques, theoritical
texts, historical knowledge, all are exclusively based on the concept

of history cf art which gives Western art traditions supremacy on other
cultural traditimns, so much so that Western artists today see it their
vistorical right to monopolise contemporary art practices. Naturally,
the perpetuetion of this kind of perception and its incorporation in the
art education marginalises the role of black art student and thus take
away his or her confidence to become a professional artist. or/and a

teacher.

In fact we have enough evidence to show that the present art education

' system is extremely harmful to the develcpment of the creative potential
of all those who are not white. It ks not uncommon for black art student
to suffer alienation and identity crises as they constantly face values
which by implication relegate them to inferior or marginal positionse.
Many white students, on the other hand, develop ar exalted view of
themselves as they begin to see their own dominant roles in the contempo:

worlde

Consequently, there is a 1%k of interest among yourg blacks to go into

visual arts, as there is no successful black artist in Britain to inspir
them and give them confidence to struggle for their position as artists

in the contemporary world. Moreover, what is actually available to them,
from both art world as well as art education, has little to do with

their own experience and view of the worlde.

The examples of successful artists, both dead and living, play an
important role in the contemporary art education, which provides the art

student with his or her identity as well as hope for the successful
future. No such examples are available to the black art student.

ALTERNATIVES .

Art education in Britain today has remained unchanged since its colonial

times when its cultural institutions were very much part of its
imperialist world outlook. This outlook is still being perpetuated, thoug
perhaps unconsciously and sometimes ott of ignorance. Art teaching even

today at every level remains geared, as I have said before, to the
. production and provision of skills and knowledge useful only to the idea

of this society maintaining the centrality of its monolithic white or
Eurocentric cultare indefinitely.

However, it is teing now recognised 1a some quarters that the present art
education is not adequate in terms of the needs of a2 multi-cultural and
rmlti-racial society, and alternatives are being suggested to impreve

the situation.

The most common suggestion is the uge of artefacts from other cultures,
particularly of African and 4sian traditions. This c@n and will improve
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vus aunwspnere of art education institutions, in favour of those who
are not white. X can also change the conscioucness of white art students
in terms of broadening their horizons.

Zut the mere introductiocn of these 'artefacis' will not change the basic
structure of Eurocentric art education, as they will certainiy be put,
in the present circumstances, to marginal uses without affecting the

mainstream teaching.

I have deliberately used the word 'artefacts' rather than art works,
because that is hcw they are being referred to and are being labbelled
as 'ethnographic material'. The use of this material in art schools and
olleges, as being suggested by ILEZA and the CRE, for example, will
only lead to the exoticisaticn of the atmosphere of these institutions.
The very concept which calls the material from Afro/Asian cultures as

'ethnographic! is questionable.

The present educational system is based on the division between art
historical material (found in modern museums) and ethnograrhic material .
(found in anthropoldgical museuwns, such as Britcih Museum) and this
division is maintained Ly radially based ideas in Western philosophy
since the Renaisaance, and which detrmines the advance 2nd civilising
position of Western ari while she art of other cultures are given
cositions in the pact and fixed traditions. If we really want tc change
the present situation in the interest of a multi-rackal equal sociletly,
then the basic concept that determines advance and backward positions
in art and cultural practices nust te questioned and challenged first;
tecause this basic concept is very much part of the prevailing art
education system.

In the light of the fact that ILZ4 and CREZ rave yet no rolicy akout

the contemporary art practices among black people azd their importance
to art educaticn, we do not find it surprising that they should put so
much emphasis on the use of 'ethnographic material'e. actaually it fits
well in their perception of so-called 'ethnic minority arts! which is
based on the presumed difference between mainstream ailture (which
again is presumed to be Western) and the aris of so=-called 'ethnic
minorities! (which again are presumed to be of traditional nature).

against the impcrtance and usefulness of cul tures
of 3fro/Asian traditisns in this country. They are part ol this society
and they aust play their roles in the developments of this society into

a mlti-cultural sccievy. The important guestion here is about the way

we are zoing to achieve this zoale. Can w2 2chieve this goal without
sroviding a contemporary context or contexts to these cultures?

The argument here is not

1

)
~

anti-racisz is one such context, but how are these cultureal traditions
going to question the razism in art and art sducation? By their mere
nresence? They have teen present in the West for centuries, and how

did they gquestion the =2zism? Cn ihe coatrary, they have been used through
anthropsldgical studies to maintain their historically®marginal’ and
hoackward! positions.
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The fundamental question here is inu {act about the position of 4Afro/ksia
(ie black) people in this country, in this contemcorary society. This

is important because this has direct implication to the nature and state
of art education in Britain today. The creative ability of black people
in this country is not determined by their cultural traditions but by
their contemporary eanvironment; and the proof of this is the achievemnt
of black artists in contemporary developments in Sritain.

This achievemeat is not teing recognised and is not being allowed to
enter into the art education system, because this will shatter the whole
myth of the intellectual superiority of the white man, the modern genius
It i# okay to have some 'ethnographic material' around art colleges,

but can you imagine black artists rinning the art departments on the bas
of their achivements in contemporary contexts?

The basic issue here is therefore to question those ideas and attitudes,
the structures, which have denied the black artist the recognition of
his/her achievement in contemporary art developmenis; and which have
thus prevented the contemporary ideas produce! by the black artists in
this society into its educational systexz.

RECOMMENDA TIONS

We are here concerned with contemporary art education, and any questiondl
and improvement to its prevailing system zust be carried out from and
within contemporary contexts. In the light of the present priorities of
a developing multi-cultural and multi-racial society, this education mus:
be based on the recognition of all cultural traditions placed equally

in realtion to each other and within historical contexts.

Racism is part of the Eurocentiricity of contemporary/modern art and art
education, and this must be questioned and in fact rejected in the
interest of a true and an equal multiracipl society.

The exclusion of the black artist from the maisntream modern art is due
to its basic contradition: it calims its univerzal humanism in terms of
providing contexts for progress and freedom for all people and yet it
maintains the monopoly and supremacy of white male artist within it. In
other words, the Eurocentric ideology of modern/contemporary art will
find it difficult to give equal recognition to the black artist. It is
therefore our task as black artists and teachers to challenge the
Eurocentric ideology of modern/contemporary art.
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Tris challenge can only Le mounted by providing evidence of the
achicvement of black artists in contemporary Jevelopments. The history
sf the contrituticn of blaeck artists to contemporary art in Britain

ust therefore be recognised and made part of multi-racial art education
system immediately.

3]

2lack artists themselves must be given the task of providing this -
contempcrary material and disseminating it, which will improve the whole
basis of contemporary art educaticn. This will benefit both black and
white art students, not only in the sense of the provision of more
knowledge but the idesswhich will necessarily challenge racially based

jdeas in the present art educationsystem.

The contemporary nature of this knowledge will provide a common context
and identity for both white and black art sztudents. This will not only
provide a solution to the problem of identity crises among black art
students but also help white art student to get rid of his or he

presumed dominant position in the societye.

Of course, the forms and values of Afro/Asian traditions will be part of
this new education, but they will not be treated as part of 'ethnographi
material'. Their roles in contemporary contexts will be fully recognised
and as part of contemporary art practices. They will form part of common

source naterial in the new system.

In order to achieve the above goals we would require black art. teazshers.
There is no other way we can bring confidence and pride to black art

students, which constitute Aminority in the whole system.

There are not many black artists or teachers who are aware of the whole
history of black artists in Britain. We will have to establish special
courses and training schemes for this purpose of teaching this history

to them first.

Art education institutions must be made aware of this whole problem,

and they should be asked to make necessary changes to incorporate/integr
contemporary material from black artists in their new curriculums. For
this purpose they must take up black art teacherse.

We would require books atout the work of black artists, which give not
only information but also proper historical and critical analysae, in
the light of their place in the postwar contemporary developments.

We reed new art histories which will give us our own intrepretaion of
of the world ard its various cultutes. So far, most of the analysis
which is available to ue about the history of Afro/Asian arts is writter
by European art historians, who not only lacked full understanding bdt
their interpretation was biased by the typical European perceptaocn about

other culturecs.

Our task is to deconstruct the whole human history written by the West
before we find our rightful place in it. This must be the function of =ai

education in a multi-racial society.
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THERE HAVE ALWAYS BEEN GREAT BLACK WOMEN ARTISTS!

"Our credibility as autonomous beings and thinkers in the
white-male-run intellectual establishment is constantly in
question and rises and falls in direct proportion to the degree to
which we continue to act and think like our Black female selves,
rejecting the modes of bankrupt white-male western thought."

Although this quote refers to black women intellectuals, it can equally be
used to highlight the problems we face when trying to establish the very
existence of black women's art, and a strong social and political base from
which to develop our study of it. Firstly, we have to struggle to establish
our existence, let alone our credibility, as autonomous beings, in the art
world. Secondly, we can only retain that credibility and survive as artists
if we become fully conscious of ourselves lest we become demoralised or
weakened by the social, economic and political constraints which the
white-male art establishment imposes and will continue to impose on us.

This paper, then, is saying black women artists are here, we exist and we
exist possitively, despite the racial, sexual and class oppressions which we
suffer. Firstly, however, we must consider in more detail the way in which
these oppressions have operating in a wider context - not just in the art
world, but also in the struggles for black and female liberation. This is
because, as Barbara Smith says of our struggle for intellectual and artistic
recognition in general, "the politics of black women's studies are
inextricably linked to the politics of black women's lives". Indeed, the
emergence of black women artists in Britain can be directly traced to the two
political movements already mentioned, plus a third, the more recent Black
women's Movement. As Parita Drivedi point out,

"In relation to political work in Britain Black women have always
carrie don in the traditions of resistance and struggle against
our oppressions as black women workers and as black people."

It is true to say that although black women have been the staunchest allies of
black men and white women in the struggle against the oppressions we all face
at the hands of the capitalist and patriarchal system, we have hardly ever
received either the support we need or recognition of our pivotal role in this
struggle.

In relation to black men, to is as though, having taken our support for
granted for so long, our brothers harbour a fear of the possibility of us
organising around our own needs and confronting them with their habitually
sexist ways of interacting with and oppressing us. We have been accused of
"dividing" the Black struggle by raining feminism as an issue. We are asked
to forget or keep quiet about our oppressions as women for the "common good"
of the movement. However, we still acknowledge that black men and women have
a common struggle, but one which includes the struggle against sexism. The
Combahee River Collective make the position clear:

"Although we are feminists and lesbians we feel solidarity with
progressive black men and do not advocate the fract1ona115at19&x&5n1
that white women who are separatists demand. Our s1tuat10@§f W
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black people necessitates that we have solidarity around the fact
of race, which white women of course do not need to have with
white men unless it is their negative solidarity as racial
oppressors. MWe struggle together with black men against racism
while we also struggle with black men about sexism. We have a
great deal of locathing and criticism for what men have been
socialised to be in this society, what they support, how they act
and two they oppress. But we do not have the misguided notion
that it is their maleness, re their biological maleness, that
makes them what they are."

