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Cleveland 
C1eveland in 1970 didn't look much like Cleveland in 1920.
Rapid industrial growth was followed by rapid population 
growth, followed by political and economic upheaval. But 
much that was good came out of that tumultuous half cen
tury, including the work produced by 30 artists in let Still

We Rise: African American Art in Cleveland and Columbus 1920-

1910. 

Nany of the paintings, prints, drawings and photographs by
Cleveland artists in let Stj// We Rise were made during the 
1930s, the heyday of the Cleveland School, a loosely defined 
group of artists who produced quintessential American 
scenes. Many artists in the exhibition trained at Karamu 
House; an interracial settlement house established in 1915, 
under successful Cleveland School painters such as Paul 
Travis and Henry Keller. 

In the depths of the Great Depression, when the US. Works 
Progress Administration offered full-time employment to 
Cleveland artists, those young African Americans were 
ready. WPA public murals and sculptures offered a way to 
promulgate social realism, an effective style for portraying 
toil and struggle with grace and power. 

The organizers of �t Still We Rise were looking for art that 
was classically composed, not political; most work in this 
exhibition predates the civil rights movement. Yet there is a 
common thread running through many of these land
scapes, portraits and industrial scenes, most likely a result of 
the African American artists' experiences in Cleveland at 
that time. 

While the Karamu-WPA connection was effective, it lead to 

lasting fame for only a few African American artists because 
there were limited opportunities for them to exhibit and sell 
their work. Though most of the artists represented in this 
exhibition are not known outside the region, there have been 
exhibitions of the work of Karamu artists in major art mar
kets. 

Among the more notable Cleveland artists is Hughie Lee
Smith, who now works in New Jersey. He has had major 
exhibitions around the country and was commissioned to do 
a portrait of New York Mayor David Dinkins that hangs in 
City Hall there. Much of Lee-Smith's work reflects his obser
vations in Cleveland during the Depression. He often paints 
cold skies, bare trees, isolated figures and deteriorated build
ings. 

Charles L. Sallee; whose portraits are in this exhibition,
became a prominent interior designer, with clients such as 
Standard Oil, the Cleveland Browns, Cleveland Trust and 
Stouffer Hotels. William E. Smith, who worked for an adver
tising agency in Cleveland, moved to Los Angeles in 1949. He 
co-founded a black art gallery there and continued to paint 
scenes of loneliness and anguish inspired by his experiences 
in Cleveland's black ghettq exhibiting nationally. 

The work of the late Douglas Phillips, whose stained glass is
seen in churches all around the world, is represented here by 
a secular 1950s stained and leaded glass-window. 

Other Karamu alumni gained little recognition. After he
died in 1993, the paintings of Beni E. Kosh were thrown on 
the street and taken to a flea market, where they were found 
by two art dealers who arranged an exhibit of them in Shak
er Heights. Kosh's work, dating from 1949 through the 1970s, 
portrays the horror of slavery, religious scenes, fantasy crea
tures and ordinary people in styles ranging from primitive to 
surrealistic. 

A later generation, most of them still active in Cleveland, is 
represented in this exhibition by early work. Malcolm Brown, 
an art teacher whose industrial scenes were done in watercol
or, says many opportunities opened up for him when he 
moved to Cleveland in 1964. He was painting mainstream 
subjects and was not doing black or "political" work. 
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Clarence Perkins, born in Louisiana, moved to Cleveland in 
his teens and studied at East Technical high School and 
Cooper School of Art. He was a construction worker and an 
insurance salesman before he took a job as an artist with 
American Greetings Corporation. A prize-winning painter, 
Perkins also has been a teacher, home furnishings designer 
and state employee. 

Perkins' experience was typical of many members of that 
ge�eration of black artists. Allen E. Cole was a railroad cook, 
waiter, real estate salesman and law student before he 
became the "official" portrait photographer of Cleveland's 
African American community. Ernest W. Trotter worked as 
a shipping clerk for 45 years while he chronicled Cleveland's 
jazz night life in hundreds of drawings. Portraitist Henry 
Williamson, 75, was a laborer for 25 years at National Screw 
and Bolt Company. Now he does auto detailing. 

About one-third of the exhibition is made up of the work 
of 15 black photographers, who combine the influences of 
documentary, photojournalism, industrial photography and 
portraiture. Their pictures are diffuse and individual, but 
show connections to the work of earlier regional artists. 

James Gayle was a newspaper photographer who worked for 
The Plain Dealer. Andrew and Lewis Chesnutt opened a 
portrait studio in 1891 and prospered into the 1930s. 
Younger photographers such as Charles Jackson Pinkey, 
James Doss and Matthew Dunlop gained experience as 
members of the Karamu Camera Guild. 

Yet Still We Rise features the work of only two Cleveland
area women; there were very limited opportunities for black 
female artists during the period covered by this exhibition. 
Virgie Patton-Ezelle is represented by figurative and f loral 
paintings and an abstract collage. Edith Brown, originally 
from Mississippi, has a 1950s black history collage and one 
abstract painting in the exhibition. 

The Cleveland Artists Foundation, which documents the work of Northeast Ohio 

artists, organized the original exhibition to address the dearth of information about 

art by African Americans in the Cleveland area at that time. For this exhibition in the 

Riffe Gallery, the original work has been augmented by the work of eight Columbus 

African American artists, chosen by David Barker. Barker, a former Columbus gallery 

owner who is director of administration at the Greater Columbus Convention and Vis

itors Bureau and a member of the Ohio Arts Council Board. 

The name of this exhibition comes (ram the title of a painting by William E. Smith, 

And Yet I Still Rise, a portrayal of a young ghetto male. In an essay in the origi

nal catalog, Leslie King-Hammond, an African American art specialist at the Mary

land Institute College of Art, says this about the theme: "Rising like the mythic 

phoenix (ram the dusty ashes of the Middle Passage, the African American artist 

finally emerges from the peripheral edge of oblivion." 