With regard to the women's movement, it would appear that this became
monopolised by white middle class women and removed to academic instititutions
even faster than was the case in the U.S.A. This is not to say, of course,
that black and white working class women have not been organising autonomously
for centuries in this country. It is just that femininism per se, because of
a combination of divisive media campaigns and white middle-class women's
racism and elitism, came to be seen as the concern of these women alone.

Thus, in many cases, the cause of women's liberation was, and still is used
for the career advancement of individuals through a fight for "respectability"
within partriarcal institutions, rather than making the unification of all
women in the struggle against sexism a primary concern.

Black women now realise that because of the specific ways in which we are
oppressed by white-male dominated society, we must present a new challenge to
imperialism, racism and sexism from inside and outside the established Black
Liberation movement, and at a critical distance to the white-dominated
feminist movement. It is this realisation that has had a great deal to do
with many second generation Black British women reclaim art, firstly as a
legitimate area of activity for blackwomen as a distinct group of people,
secondly as a way of developing an awareness denied us by this racist, sexist
class, society, of ourselves as complete human beings and thirdly as a
contribution to the black struggle in general.

Having said this, Blackwomen's ability to do any or all of these 3 things is
restricted by the same pressures of racism, sexism, and class exclusivity
which we experience in society in general, in the fight against the bourgeios
art establishment. In which I include colleges, universities, galleries,
funding bodies and 11 other institutions which are directly or indirectly
responsible for the production and administration of art and artists.

Leaving aside the question of the way in which the art establishment oppresses
us for the time being. I want to consider the main challenge to imperialist
art history which has been put forward to date. This is important because
this is an art history, written by the white male art historians and artists
who control the art establishment, which only acknowledges white men as truly
creative and innovative artists, whilst recognising art by white women only as
a homogenous expression of femininity and art by black people, (or more
accurately, with the terms of reference use, black men) as a static expression
of the ritual experience of the daily life of their communities, be they in
the third world or the imperialist hinterland. In this system of knowledge,
black women artists, quite simply, do not exist.
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Nevertheless, if we look at the way in which these assumptions have been
questioned to date, particularly by which women, we can still see nothing that
acknowledges that black women exist. Art history is an academic subject
studies in patriarcal art institutions, and white middle-class women have used
their advantageous class position to gain access to these institutions by
applying pressure to them in a way which actually furthers the exclusion of
black artists in general. MWhite women's failure to inform themselves of the
obstacles faced by black artists and in particular black women artlsts has 1ed
to the production of an extremely Eurocentric theory and practice of 'women's
art'. For example, To Sika Parker and Griselda Pollock, two ex-students of
the Courtauld Institute in London, attempt to analyse the way in hcih art by
women has been marginalised and dismissed in their book Old Mistresses.
Although they draw many valid conclusions and point out the massive
contribution which women have made to the development of artistic practice,
their comments refer exclusively to white women, with the exception of one
mention of Kim Lin for her role 'in organising an exhibition.

Another informative illustration of the way in which white women have failed
to come to terms with black women's artistic experience is the way in which
Judy Chicago, the established white American feminist artist, treats us as
subjects. Her work The Dinner Party features a dinner table set with 39
plates, each for a particular group of distinguished women and bearing a
creatively imagined vagina. However, the one plate which does not bear a
vagina is the one set for black women. instead, it bears 3 faces - one
weeping, which "personifies" black women's oppression, another screaming and
raising a clenches fist to emphasise our 'heroism' and a third in 'African
design', smiling as if African women had no woes before their transportation
to the first world. The fact that Judy Chicago allots only one plate to black
women, as if only one thirty-ninth of the world's 'outstanding' women were
black, is bad enough as a token gesture; to use such ciiched symbols of our
experience which appear as more 'direct' than the vaginas used ot represent
white women's 'complicity' is extremely racist.

It seems that white feminists as much as white women in general either do not
attempt to or find it difficult to conceive of black women's experience. Some
of those who do not attempt to may claim that they cannot speak for black
women, but this is merely a convenient way of sidestepping their own racism.
The fact remains that, in a patriarchal and sexist society, all black people
suffer from racism and it is quite possible for white women to turn racism,
which stems from patriarchy, to their advantage. Black men are unable to do
this and, theoretically, are unable to turn sexism to their advantage,
although they can do this for short term gains which in the long term will
never benefit black people as a whole. This has happened to a certain extent
in the art world, where black men have failed to recognise black women artists
or have put pressure on us to produce certain kinds of work linked to
male-dominated notion of struggle. However, because of their race and class
position, black men have been unable to turn the resources of art institutions
to their advantage in the same way that white middle-class women have.

%%\J\CK & ET,L//V/
C

GLC

Workmg f%g gﬂé

Parm in d@
/

bl

ym

<s
3 /\\\—\9‘a



society or rejected. In other words, should Black British
artists's work bring into embarrassing relief contradictions found
within the dominant ideology, then the established institutions
will find the works incomprehensible or uncomfortable."

In the case of Black women art students who I have been in touch with, those
who have done more overtly political®work have made their white tutors very
uncomfortable and, as a result, hostile, whilst students who have done less
obviously challenging work have been questioned for not producing the kind of
work which tutors expect black people to produce. Class differences amongst
Blackwomen are significant here, for working-class Blackwomen have generally
been quicker to reject the ideology of the art establishment and have
therefore found it more difficult to accept any form of token status or to
produce work of a more acceptable nature. One woman, now at Bradford art
college, was rejected by Brent art college after warning her interviewers of
"what you're in for if you take me on" and presenting them with work whose
political content (about the abuse of blackwomen) they neatly circumvented by
talking about "materials, tactile qualities, texture, texture, texture."
Another working class Blackwomen who attended the Slade School of Fine Art,
after leaving photos of police actions during the 1981 uprisings in he
printmaking department to be processed, was sent a note saying:

"It would appear that the work you left in the department recently
was of a personal nature. It should be understood that the
department cannot deal with the private work of this sort."

Those who have not taken such an oppositional stance have still suffered from
having their work analysed within a very narrow framework because their tutors
have expected them to produce "ethnic" work which reflects their "cultural
origin" using, for example, "bright carnival colours". Both white tutors and
students have expressed confusion when such work has not been forthcoming, as
the following comments from black women art students show:

"I've never used colour much. I think that after the first 3
months it was quite obvious that I wasn't going to produce bright
pictures... I've never taken kindly to being treated as an exotic
dancer or something, so they lay off. In fact, they ignore you...
you're difficult, hard to tutor.”

"I was aware of feeling that I wasn't much good to them because
(i) I've wasn't from Africa or another Black country (ii) I was
brought up with a white family in a white part of England, Norfork
(iii) I did not speak another language or have wonderful things
about my culture to teacher them."

Another tendency of white tutors, irrespective of the type of work they are
presented with is to discuss art from Africa and other parts of the Third
World with Blackwomen students in a patronising and racist manner. One
student complained that

"They often reel out some gobble de took about naive or primitive art
somewhere along the line. They half expect you to be an expert and half
don't have a clue what to say to you and they must say something... It's
not the fact that they want to discuss African art/'primitéggﬂA%Yﬁfmﬂém
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you (that is infuriating)... It is the fact that they do so without
making any connection between what you're doing and what African art
does. The fact that they're terrified that you'll know more about it
that in they do. The fact that they believe everything that Edward Lucia
Smith says about 'primitive' and never look at it from any other
perspective. They feel the need to slot you into that ‘primitive' bag
and file you away on their habitat bookshelves or display you on the..
coffee table with the other exotica they've found."

Of course, the assumption that black women will produce work with 'ethnic' or
'primitive' associations in one that white tutors make about black men as
well, but it is important to point out that male and female white tutors alike
are more inclined to see black men as having a more prominent role in this
misconceived tradition. The same student who wrote the above added:

"Funny how they always refer to you as some sort of bridge or
crossing point between two things. Black meets woman. that's
handy. As if you don't have an experience of your own, but borrow
from the brothers and sisters in struggle."

The experience of an ex-student of Leeds university art department emphasises
this denial of the Blackwoman artist's identity by white tutors:

"I think that often they would have preferred to ignore the fact
that I am black and placed me entirely in a struggle with that of
white women's. I think that they often found it hard to cope with
the face that I was producing work about the politics of being
black. I think that when I first went to Leeds University they
were generally 'blind' to the fact that I was black, I was just a
'radical women', which is right, but I had to point to out the
power relationships between white and black women, their grounds
for solidarity and their boundries."

It seems, then, that when art colleges and universities give places to
Blackwomen, which is itself a rare event, all the forces of the dominant
aesthetic ideology are brought to bear on the Black women artists are ignored,
isolated, described as 'difficult', slotted into this and that stereotype and
generally discouraged in every conceivable way from expressing ourselves in
the way that we want to. This system of oppression and exclusion extends well
beyond our time as art students. There are no full-time lecturing posts at
art colleges or universities filled by black women in the entire country -
instead we are offered 'freelance' work as visiting lectureres, which will
near be enough for us to initiate a critique of contemporary art practice
which is so desperately needed in every single art department in Britain.

In addition, black women artist are denied the opportunity to develop their
work as individuals in the same way that white artists can through grants from
sources such as the Arts Council, the Greater London Council, regional Arts
Associations and the Calouste Culbenkian Foundation. Even though some of
these sources such as the GLC and the Greater London ARts Association have
recently begun to realise how much they have neglected Black visual artists,
on the only occasion that a black woman has received funding as an individual
from the GLC, this has still been on unsatisfactory terms. The way,diemwhich

this woman received her funding was not nearly so straightforwgp@% In tngc,
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first place she was funded for a year by the Arts and Recreation Department of
the GLC on the condition that she was attached to a community arts centre as a
'community artist', and the stipulation was made that the work she produced
should not reflect her desires as an individual but 'the interests of the
black community'. Furthermore her materials budget was cut back considerably,
the equipment needed for the medium of printmaking which she uses, and when
she applied to the Arts Council to make up for this loss, her application was
rejected on the grounds that her work was too much like a 'research project'.
After a further application to the Equal Opportunities Commission was
rejected, it became clear that the way in which she had been funded by the GLC
actually reduced her chances of obtaining funding from other sources. The GLC
had ignored the importance to the black community of the experience of
individual Blackwomen, and funded her on the basis of a historical notion of
'community' or 'ethnic minority' arts, but when it came to applying to the
Arts Council, it appeared the the role she had been pushed into was not
individual enough. her rejection letter read:

"We do not think that your proposed project fits the terms of
reference for this training scheme which is specifically aimed at
developing the individual's skills, and is not to assist with
research projects".

As for the EOC, all she received from them was the briefest rejection letter
despite the fact that her work did fit well into their criteria for funding
research projects.

A major problem here is that the GLC is a local government institution rather
than an art institution, and so when it deals with culture generally, through
its Arts and Recreation department, it does so in a way which is orientated
towards 'entertainment' as if it were a form of social welfare, rather than
art. This is not to criticise individual officers but to point out that they
are ill-equipped to deal with visual arts in terms of range of skills,
resources and knowledge they possess.

If the GLC continues to fund Blackwomen artists only as 'community artists’
then we will remain in a kind of funding no-woman's-land because the Arts
Council, racist and sexist as it is already, will continue to see our work as
un-fundable research projects and, as was the case with the application
already mentioned, refer us to the marginality of the "ghetto artist"”,
completely outside the mainstream British art world.

This should d1spe1 the myth about black women having an advantageous position
as 'double tokens', which is still widely believed. The same black women who
was refused a grant by the Royal College was told by a white woman from the
Women Artists' Slide Library that things are 'all right' for Blackwomen who
must find it easy to get funded. The reality is in fact similar to the
exper1ence of Black American woman intellectuals, who find that their

"salaries,.. tenure and general level of acceptance in the white male
‘community' of scholars are all quite grim.
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Part 3. BLACKWOMEN ARTIST FIGHT BACK:

"What our multilayered oppression does not explain are the ways in
which we have created and maintained our own intellectual
traditions as black women - without either the recognition or the
support of white male society.”

Barbara Smith's words point out the resilience of Blackwomen in he face of
oppression. This has manifested itself in the art world through our ability to
produce and exhibit work despite all the social, political and economic
constraints described above. Exhibiting, of course, is no easier than any
other part of the process - many blackwomen have related to me the
impossibility of showing work as mainstream galleries. It is inspiring to see
the way that Blackwomen artists have organised together to exhibit since the
first all-Blackwomen's shows in Britain at the Africa Centre in 1983. However,
this was not just a beginning; Blackwomen artists have been actively involved
in exhibitions with white artists and black man artists for several years, but
these all-Blackwomen shows and the ones that have taken place since then -
Blackwoman Time Now, 1985 International Woman's Day Show, Mirror Reflecting
Darkly, etc - represent a significant new direction which has much to do with
the development of what described alive as "our own intellectual traditions".

[t is obvious the the majority of Black artists see their work in opposition
to the establishment view of art as something that is 'above' politics, and
Blackwomen artists see their work as integral to the struggles of Blackwomen
and black people in general, as the words of one of us show:

"The images shown are different. Indian women, women under
apartheid and... anti-nuke stuff. The ideas/issues/subjects, plus
my own culture have determined the content and form. They
represent a consciousness and a culture. When I express personal
thoughts, I try and create something which is more direct and
harmonious. It try to bring about an awareness of what is going
on. It sort of reflects the changes the women's movement has
attached to the personal in the political world. They both merge.'

As is pointed out here, although Blackwomen's own culture plays a large part
in determining the content and form of our work, we often concentrate on
different issues to black men who, as another Blackwomen artist points out,
often believe that "artists who are making through their works a collective,
aggressive challenge to cultural domination are 'real’ Black artists and
making Black Art. But some male artists fail to understand or comprehend the
struggles women artists go through to assert their identity and survive." She
suggests that, as long as we accept that Black Art is art produced by Black
people; any further attempt to place barriers around Black Art may be
destructive.

"Black artists can do everything, allow everything to everybody.
Let us think of ourselves as being able to not just have one line
but many other lines going out to every direction because we're
people. If someone wants to paint and not use figures, that's fine
to me. Some abstract paintings are lovely for what paintings are.
But if a Black person does it, they shouldn't be persecuted
because they're not doing what is considered to be ‘Blackd§ﬁ%
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Part 2. THE STRUGGLES OF BLACK WOMEN ARTISTS

So far this paper has only considered challenges to white-male domination of
art and society, rather than the operation of that domination through art
institutions. This has been important firstly to show why the support of
movements opposing white-male domination have not necessarily served the
interests of blackwomen and secondly to establish where black women's art is
coming from, especially in relation to white middle-class women who tend to
take up any women's movement, be it in art, education, politics or anything
else, as their own. We acknowledge the fact that the main opponents to our
emancipation are white men, but it is very necessary to understand now the
struggle against that opposition is divided in order that we can more
effectively unite against it.

The first stage of most blackwomen artists' encounter with this opposition is
their entry into art college. There are hardly any Black women attending art
college in Britain, and those who do, according to the replies to a survey of
blackwomen artists I carried out, seem to have experienced a mixture of
hostility and indifference from their college because their white tutors work
within an imperialist art tradition, using the aesthetic conventions of the
dominant ideology, they are unwilling to come to terms with Blackwomen
students or their work. This resistance manifests itself in many ways - some
Blackwomen art students have found themselves asking why they as individuals
found it so easy to get into art college, only to realise that they are there
purely as tokens. In this situation, one student who is the only Blackwomen
in her year in now virtually ignored by her tutors:

"They encourage me to believe that I have no taste for art and my
position as a black women artist is a priviledge rather than a
deserved position.'

It appears that Blackwomen's very presence in white male-dominated art
institutions is frequently called into guestion. For example, an Indian women
was asked in her interview at Winchester art college where she would be able
to complete her course before her parents 'whisked' her off for an arranged
marriage, even though she had already completed a 2 year foundation course,
whilst the only Black British women to have been offered a place at the

Royal College of Art was denied a grant and obliged to support herself during
her studies despite the fact that Blackwomen are the most economically
underpriviledged group in society.

Apart from denying us the support and encouragement that white art students
receive, art colleges also make us feel as though we don't belong inside their
walls by the way in which our work is looked at. A male black artist makes

the general point :

"Because art is a form of communication and because black artists
have their own location in the social structure as black people,

the art work they produce is a mediation of the consciousness of

the social group to which they belong. Should their social group
possess a different ideology ot he dominant ideology, this will be
portrayed in the work they produce. Depending on whether their
ideology takes an alternative, erroneous or oppositional stance to
the dominant ideology they will either be accommodated by Br\;bﬁgEnf

GJ,Omef%

1-1986

63

Parm ,'/7(7@
/

VVoﬂ«ngforLondon

rchive.parminde



Recommendations

1)  Workshop, Studio, Exhibition and Gallery Space.

2) Funding made available for a continuation of this paper.

3) Funding of a directory of who's who and where in Black Womens Art Studies.

4) Funding of a national interdisciplinary Black Women Art conference.

5) Funding to allow the creation of our own publications, including both
academic Black Womens Art Journals.

Already existing institutions can/must respond to the following needs and

recommendations:

1) That university departments and Art Colleges etc provide a climate
open and supportive to the teaching of materials on Blackwomen's
art.

2) That universities and individual art departments making, hiring,
promotion and tenure of Black women's faculty a priority and
fulfilled affirmative action directives.

3) That universities and Art Depts implement more programs for
're-entry’ women with particular outreach to Third World and
Working-class communities.

4) That Black womens Art courses be made accessible to all Black women
not only these who are in universities.

4) That journals make a serious effort to identify and publish the
work of Black Women Artists scholars, particularly their research
on Black women.

A1l of our visions require fundamental social, political and
personal change. For Black Womens Art to flourish, we call for:
1) The eradication of racism in the White Women's movement
through a serious examination of their own racism and a
recognition of Black history and culture.
2) The eradication of antifeminism and homophobia in the Black
community and particularly among Black women academics.
3) A strong Black Feminist movement supported both by White
feminists and by the Black community.
NEEDS
1) Black women artists must maintain a constantly militant and critical
stance toward the places where we must do our work.
2) To begin to devise ways to break down our terrible isolation in the White

male art institutions and to form the kinds of support network§6@gg;
women have always formed to help each. iy
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3) Need to find ways to create our own places, conferences, institutes,
journals, where we can be the Black women we are and gain respect for the
amazing depth of perception that our identity brings.

4) To do the work involved in creating Black Womens Art Studies requires not
only intellectual intensity by the deepest courage. Ideally this is hard
work, passionate and committed research, writing and teaching, drawing,
painting, video, film, photography, performance, graphics, sculpture,
Art, Art, Art whose purpose is to question everything.

5) The bias of Black womens Art studies must consider as primary the
knowledge that will save Blackwomen's Lives!

6) There are still far too few courses, and far too few Black women in Art
institutions where women might have the opportunity to teach. Although
people involved in women's studies are becoming increasingly aware of
issues of race, the majority of White women teachers and administrators
have barely begun the process of self-examination which must precede
productive actions to change this situation.

Politics of Feminism/Black Feminist Movement (Barbara Smith).
The politics of feminism have a direct relationship to the state of Black

Women's Art and Literature. A viable autonomous Black Feminist movement in
this country would open up the space needed for the exploration of Black

women's Lives and the creation of consciously Black women - identifies art.
s Funding Bodies consult all artists before employing any artist to carry
our work.

Libraries to keep slides of our work.
More Black artists on panels for funding bodies.

Links made between Britain and Women's own countries of origin and such
visits be supported, eg it is not recognised by funding bodies that it is
crucial for all Artists work to progress.

That college libraries have a policy on the purchase of non-European
based source material.

Policy in Liberal Studies Dept towards art which has its roots in
non-European culture.

Recommendations that funding bodies take into account differences and
similarities between all black women. That also class, cultural
background, communities, education, aspiration, homes of each women is
taken into consideration at all times.

Postcards, Posters produced etc of womens work.

Documentation of all Exhibitions and Workshops, to be kept and published.

Links made between Britain and womens own countries of origin,andesygh
visits be supported. \§d% (o
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THERE HAVE ALWAYS BEEN GREAT BLACKWOMEN ARTISTS

A SYNOPSIS

We face many problems when trying to establish the very existence of
Blackwomen's art, and a strong social and political base from which to develop
our study of it. Firstly, we have to struggle to establish our existence, let
alone our credibility as autonomous beings, in the art world. Secondly, we
can only retain that credibility and survive as artists if we become fully
conscious of ourselves, lest we are demoralised or weakened by the social,
economic and political constraints which the white-male art establishment
imposes and will continue to impose upon us.

This paper, then, is saying Blackwomen artists are here, we exist and we exist
positively despite the racial, sexual and class oppressions which we suffer,
but first, however, we must point out the way in which these oppressions have
operated in a wider context - not just in the art world, but also in the
struggles for black and female liberation.

It is true to say that although Blackwomen have been the staunchest allies of
black men and white women in the struggle against the oppression we all face
at the hands of the capitalist and patriarchal system, we have hardly ever
received either the support we need or recognition of our pivotal role in this
struggle. Blackwomen now realise that because of the specific ways in which
we are oppressed by white-male dominated society, we must present a new
challenge to imperialism, racism and sexism from inside and outside the
established black liberation movement and at critical distance to the -
white-dominated feminist movement. It is this realisation which has a Tot to
do with many second generation British Blackwomen as a distinct group of
people, secondly as a way of developing an awareness (denied us by this
racist, sexist, class society) of ourselves as complete human beings and
thirdly as a contribution to the black struggle in general.

Having said this, Blackwomen's ability to do any or all of these three things
is restricted by the same pressures of racism, sexism and class exclusivity
which we experience in society in general. The bourgecis art establishment
only acknowledges white men as truly creative and innovative artists, whilst
recognising art by white women only as homogenous expression of femininity and
art by black people (or, more accurately, with the terms of reference used,
black men) as a static expression of the ritual experience of the daily lives
of their communities, be they in the Third World or the imperialist
hinterland. In this system of knowledge, Blackwomen artists, quite simply, do
not exist.