Yet s1111 We Rise 

Columbus 

I his exhibition at the Riffe Gallery is a celebration of the
achievements of African American artists between 1920 and 
1970. While the focus is on African Americans in Cleveland 
and Columbus, it is representative of black artists through
out the United States during that era. We have supplemented 
the original exhibition, organized in Cleveland, with work 
from the Columbus art community to demonstrate how 
parallel ideas, talents and methodologies existed in both 
cities. We hope the exhibition will be informative and will 
encourage a sense of pride in the diversity of our nation. 

Beginning in the mid 1920s, African American artists 
looked to the spiritual and traditional arts of Africa for 
inspiration, as did Picasso and other European artists. 
Although both groups of artists share a fascination with the 
geometry, patterns and rhythms of African art, it is impor
tant to note that the works of artists of African descent 
were highly personal and often autobiographical. 

From slavery to freedom, to the Great Depression of the 
1930s and beyond, African American art provides a com
mentary on the human condition that speaks to all of us 
through an endless range of emotion, spirituality, intensity 
and energy. Black artists in Columbus were no less energized 
than their counterparts in Northeast Ohiq and their works 
are similar in content and treatment of subject matter. 
There also are parallels in technique, including exploration 
of the differences between flat and three-dimensional sur
faces, illusion, shifting perspectives, simplification of forms 
and examination and dissection of distance - all relevant 
to the evolution of abstraction. 

When Africans were transported to this continent as slaves, 
they brought with them a unique tradition of using art not 
only for ritual, but also as a vital means of communication. 
In the era of this exhibition and continuing today, African 
American artists communicate their own attitudes, religion 
and life experiences through their art; they also convey the 
life history of past generations. The works of Roman John
son, Elijah Pierce and Aminah Robinson often are autobio
graphical and clearly draw on life and religious experiences, 
while works by Ed Colston and Barbara Chavous are based 
on reaction to issues of race, ethnicity and social concepts, 
even as they incorporate modernist techniques of abstrac
tion and collage. 

One of the charms of this exhibition is that it showcases 
some early concepts of abstraction still rooted in the basics 
of realism - depicting the real through a framework of 
line, while implying a variety of textures, shapes, colors, 
forms and movements. Several of the artists, such as William 
Agnew and Robert Stull, explored abstraction by testing the 
barriers of form and color. Others, such as Smoky Brown, 
experimented with the use of non-traditional media -
often found objects. Here we see a connection between 
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on African American art; international exhibitions featur
ing works by African Americans are organized and circulat
ed around the world. Enrollment of African Americans in 
art programs in colleges and universities has increased to 
thousands, while the professional, intellectual, educational 
and creative accomplishments of African American artists 
have grown substantially over the past 25 years. 

During the early years covered by this exhibition, African 
American artists in Cleveland had the extraordinary 
resource of Karamu Hous½ which provided opportunities 
for formal training in performing and visual arts. African 
American artists in Columbus, however, proceeded in most 
cases on their individual fortitude. As in the case of Roman 
Johnson, who was not accepted at Columbus College of Art 
and Design, then called Columbus Art College, because of 
his race, Columbus artists at the time were primarily self
taught and seldom had opportunities to have their work dis
played. Their art represents a strong sense of culture that 
was not restricted by the dominant society because there 
was little cultural interaction between the two. 

Through this exhibition we hope you will gain a sense of 
history, of spirit and, above all, a sense of faith in the future. 
The works of such early artists as Elijah Piere½ William 
Hawkins, Smoky Brown, Marion Richardson and Roman 
Johnson present a two-fold sense of reality First, because of 
their keen sense of self and their capacity for observation, 
they brought to their work a practical knowledge of the 
world around them and a unique perspective gained from 
the struggles and victories of everyday life. On another level, 
many of the works contain deep emotion and refer to feel
ings ranging from cultural repression to prid½ reward, love, 
hope and, most importantly, faith. The artists in this exhibi
tion can be viewed as pioneers whose work, sacrifices and 
strong faith in the future laid a firm foundation on which 
today's artists have built. Indeed, although many doorways 
remain closed, African American artists have reached a 
plateau of respect and acceptance that is a direct result of 
the vision o� these early artists. 

At the recent Riffe Gallery exhibition Mexico Now, Point of 
Departure, I experienced how rapidly our brave new world . 
brings to us, technologically as well as geographically, the 
life and experiences of other cultures. As was clearly shown 
in the Mexican exhibition, society is a constantly changing 
canvas made up of a multitude of communities and ideas. 
Our identity is not created entirely by any single segment 
of society, but from a collage of the communities around us. 

Although I have lived in Columbus all my life, I have had 
the opportunity to explore much of the United States and 
to observe diversity within African American culture. I 
share a goal with many educators to increase the awareness 
of the diverse cultures that make up this country. While dif
ferences abound, we have many common traits - we are a 
nation of innovators, unafraid of challenge and risk. Our 
challenge now is to attempt to more fully understand and 
accept each of our various cultures, to view our differences 
as a rich resource from which we can draw. There is a wealth 
of creativity in every community, and throughout history 
art has played a vital role in aiding understanding and com
munication. I hope this exhibition will have that effect. 

By David Barker, the director of administration at the Greater Columbus Convention 

and Visitors Bureau and a member of the Ohio Arts Council Board. 
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Share the Arts preserving the past, enhancing the present and
enriching the future of all Ohioans. The Council 
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The Riffe Gallery, operated by the Ohio Arts Council, 
showcases the work of Ohio's artists and curators, and the 
collections of the state's museums and galleries. 
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