Nevertheless, if we look at the way in which these assumptions have been
challenged to date, particularly by white women, we can still see nothing that
acknowledges that Blackwomen exist. Art history is an academic subject,
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studied in patriarchal art institutions, and white middle-class women have
used their advantageous class position to gain access to these institutions by
applying pressure to them in a way which actually furthers the exclusion of
black artists in general. White women's way which actually furthers the
exclusion of black artists in general. White women's failure to inform
themselves of the obstacles faced by black artists and in particular
Blackwomen artists has led to the production of an extremely Eurocentric
theory and practice of "women's art". It seems that white feminists, as much
as white women in general, either do not attempt to or find it difficult to
conceive of Blackwomen's experience, Some of those who do not attempt to may
claim that they cannot speak for Blackwomen, but this is merely a convenient
way of sidestepping their own racism. The fact that in a patriarchal and
sexist society, all black people suffer from racism, and it is quite possible
for white women to turn racism, which stems from patriarchy, to their
advantage. Black men are unable to do this and, theoretically, are unable to
turn sexism to their advantage, although they can do this for short term gains
which in the long term will never benefit black people as a whole. This has
happened to a certain extent in the art world, where black men have failed ot
recognise Blackwomen artists or have pur pressure on us to produce certain
kinds of work linked to a male-dominated notion of struggle. However, because
of their race and class position, black men have been unable to use th
resources of art institutions in the same way that white middle-class women
have.

PART 2. THE STRUGGLES OF BLACKWOMEN ARTISTS

The first stage of most Blackwomen artists' encounter with the art
establishment is their entry into art college. There are hardly any Blackwomen
attending art college in Britain, and those who do, according to a survey of
Blackwomen artists I carried out, seem to have experienced a mixture of
hostility and indifference from their college. Because their white tutors work
within an imperialist art tradition, using the aesthetic conventions of the
dominant ideology, they are unwilling to come to terms with Blackwomen
students and their work. This resistance manifests itself in many ways - some
Blackwomen art students have found themselves asking why they as individuals
found it easy to get into art college, only to realise that they are there
purely as tokens, and in general it appears that Blackwomen's very presence in
white-male art institutions is frequently called into question. Apart from
denying us the support and encouragement that white art students receive, art
colleges make us feel as through we don't belong inside their walls by the way
in which our work is looked at. Those of us who have done more overtly
political work have made white tutors very uncomfortable and, as a result,
hostile, whilst students who have done less obviously challenging work have
been questioned for not producing the kind of work which tutors expect black
people to produce. Class differences amongst Blackwomen are significant here,
for working-class Blackwomen have generally been quicker to reject the
ideology of the art establishment and have therefore found it difficult to
accept any kind of token status or to produce work of a more acceptable
nature. Those who have not taken such an oppositional stance have still
suffered from having their work analysed within a very narrow framework
because their tutors have expected them to produce "ethnic" work which
reflects their “cultural origin" using, for example, "bright carnival
colours", and white tutors and students alike have expressed confusion when

%\J\CK &E TH
O%% /V/c

N 5

1981-1986

¢ GLEG. G
72 § ' /0N

Working for London

archive.parmindervir.com

E/N



such work has not been forthcoming. Another tendency of white tutors,
irrespective of the type of work they are presented with, is to discuss art
from the Third World with Blackwomen in a patronising and racist manner.

Of course, the assumption that Blackwomen will produce work with "ethnic" or
"primitive" associations is one that white tutors make about black men as
well, but it is important to point out that male and female white tutors are
more inclined to see black men as having a more prominent role in this
misconceived tradition. One Blackwomen student at Bradford art college

commented:

"Funny how they always refer to you as some sort of bridge or
crossing point between two things. Black meets women. That's
handy. As if you don't have an experience which is your own, but
borrow from the brothers and sisters in struggle.”

It seems then, that when art colleges and universities give placed to
Blackwomen, which is in itself a rare event, all the forces of the dominant
aesthetic ideology are brought to bear on us. Blackwomen artists are ignored,
isolated, described as "difficult", slotted into this or that stereotype and
generally discouraged in every conceivable way from expressing ourselves in
the way that we want to. This system of oppression and exclusion extends well
beyond our time as art students. There are no full-time Tecturing posts at
art college and universities filled by Blackwomen in the entire country -
instead we are offered "freelance" work as visiting lecturers, which will near
be enough to initiate a critique of contemporary art practice which is so
desperately needed in every single art department in the country.

In addition, Blackwomen artists are denied the opportunity to develop their
work as individuals in the same way that white artists can through grants from
sources such as the Arts Council, the Greater London Council, regional arts
associations and Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation. Even though some of these
sources such as the GLC and the Greater London Arts Association have recently
begun to realise how much they have neglected Black visual arts, on the only
occasion that a Blackwoman has received funding from the GLC as an individual,
this has still been on unsatisfactory terms which differ significantly from
the terms on which the only black man in this position has been funded. The
man in question has been funded without any preconditions except that he
produces a certain amount of work, whilst the woman was funded by the Arts and
Recreation Department of the GLC for a year on the condition that she was
attached to a community arts centre as a "“community artist”, and the
stipulation was made that the work she produced should not reflect her desires
as an individual but "the interests of the black community". The GLC had
ignored the importance to the black community of the experience of individual
Blackwomen and had funded her on the basis of a historical notion of
"community" or "ethnic minority" arts, but when it came to applying to the
Arts Council, it appeared that the role she had been pushed into was not
individual enough. The rejection of her application to this body read:

"We do not think that your proposed project fits the terms of
reference for this training scheme which is specifically aimed at
developing the individual's skills, and is not to assist with

research projects."
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If the GLC continues to fund Blackwomen artists only as "community artists"
then we will remain in a kind of funding no-woman's-land because the Arts
Council, racist and sexist as it is already, will continue to see our work as
unfundable research projects and, as was the case with the application
mentioned, refer us to bodies such as the Association of Commonwealth
Universities, further relegating us to the marginality of the "ghetto artist",
completely outside the mainstream British art world.

Partb3. BLACK WOMAN ARTISTS FIGHT BACK

The resilience of Blackwomen in the face of oppression has manifested itself
in the art world through our ability to produce and exhibit work despite all
the social, economic and political constraints described above. The first
all-Blackwomen's show at the Africa Centre in 1983 was not just a beginning;
Blackwomen artists have been actively involved in exhibitions with white -
artists and Black men artists for several years, but this all-Blackwoman Time
Now, 1985 International Woman's Day Show, Mirror Reflecting Hardly, etc. -
represent a significant new direction which has much to do with the
development of what Barbara Smith describes as "our own intellectual

traditions".

It is obvious that the majority of Black artists see their work in opposition
to the establishment view of art as something that is "above" politics, and
Blackwomen artists see their work as integral to the struggles of Blackwomen
and black people in general, but although Blackwomen's own culture plays a
large part in determining the content and form of our work, we often
concentrate on different issues to black men who, as one Blackwomen artist
points out, often believe that "artists who are making through their works a
collective, aggressive challenge to cultural domination are "real" black
artists and making Black Art. But some male artists fail to understand or
comprehend the struggles women artists go through to assert their identity and

survive."

Alice Walker illustrates the difference between these two ideas of Black Art
in In Search of Mother's Gardens and goes on to put forward an alternative
way for the black artist to operate.

"I am impressed by people who claim they can see everything and
event in strict terms of black and white but their work is not, in
my long contemplated and earnestly considered opinion, either
black or white, but a dull, uniform gray. It is boring because it
is easy and requires only that the reader by a lazy reader and a
prejudiced one. Each story or poem has a formula, usually
two-thirds "hate whitey's guts" and one-third "I am black,
beautiful and almost always rignt". Art is not flattery, and the
work of every artist must be more difficult than that."

"My major advice to young black artists would be that they shut
themselves up some where away from all the debates about who they
are and what colour they are and just turn out painting s and
poems and stories and novels. Of course the kind of artist we are
required to be cannot do this (our people are waiting)".
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Alice Walker's advice is important here, for she is not suggesting that we cut
ourselves off from the outside world, because we cannot forget the mark our

oppressions as black women have made on us, or the fact that "our people are
The point is that what we need as artists is the opportunity to

waiting".

create the situation she describes so that we are allowed to develop an
understanding of ourselves and of the struggle we have to wage within British
society for recognition and respect. If we are ale to do this by having
adequate resources put at our disposal, we hope to share our experiences with,
awaken the consciousness of and impart our strength to the whole society
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"istorically 3lack peoples tave been the preoccupntlou/subgectS/obJects

oi photozraphic discourses. I+ bas aluays ween a :edinm that has misrepresented
as in the constrmiction of its ima_es. It is beyond the frame, beyond the

nhotosraph that needs to be ewamined., These are the issues that some Black
practitioners have taken on board, questions we are asking ourselves, and the
Black communities we are part of - %o forward/nasten a critique for themselves
and for ourselves..." (347074 Tidm and Video)

This paper on Black photographers in Britain aims to 7o "beyond the frame" and
photographic boundaries by looking at the contribution of Black photographic
practitioners within the British pﬁotographic discéurse., This is not an academic
exercise but a practical policy outline. For I hope to attain concrete proposals or
recommendations from researching the different histories of_ Black photographers and
the conditions/enviroments/discourses that they have to work within. In oxrder to do
this, the paper will be divided into three sections, The first section will be look
at the conditions that these photograhers have to work within, from a historical’
perspective. The secound section will describe how these conditions affect the

work and practice of Black photographers with the last section concentrating on the

specific recommendations that could resolve these problems.

Section One The Historical Perspective.:

"Photography was invented as an instrument of the evolving Western World and has
aver since been associated with the technically and economically advanced societie
Thus, photography, as an expensive and originally exclusive commodity has become ¢
symbol of the West. It is the eyes of the priviledge that knowledge is geined fro:
photographs and it is through the eyes of the priviledge that we gain photographi
knowledge of the sufferings, customs and exotic, commonly associated with the ..
colonized, the Third World, the Others..."(Issac Julien) e

Photography has become one of the most eagily accesible mediums in our gociety =
if we do not own a camera we have acess to one - and the fact that we are surround

and bombarbed by images to the point where most of us consume thesg%%gagggrmeans tl

hin,
® o
nost of us take these images for ;ranted. This point is importgdt, r by the‘&%yq
g ! gil
looking people are not just consuming photographs but are consum
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that photo raphy ic zerely a sociel conatruction of iessages, signs and
vades weans that photc_rayhy alwsys distorts reality and does wot capture the real,
Thotographic images have no substance and are only shost images in the sense that sc

Pl

many power relations are obscured that no xnowledse is zained from photographs. The

only xmowledgze that is gained is the Xnowledge the spectator zttaches to the image

which is fundamentally influenced by the dominant culture,

Fhotography is not neutral and the power it wields is not its own - this power
can only be wielded by those who nave acess to the means of photographic production.

Images do not speak for themselves; there is an underlying/invisible social pro«
going on, a process of social construction which transforms the human Black subject
through objectification and steretyping into an inhuman exotic savage. This. stereot;
imagery is dependent on the person who took the photographs. For it is through the
. photographers' voyeuristic desires which are influenced by the dominant racist cult
that we can see how photograpay reinforces racial stereotypes and contributes to th
construction of Blackness. To understand this process we have to look at the origin

of photography in relation to the functions of the state and colonialism,

The conception of photography as a neutral/objective medium capturing the real was
based on its original function as a tool for the state in nineteenthn England - whe
photography was used by the police and medical professions. However, it was Anthrop
in the colonial era using photography as a means of surveillance to categorise; ide
and control subject nations that the functions of photography as a means of appropr
aﬁd control were begining to reveal themselves, For it was fhrough the voyeuristic

perceptions of the West that we acquired images/knowledge of Black peoples as exoti

savages reinforcing the ; West hegemony = a process which ig still maintaine
today.
LACK & ETy
« % /V/c
A\
S b4
S D
= Q
IS s
& 1981-1986 =
o . m
Working for London

? archive.parmindervit.com



These images of Black people as criminals and dancers are not only a legacy of colo
colonialism but are part of a complex colonial discourse which historically 'fixes'
the image of Blackness into a form of 'ogherness' where there is a psychological
phobia of Blackness as a thrzat (dipicted in the images of criminalisation and savag
and a voyeuristic desire to construct Black subjects as objécts of desire in the for
rmisicians and dancers = posing no threat at all., This colonial discourse comes into

play in the act of looking and taking images of Black p=ople, for as Stuart Hall

suggests:

"White distourses have been constructing us as simpletons, as simple minded primitive
as smiling country people not yet qulte up with the fast ways of the advanced world
for centuries, ever since slavery., It is a reading to be refused,.."(Stuart Hall)

3lack peoples since the creation of photography have become only mere objects 'of whi

photographic discourses whieh is a dangerous/problematic position since a discourse

defined as:

" . .an arena of infomation exchange, that is, a system of relations between parties
engaged in communicative activity...That is, the overall discourse relgtion could
be regarded as a limiting Lunctlon, one that establishes a bounded arena of shared

experiences as to meaning..."(Allan Sekulla 'Thinking Photography')

This arena of infomation has been, and still is primarilly shared between the white
- middle class.male academina/practitioners who have excluded Black photographers fror
sharing and participating in this arena. White photographic discourses are dictated
through magazines such as Screen, 2.G?, Camerawork, Ten 8 = through funding bodies
such as the Arts Council and GIAA - through collages such as PCL, LCP - and eventual
gallaries where exhibitions by white photographers on Black people such as the Home
Front, Mapplethrope and American Pictures exhibitions tzke major priority over Blacl
exhibitions by Black photographers because of this shared arena of knowledge. These

the comditions Black photographers have to work within, A hostile env1r8m§nt which :

TH/V/
c X
the form, content and visibility of a Black photographers work, Q§ 9
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Ask any person if they can name five white photographers and the aﬁswgz on the whol;
will be yes. ilowever, ask any nerson if they can name five Black photosraphers, the
answer will on the whole be no. HMany people will argue that very few Black photogra)
exsist and the onss that do exsist are not up to standard. For here lies the probler
Black photographers are invisible with Black women pnotographers becoming 'doubly
invisible', It is not as if 3Black photographers do not exsist, for if a comprehensis
study was carried out in Ingland to find out the amount of Black photographers in t!
country - the extensive list will carry some of these names gnd organisations:
Newton Brown, Annette Carty, Horace Ove, Geffrey lorrisy Byd Burke, Mumtaz Karimijec
Keith Piper, Zddie Chambers, In;rid Pollard, Lance Yatson, Brenda Agard, Lesley Mitc
Marec Boothe, Vanley Burke, Armet Francis, Black Womens Fhoto Visual Collective, Dav:
Lewis, Rasheed Areen, Mitra-Tabrizina, David Joeseph, Bouthall Black Sisters Group,
Patrick Friday, John Richards, Paulette Pipe, FPhotoculture, Chila Burmen.es.ess. the

list is endless,

For it seems natural in this society that Black people should be the objects/subjec
of photographic discourses and unusual that Black people should be participating as
practitioners, exploring these photographdc discourses, To some, the idea of a Blacl
photographer, seems threatening, Yet theée Black photographers remain invisible, To
understand this phenomena of invisibility let us look at these Black photographers

histories which share similar themes,

Invisibility under the visual arts category.

In general the funding institutions and the mainstream gallery institutions categor:
photography under the visual arts sector. (only the Arts Council and GLAA consider
seperate categories) Many photographers feel that this catecorlsatlon egc@gp erous

/V/C
since the present vogue is to fund and show work in the form of Ra

and the performing arts. Although, this favouratism permeates the Bl ArtéE
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sector vhich leads to 2 situation where galleries find it favourable to fund and s}
the work of Black painters and sculptures, fhere is 2ls0 a trénd;where it vecones
favourable and feaseable under the Bthnic Arts policies of funding bodies and zalle
to give major priority to Black (visuzl) 'entertainment! arts and low priority to
Black photograpny. This policy not only under=funds Elack photography but alienate:
Black photosraphy in general which leads to a situation where major Black art
exhibitions ignore photography - such as the lNew Horizons exhibition and the Creat:

FTor Liberation exhibition.

Funding situation.

The main sources of funding for Black photographers are GLAA, GLC, Arts Council, K«
Bursuries and Awards. However, funding for Black photographers are scarce for seve:
reasons, Firstly due to the cuts and Thatcherism most of the funding institutions !
been severely affected. Secoundly, photography is generally under=funded due to it:
categorisation within the visual arts sector and the low status it has in the arts
world. For the past history of funding to Black photographers have shown that this
funding is few and far between. When Black photographers are eventually funded it .
usually a Black male photographer who is usually given a small grant award. This st
award will affect the quality and quantity of the Black photographers work, since :
is usually not enough to cover all the expenses necessary to display an exhibition
professionally, thereby leaving the Black photographer with no a.ltema.tive but te
work under impoverish conditions. Furthermore, this funding policy affects the
progression of Black Women photographers which leads to a catch 22 situation for m:
Black Women photographers; for if they are rarely funded they are rarely seen, and

they are rarely seen, they are rarely funded. 4 situation which worsens yearly.

Gallery situation.
QQLACK & ETH/V
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Gallery that some visibility has been given to Black photographers. i&xrlinstance;i
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"Performers znd Performances" with I'arc Boothe at the 3lack irt Gallery and "lLoadwo
at the Brixton Gallery, Althouzh, other zalleries have showm Black photographers wor
eg. The Peoples Gallery - again this zallery -situation (the allocation of space) car
be related to the funding situation that Black photographers face, For the allocatic
of gallery space to Black photographers is very minimal over long periods with most
galleries only making sure that they maintain their quota of Blagk photographers
exhibitions. When gallery space is allocated to 3lack photographers, it is usually
given to male photographers>who are confined to a small space which again affects !

their work is presented. Once again Black ‘jomen photographers are given low priorit;

and are only allocated space on a collective basis and not an individual one,

Documentation/publishins/purchasing,

One way to perpetuate the invisibility of Black photographers is to npt document the
work and to ignore it completely. Black photographers exhibitions have usually come
and gone without being documented by the press (only somtimes the Black press); hav
been exhibited without catalogues, and in some cases without cards and posters. For
instance, Horace Ove and Armet Francis exhibitions were both in mainstream gallerie:
yet both exhibitions have gone undocumented and have hence become invisible, Many B
photographers have experience this due to being under-=funded by the funding bodies

which leaves these photographers with little or no money to spend on catalogues and
publicity. This leads to a situation where the photographers have to publicise, mar]
and preserve the work themselves = a hard task to maintain and upkeep on a limited

budget and time,

Myths about Black nhotographers.

We have seen in the funding and gallery situations that Black photographers are

under-funded and under-represented, when both facilities are made avai&apgg to the

z
g%
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Black photographer it is usually under conditions not of their owh choosing
wi

1)

)

that pressure is placed on the Black photographer by these insgitut
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s certain context -nd a short space of time, Purthermore, in soie gituntions, the Bl

photozrapher has no conirol of the srasentation, marketing, doccumentetion, rquantity

hih

snd size of their work. Generally the congsensus is that the funding and sallery

bodies will fund and display Slack photogrephers work on the condition that they wil
nooduce certain types of work or +hat their work fz2lls into the type that is
acceptable to these institUtions - which is senerally the documentary style genre,
This is problematic in the sense that this catesorisation, sjereotypes Black photogr
- Black photography - and Black photographic discourses. Yet this stereotyping is a
myth, for if one looks at the work of Black photographers in this country you will £
that there are different styles and traditions within 'Black Photography'. For insta
Ove and Francis can be seen as specialising in documentary/portrait photography stax
from the I960's with younger .photographers such as Tabrizina, Agard and Chambers us
photo-montage to subvert documentary styles, whereas other photographers such as
Karimijee uses a subtle form of image/text to glorify the image and display the imag
within the context of art/aesthetics, So to say and dictate Fhat there is one style

of photography is inacceptable and dangerous.

Conclusion,

The research has demonstrated that the experiences/histories of Black photographers
in Britain is primarily linked to the attitude of the dominant racist culture towarc
Black people and specifically the hegemony of vhite photographic discourses which Ik
historically constructed the image of Black people, White photographic discouxrses
shape and direct the form of Black photography which eventually affects the content
Black photography. Yet, within this hostile context, there is a move by Black
photographers towards challenging, promoting, exploring and understanding images of

ourselves,
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I. & policy of positive discrimination towards Black VWomen photographers needs to

2

4.

5

implemented and adhersd to by 211 Art institutions and funding bodies. This will
ensure that Black \Jomen photographers are given priority and support (By Black ma
photographers zas well) in 211 areas and forms of photography. In order to impleme
this policy a research needs to be conducted outining the specific needs and chan

which could be adopted by several organisations,

A basic up to date list of Black photographers needs to be drawn up and published
The list will document the different styles of each photographgr with ezmamples of
their work. The list can only be successfully compiled through a form of research
which will give acess to different photographers as well as acess to funding, adn

literary and picture resource (for students).

A system of documentation of Black photographers work needs to be set up. Meaning
the buying and storing Bf Black photographers work as well as meking sure that
catalogues, cards and posters became an integral part of Black photographers

exhibitions.

Integral links/monitoring of the major bodies such as GLAA, GLC, Arts Council &

as well as projects such as the Roundhouse needs to be established by the agencie

concerned and the Black photographers,

Forum/network of Black photographers needs to be established for group shows, sen
talks in schools, collages, working on policy, contracts, as well as contribution

to critical theory and Black Aesthetics.

Q/QLP‘CK & ETH/V/
C

" GLGS

1981-198.6

33 Working for London .

archive.parmindervir.com™ " ™

Parm,,7

lo7

(N [/
c)\'

) N

Lk 31\\\—\_’3’6



Synovnsis of paner on Black Pnotosravhers and the Black Visual .Arts.

Faotosraphy is one of the most widely consumed nediums in our society which is often

- s

regarded as Mart" in some elite circles and the "appliance of science" in others.
fet, for the Black comrmnity, photographic discourses cannot be neglected or tazen
for yranted. This is due to the fact that the history of photozraphy has its roots
within the racist colonisl history of British society. A history that dictates to us
and bombards us with images of photographs by Man Ray, Cecil Beaton along with
contemporary photographic images by photographers such as Snowden and Mapplethorpe.
Within this context of British society obsession with consuming past/present histori
of white photographers and their discourses - there is the work and practice of the
Black Photographer, A practice that is often ignored, due to the hegemony of the whi

British photographic discourse, yet on another level, consumed only on the terms

dictated by the white photographic discourse,

This synopsis on Black photography and the Visual Arts will look at the history of

the work/practice of Black Photographers and the context that they have to work witl
The context is the history of the British colonial discourge; whereby photography v
Anthropology in the ninetenth century crudely contributed in reinforcing stereotypi
images of Black people as inhuman exotic savages. Leading to a situation today wher
Black people have become vthe mere objects of photographic discourses/images and not
the people participating in the production of these images. For example, Black peop

are bombarded with images of the Ethiopia crisis, imegery of dancers, athletes, and

musiciang, a legacy of this British colonial discourse. This is the context Black
photographers have to work within, a context most white photographers are immune to
because they are actively reinforcing/perpetuating this hostile colonial photograph

discourse,

K&
Yet it seems more than coincidental that it is thls game EhotogragggﬁL ﬂzgg

N

excludes Black photographers from participating in this arena; gp‘he @
O

discourse which is dictated throush magazines like Screen, Z. q@, Ten18810hméiawotk§
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the same photogravhic discourse which is supported by the Arts Council, GLAA, GLT;

15

the same photographic discourse which supports white photozraphic exhibitions on Bla

people such as the llzpplethorpe, Hoie Front and American Fictures exhibitions,
This photographic discourse permeates every section of the visual arts vhich on one
level, atively constructs the direction of Black photography, while at the same
time, positively constructing the invisibility of Black Photosraphers and their work
For the fact that there are many Black photograpners ian Britain, is a notion which
is often ismored/neglected because of the hegemony of this photographic discourse
and the status Black photography has in visual arts. Black Photography, has to compe

against the 'entertainment' forms of Black Visual Arts, such as theatre and dance as

the other forms of wvisual arts, This has led to a situation where most funding be
and space allocation institutions look favourably towards funding and giving priorit
to the Black 'entertainment® arts - thereby eventually giving low priority to photog
Black Photographers working within this context, live/work in a 'catch 22' situation
Meaning that since they are rarely funded, they are rarely seen and since they are

rarely seen, they are rarely funded.
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DEFINITIONS OF THE TERM PERFORMANCE ART

Performance Art is an umbrella term that covers a vast range of activities and
is therefore always hard to define. It is best described as an area of the
visual arts which is not geared towards the production of an aesthetic
objects. To a certain extent - especially in it's beginnings - a political
statement about the commodification and 'fetishisation' of the art object was
inherent in the choice of Performance as a medium of expression. In
performance, the work of art is impermanent and ephemeral and the emphasis is
on art's communicative and participatory function and a direct rapport or
interaction with the audience without the 'mediating art object'.
Artists involved in this area are usually hostile to the label Performance Art
because they feel it suggests entertainment and possibly a concern with
excellence whcih creates a confusion wit the performing arts (tnheatre, dance,
music...). Although performance may borrow from other disciplines, like
theatre, dance, poetry, music... it creates a different phenomenon wnicn
remains distinct because of its emphasis on unrehearsed, improvised type or
action. It is also a non-specialist area of art practice. Some artists arefer
using descriptive terms like: Time based Work, Live Acticn, Event,
Intervention or even Demonstration. Others, in a desire to explode ail
boundaries and limitations imposed by the art establishment, resist ai!l
labelling and see their activities as an 'all - inclusive' art that no
painting or sculpture can hope to achieve.

Roselee Goldberg in her book entitled 'Performance; live art 1909 to the
present' has this to say, about defining performance:

"...by its nature, performance defies precise or easy definition
beyond the simple declaration that it is live art by artists. Any
stricter definition would immediately negate the possibility of
performance itself. For performance draws on any number of
references - literature, theatre, drama, music, architecture,
poetry, film and fantasy - deploying them in any comgination.*®

In the first part of this paper, I would like to question the Eurocentric
assumptions in recent discussions abut ritual as the source of inspiration for
Performance Art. I then consider the historical background of Performance and
look at tne avant-garde movements of Futurism, Dada and Surrealism All of
these movements favoured the use of multi-media presentations and had a
distinctly rebellious, anti-establishment character. And lastly I look at
Performance Art in the last 20 years and the contributions of Black artists to
this area.

Performance and Ritual

atsn 3TTITCTI 3-2 Tas2 3T tracirg the origins of Performance Art, as we know
' 3 orfmitive cultures and ancient rituals are very often
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One such example is Stuart Brisley's film 'Being and Doing' (produced with Ken
McMullen) in which parallels are drawn between performance art (in England and
Eastern Europe) and two English fold rituals still celebrated to this day: The
Padstow Hobby Hoss and the Haxey Hood ceremonies. But hasn't ritual always
existed in Europe as part of 'folk' culture rather than 'fine' art or 'high'

culture.

David Medalla in an article about performance (Park Bulletin, May/June 1983)
gives a more correct reading, in cultural-historical terms, of the connection
between performance and ritual. He locates its origins in the avant-garde
movements which have been directly influenced by 'primitive' or exotic

culitures. He argues:

"Certainly in our time, there still survies cultures whereby
'artistic creation’ it inextricably linked with performance (as we
understand it) such as shamamnistic rituals, the ceremonial dances
of the American Indians, the magic rites of Australian
aboriginies, etc. The link, incidentally, between those 'archaic'
cuitures and the 20the century avant-garde is not fortuitous, or
many western artists, have consciously sought inspiration and
spiritual nourishment from so-called, erroneously labelled
‘primitive’ societies e.g., Picasso, Matisse, the Surrealists,
8rancusi, Kandinsky, Klee, Miro, Max Ernst, Pollock, etc.”

shat Europeans became aware of ‘artefacts' from other cultures, in particular
\frican masks and ritual cbjects, not knowing their function, they were first
artracted to the aesthetic value of these objects. And, in Adriar Henri's

wOUKS

‘... surviving potsherds and masks in the ethnographic museum have
peen isolated from their context and assimilated into a
nineteentn-century concsption of 'material culture'. With the
re-avaiuation of primitive art at the beginning of the twentieth
century came a rediscovery of the possibilities of visual art as a
social function; hcwever obscurely, Picasso and Apoillinaire must
have Bfeen aware of the magical, ritual significance of the

oeautiful objects in the museum-cases.”

So was the idea of visual art as a collective event encompassing different
gisciplines introduced to Eurogean culture in this way?

In mWestern terms, 'primitive language' (this usually refers to
zncient/prenistoric ang foreign/e«otic cultures and puts them in the same
zatagory) is ccamon to 311. So, wnen Western artists are "primitivising art®,
t-ey are ®using the commcn ianguage of the collective unconscious”, as Lucy
_izgard puts 't in her oock ‘Cverlay'. She then goes on to say:

"It 1S covmon to find ancjent or feraign or ‘grimitive’ cultures
pionderad fer their mysterices {cr. 2t werst, merely picturesque)
zuaiities.” Then, almest 3s a justification, sne adds:

"Scmetimes an artizt w»ith an eye on tne bandwagon and the market
will borrow the frcm but drain the content from his or her source

in a mood of scholarly tourism... Some artists fortify their forms
%%\J\CK & ETH/V
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or emotional instincts with anthropological information, or
superficially graft such information onto currently fashionable
styles. Others work from inside, arriving at primal images from
their own needs, overlaying personal on historical and perhaps
even biological memory."

What is implied here is: yes, there is the individual case of a HWestern artist
plundering other cultures, but others (the serious ones) arrive at these
"primal images” through their own endeavours, probing deep and hard within
themselves where primal! forms and the knowledge of other cultures have been
imprinted on their “biological memory".

when Western artists "borrow from other cultures, a whole system of
valorisation is applied to this process in order to explain that it is not a
simple case of appropriation. On the other hand, when looking at the work of
nan-turopean modern artists, the notion of 'ethnic determinism' is introduced
to question the validity of their work when it uses elements from their own
cultural background. This 'ethnicism' implies that it is 'natural' to the
artists - i.e. no rational process in involved - therefore it cannct be part
of modern art discourse as defined by the West.

Two examples to illustrate both these points:

The first example is a text that appeared on the wall next to Picasso's
painting "Les Demoiselles d'Avignon' which was shown along with African masks
in an exhibition entitled 'Primitivism in 20the century Art' at the Museum of
Modern Art in New York (1984). The text went into a lengthy documentation,
with precise dates of the first appearance of African masks in Europe. The
purpose of the exercise was to prove that Picasso had not come into contact
with the artefacts pefore painting 'Les Demoisellies d'Avignon'. Therefore, it
is concluded, tne close resemblance of Picasso's paintings to African art is
“fortuitous, representing affinities (with ¢tribal art) rather than
influences”. Picasso’'s affinities with African art were no doubt the result of
nis cwn rational ZJeveicpment and creative genius.

The other examplie is from a review in Performance Magazine (Dec/Jan 1983) in
which Rob La Frenais describes a performance by the Japanese artist Mineo
Aayamaguchi as "... refreshingly physical, vigorous and decisive, involving as
it did pure 'zen' actions with respect to the immediate environment. But isn't
that a Dit too predictable for a Japanese artist?”

This statement begs one or two guestions: should a Japanese of Black artist
completely negate nis/her own background in order to be allowed entry into the
aodern art arena®™ and is it considered acceptable and as part of the modernist
disccurse, when a Western artist (like many have done) uses “purs 'zen'
acticas® in his/her work?

There 15 also a prevail ing assumption ‘7 the modern art discourse 2c0ut modern
'primi tivism' that if ke Weiferp zartist s-ntu*es off his/her intellectual
Faculties, ne/she can recennect’ with and ‘regain' the knowledge contained in
other cultures. Tnis is very clearly stated in 'The Hidden Order of Art' by
Anton Ahrenzweig when he says: "It is perhaps due to the fact that our own
modern art is often content to work from low irrational levels of the mind
alone, that our civilisation has become so receptive to the arggme&mngr

c1v111zatlons prehistoric, historic, primitive and exotic.” I,
$
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This lumping together of prehistoric, primitive and exotic cultures and
associating them with the irrational and unconscious, has obvious racist
connotations and is not new to Western ideology. The classification of.
cultures/people into advanced and backward was used in the 19the century to
establish the superiority of western man and therefore justify his dominating,
restructuring an having authority over the colonised people and their
cultures. Writing about the way Western scholars perceive and define the
Orient, Edward Said explains:

“thesis of Oriental backwardness, degeneracy, and inequality with
the West most easily associated themselves early in the ninetsentn
century with ideas about biological bases of racial inequaiity...
to these ideas was added second-order Darwinism, which seemed toc
accentuate the "scientific” validity of the difusion of races into
advanced and backward, or European - Aryan and Orwenta:-Af.fLun
Thus the whole question of imperialism, as it was dehated in the
late nineteenth century by pro-imperialism, as it was dnbarea %n
the Tate nineteenth <century by pro-imperialists znag
anti-imperialists alike, carried forward the binary typoicoy oF
advanced and backward (or subject) races, cultures, and socistiss.
He further adds: "Along with all other peoples varicusly
designated as backward, degenerate, uncivilized, and retardez, the
Orientals were viewed in a framework constructed out of higlicgicz:
determinism and moral-political admonishment. The Orient Iinked
thus to elements in Western society (deliquents, the insane.
women, the poor) having in common an identity best described as
lTamentably alien”.

Simi;are associations between exotic people and the 'Neurctic', 'childlike’,
'unconscious', 'mad and retarded' elements of Western society were extensively
used by Freud and further develcoped by Jung - to name a few - and are all
based on theories of 'ethnic and biological determinism' which is best
illustrated by Dr. Carothers who in 1954 put the idea forward that the normal
frican is a 'lobotomised European'.

Modern art discourse is based on the ideolcgy of the white establishment built
on theories of white racial/cultural superiority.

Black artists have participated in all aspects of modern art but, unless the
racism inherent in the ideology of the 3ritish art establishment is removed.
the contributions of Black artists will not be incorporated in the Britisn
main stream. Their work will always be marginalised and classified as 'etnnic’
or 'natural' therefore peripheral to the modern art main stream.

Historical Background

-~ -

Perfcrwunce art can -e traced to 3 ~umper cf experiments and manifaséaticrs =
the pericd sraceging the Ist world Rar. This period saw the zmerjsncz =%
Cubism =nich was directly influenced by African/Oceanic art whicn was a
iizerating scurce of inspiration and offered the Western artist enCcrmous
cossipilities for experimentation. By rejecting the laws of classical
perspective, the Cubist principles of fragmentation and reconstruction,

‘autonomous structures' created by the imagination, free assoc1a%ymyg¥;7any
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visual elements etc... opened the way for the formation of a number of
movements which were the first to use mutiform expressions: Futurism, Dada and
Surrealism.

One characteristic of these movements was that they involved visual artists as
well as poets, writers, and agitators who collaborated to create mixed - media
events that aimed to challenge the bourgeois monolithic view of art which
overdefined painting no sculpture as the ultimate and unique art objects.
Their manifestations had a distinctiy 'activist’' and often overtly political
character.

Italian Futurism

Futuris=m. the first movement of this kind was formed by the Italian poet
Marinetti. e issued a series of manifestoes, from 1909 to 1922, declaring
that m=ussums are lika cemetries and urging painters to “go out into the
streat. iaunch assaults from theatres and introduce the fisticuff intc the
artistic tattle™. They engaged into face-to-face confrontations with audiences
and racec 3Gainst Dourgeois concepts of "good taste and harmony and the
tyranry >f zrazition and commerciaiisation”. They organised evenings of
improvizec perfs rmance using a wide variety of tactics which led tc the idea
of ‘'Yariaty Theatre2”: a mixture of pcetry, film, acrobatics, song dance
ciowning. .. wnich was used as a means of disturbing a complacent public and
"roercad -2 augience into collaborating, liberating them from their passive
roles as stupid vcoyeurs”

The Futurists also introduced the concepts of simultaneity, improvisation and
chance wnicn, tney declared "was the oniy way to capture the confused
fragments of inter-connected events encountered in everyday life"”. Their
manifestoes examined every artistic medium: Noise Music {or Bruitism, the
precursor of musique concrete), Aerial Ballet, Film, Architecture, Stage
Cesign anag Radicphonic Theatre...

These perfcrmances were an inspiration for artists in Moscow, Paris, Zurich,

Beriin to turn to iive events as the surest means of getting the attention of
the widest pusiic for their art ang ideas.

Russian Performance

Russian artists were attracted to the idea of Futurism, as a weapon against
art of the parts, at a time wnen tney were reacting against the Tzarist regime
ind its values. “heir cerformances were first shown to cafe audiences but very
izon tock -ut TO tne street to r2ach a wider puciic.

The tenstructivists z-ncuncea :-e zeath of ‘a'ft';j an -cllaborated with the
foturists to create *Prcdcc‘zCN Art”. ”%éq beliaved t~at "in crder o oust t-e
reigning acacenu:::: speaw|at® aztuzv4tg- SaCR a panbing .. must se put

2z¥32*. They Stéd that articts sz ‘reai :z-aca ar? -eal materials” as the
InlJd TEeans ics a 23 2 §ecizlfy ws=Tul art.
%%\,P\CK&ET/\/A/
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Russian performance took on a more overtly political approach using
agit-street theatre, 'Living Newspapers', bill board posters, 'Variety
Theatre', film,... and made use of the popular propaganda activities to
promote their revoluticnary ideas, for instance, in 1919 the agit-trains and
ships carried performers to all parts of Russia.

The Dada Movements

The Dada movement was formed in 1916 in Zurich by a group of anarchic
painters, pcets, dances, 2tI., who worked together to form the 'Cabaret
Yoitaire'. Form the beginning. Jaca had claimed to be 'Activist' and had a
committment to social and poiiticai action. They were committed to the
breaking down of all tragiticnal concepts of 'fine art’. Using anti-rational,
absurd gesture, they evcived 2 new styie of outrageousiy provocative
cafe-cabarst wnicn was used as 3 satiricai and opoiitical weapon against a
bourgeois cuiture that tnev seif nad produced the war. Against a background of
war and chacs. Hugo Ball acvccated tnat the "regeneration of society would
come abcut ThTougn the union oFf aii artistic media and forces".

Zada had Scrrowee oncegt: of simultaniety, chance, 'bruitism', from the
Futurists. Their evening events comprised simultaneous poetry readings, cubist
dance costumes, thecries. maniTastoes, paintings, 'Negro Rhythm; and masks...
3iso, in 1317 =me Daca gallery axhibited 'Negro Art' and their performances of
the time incluceg African insoirsg dance, costumes and masks.

In 1317 Daca nagd spread o Beriin where it developed into a more revolutionary
and politically niniiistic tencency and became a total social protest rather
than an art movement. The Beriin Dacdaists were involved in the 1918 uprising
and their 'Dacafair’ in 1920 'ncivdea a cead pig in Prussian officer's uniform
hanging from the ceiling.

Marcel Duchamp was an important f-3jur2 Of tne time. Although he never joined
any movement, he was adopted Sy 3CIn ZaZa and the Surrealists and collaborated
in some of their performances. As =2ariv as 1913 he had been committed to an
anti-aesthetic position ana teiraveg tnat ne work of art should no longer be
an aesthetic commodity but a frea2 creation. He introduced the notion of
ready-mades, and the Indepencents z2«nipition of 1817 was marked by Hhis
‘Fountain' (a urinal). Marce! Duc~amop 15 considered tc be the connecting link
between Dada And Surr=zalisa.

Surrealism

Surrealism as a mcvament was f-uncad 0y the pcet Argr2 Sreton in Paris (1924).
It was very much zz-*wva2d of Caszaist iceas of tre :2<.rd and anti-ratiocnal

which was 2vtences & lyciude izeas suggested by psycnoanalysis: a nethodical

expicrzzion ¥ the onpconscicud wsintg worK-asseciation  masng Oream’ ang
‘Automatisa . They Were aisc esplicitly pelicical 1n theuw imténtieas. Thzs
organissd a ruclic zrzzTast 3t Tr2 ecerthbreak of thg Mprocecan emS in 1923 arc -=
street was tne focus oF manv oF Treir actiwities. durrealism 2cminatsgs e
political, artistic and philosopnical life during tn: perioa cefore the Zand

World War.
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Here it is also worth mentioning the German teaching institution called, The
Bauhaus, which was the first to provide a specific course on performance since
its opening in 1919. Although their manifesto called for the "unifaction of
the arts in a cathedral of socialism”, their 'Mechanical Ballets were mostly
formal studies of elements of movement and space ending up as carefully
choreographed productions. They were not as intentionally provocative or
overtly political as the Futurists, Dadaists or Surrealists. But like those
movements, the Bauhaus had had emphasised the importance of performance in its
own right.

Postwar Peripd and Tcday

After the Zand wWorid RWar, Haopenings and ths Fluius svents were the direct
precursors of tocay's Performance Art.

Happenings .nneared in America in the late SC's as an extention of Environment
Art. There =eye one'cftt oublic 2vents in which the scectator was invited to
participate. All Kagmow explaims that it eas time to "increase the
responsibility cF e cbserver®. At one cf tne zarli'est Happenings, you will
simultaneousiy experieace them”. Sc, the Spectztcr: were actually designated
as part of tne zzst. This desire 20 3ive the 3p2c%3:0r an active role in the
process of meking the work was no Jouot a dismissai of the position of the
artist as the unigue creator arg an attempt 22 Dra2ax 2cwn the position of the
artist as the unigue cCreator ang in attempt TC 2rs3k Icwn the barriers that
separate artist, aucisnce and artwork.

The Happenings phencmena in America was short iived. It never formed into an
coherent group or movement and very soon their technigues were appropriated by
the off-broadway theatre. After the enthusiasm Tor tnese manifestaticns nad
dies down in America, there was a great deal of interest for this form in
Britain, Germany, Austria and, outside Eurcope, in Jagan and Latin America.

Quite independentiy of the Eurcpean/American axis, autoncmous deveiopments
took place in some 3rd World Countries. In B8razii. for instance. Helio
Qiticica and Lygia Clark, inspired both any early mogern art and the popular
culture of Brazil, went on to create highly original forms of participatory
art. Both artists exhibited in London during tre 5Q 3 '

In Europe, throughout the 60's and 70's, 2 time wen'cn saw a lot of
experimentation, individuals and groups were c¢onstirtiy 2«ploring new
possibilities for confrontation and direct engagemert witn tne public. “any
groups were formed. Some were street :Ireatra Zraoups. Stner came out of
traditional theatre like The Living Theatra =f Yew Ygr¥ ang tne Pegple’'s Shew
in England. Others were ccllectives of artists «ith no theatrical orisnzatien
or skills. Amongst the most interesting of these Hroups wera e Gutai Groupof
Jasan (started 1%85%)., :tre Expl@dtog Qal (inicrarzd b ‘Duv;: Metalla -
1867 in Lonacon) ang ’fe ~merican/German F%uxu eﬂﬁﬂ;?CS Brazmt
Vautier, Yoko Ono, Nam June Paki... ) znd the Tnezfre of Mis es (ini tated
by Anthony Howell in 1374).
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One tendency of the performances of the early 60's was towards destruction and
violence.

A very influential figure in this area, the German artist Gustav Metzger was
known for his socio-political involvement and theories about audience
participation. He organised the 'Destruction in Art Symposium' in 1966 at the
ICA which showed, among others, the work of English artist John Lagham who had
been using the burning of books as part of this assemblages, and the very
violent and sadistic work of the Viennese artist Herman Hitsch. Nitsch's
public disembowling of carcasses and the use of biocd was part of his
‘abreaction theatre' which he started in 1961 and like much of the work of the
Viennese 'Actionism’, it was supposed to induce a catnariic response in goth
the artist and the audience. Similar tactics were used by English artist
Stuart Brisiey his wcrt #as Joiiticaly motivated towarcs mexing comments about
the alienation of ine ndividual frcom scciety, and *'s acticns were designead
to shake an anaestheti saﬂ an complacent gublic. Like 3risisy tne German
artist, Joseph Beuys creatsd events wnich 1nvonvec faars of endurance'. He
later on became dissatisfied with this xind of workx anc cecame committed to
the exposition oFf mis poiitical views girectiy tT the zuzience througn
lectures and discussicns.

In contract to this axprassicnistic tvoe of work was t-2 —wre formalist work
of Gilbert and Gecr3es the 'Living Scuintures’ and the % e Style-The worid's
First Pose Bang'.

With the emergence of the Biack struggie and the wcmens movement, the 70's
were a very politicaly cnargea perica ana were duscoed "tne Golgen years of
Performance'

nomens artists, especially, gravitated towards performance cecause it had less
of a male 'shadow' over it (Carlyle Reedy, Sonia Knox. Ros2 Engiish. Sailly
Potter, Rose Finn-Kelcey, Annabel Nicoison, Anne Bean...).

A number of Black artists were also very active in tnis area: David Medalla
(Philippines), Rasheed Araeen (Pakistan), Diego Barposa (venezueila), HeiiQ
Qiticica (Brazil), Li - Chia (China), Leopoldo Maler t(irgentina). Scme of
these artists made significant contributions even thcugr :~2v stayed only a
few years in Britain. Others such as Li Yuan-Chia, David “ez2a 3 and Rasheed
Araeen have continued to live and work here up to the pracert.

David Medalla came to Britain from the Philippines in J2&D arg “or 28 years
has been a pioneer of ideas and form in %everal mcvemen<:  Ki~eti¢ art
(60's), conceptual, Envircnmental and Participatcry art [i3ce &0 s - =2arly

70°s) " soclally and®politically cofascious "art  taiz""==" ‘a=e =% " ej¥ ang
Performance art (late 70's and 30's). He has a7:2 fean jnvglved w':in -~ﬂ”‘ﬂ;
galleries, magazines and artisTs grcups conr2c722 «ith ihese =c.2ments. 2ng
vet, and Guy Brett ocinza2z cut in his ‘r":;":'ahr;ndse a"rucs. Nlédg\\t‘«;; vio Tk
has deen totally ignored oy t7e 8ritisn art z:ztathighment " 3, nearly
twenty-five years, and basea mainly in Lcnzen. Zze¢is “:::s}- =t b2== o==2 of
the most active and imaginative Tigures in contemocrar. a-zs. UnliKe 5ac

artists who become associated with cne style, one 'moment ', 2avig Megaiia ~as
been a pioneer of ideas and forms in several artistic movements as they have
unfolded %@ACK&EUW%
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over the last two decades: Kinetic art in the 1960's Conceptual, Environmental
and Participatory art in the late '60s and early '70s, and Performance art in
the late '70s and '80s. And he has been involved with founding galleries,
magazines and artists' groups connected with these movements... The admiration
felt for him by many artists and writers, in several countries, and by
visitors to his exhibitions, contrasts strangely with the almost total neglect
of his work by the British Art establishment. For, in twenty-five years, he
has not been invited to particpate in a single official survey exhibition of
recent art in this country®.

In 1967 he initiated the 'Exploding Gaiaxy', a group of young artists,
musicians, poets etc, who oresented outdoor 2vents in London, Amsterdam and
Paris. A series of performances which took piace in 1368 on Parliament Hill
were 1nsp1r=a oy 3uadh1st stories. One cf thecse. for example, invoived, in his
own works® “... the making of a gigantic ""uman 3cdy’ comoosed of dozens cf
peaopie aon one cr the slicpes of Parliament #iii'. 7he gaiaxv invaived
collaborative creaations, cut afterwards Davig Megaila gevised structures and
events that invited the creative particigation of tne general opubliic. For
exampie, in 1368 fe mace 'A Stritch in T°me’ a structure that was made of rope
and cottorm reeis “ncorporating long sheezs cf cotton on which people were
invit tc sew znything they !ikeg. This sizce was set up in public places
both in Britzin 3nd abroad. <e cailed these wcrxs “Participation Structura”.

(¥

In the Tate 70s h2 began 3 rew ang gdiffersnt saries of performances which ware
both autobicgraphical and histortical reflectirg on the position of the artist
at different times in histcry, for these performances ne used an elaberate
combination of costumes, masks, muysic ana ociects. In the late 60s, returning
for a trip to Africa ang Asia, nis art oecame ccliticised. he co-founged 3
group Artists for Democracy (1974-1977) wnose a'm was to compine artistic
experimentation with giving support, octh materiai ind culturai. to liCeration
struggles throughout the worigd. ;

Among the activities of AFD were the organisation of the 'Internaticnral Arts
Festival for Democracy in Chile'at the Royai Ccilege of Art in 1374, ang an
exhibition of the American Indian Movement in (376 to grotest the Arts
Council's exhibition of traditional Nortnh American Ingran artafacts Sacred
Circles' at the Hayward Gallery (Pat of the American B8i-Centenniai
Celebrations).

Rasheed Araeen was also a member of AFD. He has 2esn cre CT tne mMOST CUTscCK2Nn
critics of the British Arts establishment's ccntinuous zolicy of ignoring
Black artists contribution to art in Britain. 4e mas 1:52 mage the most fucia
and far reaching analysis of the positicn of 37ack sisuai Artists 1n Sritain.

Rasheed Araeen is a Pakistani artist sho nas Zeea ii/¢'~3 '1 Loncon since 1S54,

He made coloured ccastructions uniti~g geomes-"Za = >merT: eI ~a7Cca
processes and creatsd carticisazzry zver: Ubideue wiemenbaul fgrees Such a
water and fire, in tne early 69s. r2 1312327 (nFEmt of Re sneed fragan s
performance was stated unambiguousiy; its conce—mwhch coth‘porarj pohhtal
issues was direct, and at the same time Tinxeg w17 T73 27Ti3I3 s perse =)
history. He was the first Black artist to use the siiage/tape 1edxu . 3Ing T2

only one to be included in the First International slide/tape show at tne
Rivershide Studios in 1977.
\,ACK & ETH/V
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In 1972-73, Rasheed Araeen became politically active as a member of the Black
Panther Movement He produced the most politically outspoked work in the years
that followed. He made a series of collages two of which celebrated the
history of Indochinese people against American Imperialism. In 13974 he
produced the slide/tape work, 'Playing Anguish' in which he linked his
subjective experience with his socio-political reality and in 1977 he gave the
1st presentation of his performance piece 'Paki Bastard' which, in Guy Brett's
words: "was part critique of bourgeois art activity, part tracing of
existential experience - a bareing of the heart and of neartache - and part a
call to arms for the black struggle. Identity as artist. icentity as black
person, identity as eoxploited worker, were the <{7ree tnemes who
interrelationship was guestioned continually in the ne piece, as it enda2d with
a synthesis of thé three realities”

In 1978 Rasheed Araeen fcounded the "3lack Phenix" =magazine (with the opoet
Mahmood Jamal) ia which he published nis 'Preliminarv “otes for a Black
Manifesto'. It was a2 militant statement pcinting cut tne racism of the white
establishment, tne,issues of Eurocentrism and the marginaiisation of the Black

artist.

Despite the significant coniribution Cavid Medalis and Rasneed Araeen have
made in the last 20 w2 Z= jears (ang continue te 2o so) to the British art
scene, both artists {aicng »ith many, many other Biack arTists in ail areas of
the visual arts), have recaived NO CFFICIAL RECTGRITICN CR SUPPORT BY THE
BRITISH ART ESTABLISHMENT. There isn't any of their nanging in the Tate
Gallery, and their work has near been incluged in any majer exnibitions in
England or abroad.

In 1979, they jointly wrote a letter to the B8ritish Ccuncil crotesting tne
omission of Black artists from a Paris exhibition of Britisn art in the 70§
'Exists't'il un art Anglais' (the same is true of a malor retrcspective of
British art since 1960 “Arte Inglese Cggi:, Milan i373). tTR1s 1S wnat Iney
wrote in their letter:

"It is not the first time that Black artists in Britain are geing
ignored in this manner and a glance at the cfficral art
exhibitions at home and abroad will clearly sncw 3 consistency in
the official attitude. We now feel concerned necaute tfe Iritish
Council is adamant in persistently projecting tne wnite image of
British British reality, and as if Black artists nase nct dacne
nothing significant in the field of art reflecting a ccntemgerary
reality.”

To go back to Performance Ar%t, cne of the characteristics of mcagern art 1t
that it has included activities Tike these that 2«pancsg tne concep: of wnat
art is.

Performance started as collective events in to2 325 wiith the \f&ﬁyﬂ%\f& ef-
taking art out the the confines of galleries ana musaums 272 claser. k- &7
alienated public. But over the years, performance activizI-z ' 2 ::::f: e
and more individualised, formalised and institutionalised, cr otrerwise turned
into nightclub entertainment and cabaret type of work.
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It is not surporising that, in the present climate of conservatism, there is a
strong move towards the 'return to the object' Many artists who had been
active in the area of performance have gone back to the traditional forms of
painting and sculpture. And it is no more supervising that the new area of
experimentation has had to be axed. The recent Government cuts have affected
no other area of the visual arts, so drastically. This has been dramatically
illustrated by the sudden closing down of the experimental departments of one
London school after another in the last 4 years.

At present, there are no more venues for performance in London. And those
venues ocutside London that still show performance work, have receatly
introduced a s4it of. limiting (if not compietely stifling) rules and
regulations in their application procedure which seems to advocate a certain
type of prescripted tneatrical work (detaiied advanced scenmario, scrigt. the
whole score... nave to be scrutinised by assessors). Scme of these venues
require the performance to pe ‘premiered' in their gailery, when performance.
unlike tneatre, is supposed to b a one-off event ¢reated for a specific Time
and space and therefore not repeatable. Some venues are even going o tne

extent of requiring an audition!!!

As against all this, there are artists wnc are still working to further

performance principles of direct response to sarticular social/environmentai
situations and the spontaneous interaction with the public. For exampie, inm 2
recent London avent “"Roadworks™ Brixton Gallery (meagerly funded by GLAAY 12
artists (including Rasheed Araeen, Kumiko Shimizu, Mona Hatoum) worked in the
streets of Brixton sncwing clearly that this kind of work is still aiive ana

well.

Black artists working in tnis area and having had traditionally no
appreciation or supgort for tneir work (especially when it is making radical
social comments) are garticularly vulneraple. It is this subversive potential
of performance wnicn is so vital to support.

See apcendix for information on the work of Black artists* who are working
today in this muiti-megia area:

Mineg Aayamaguchi (Japan)

Rasneed Araeen (Pakistan)

“ona Hatoum (Palestine)

John Hendrickse (Scuth Africa)

David Megalia (The Philippines?

Prafuila Mchanti (India)

Lumiko Shimizu < acan)

Da Wy Tang (Chi=a)
*A7l tne artists '°sTs3 z2cve -~as2 ze2n interviewed with the exception of
Davig Mezaiia.
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