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It started with a discovery....

The discovery of a letter written by Ralph Ellison
to founding director Donald Mochon in March of
2020. The letter was written in December 1968, the
same year as the Romare Bearden Projects and
Projections exhibit, which Ellison wrote an
introduction for. This project was originally
supposed to be a short exposure of our discovery,
written by intern Sydney Pennington, but after
reading the letter it prompted her to read Ellison’s
introduction herself. Ellison’s introduction was
filled with multiple layers synonymous with the
experiences of Romare Bearden and being both
African American and a modern artist and
visionary in America.






The correspondence between Mochon and Ellison

The University Art Museum’s founding director Donald Mochon contacted Ralph Ellison about
writing an introduction for the Museum’s Romare Bearden Paintings and Projections exhibit in 1968.
Mochon had expressed great excitement for Ellison’s participation by writing to Ellison, “This is a belated
letter of thanks for your handsome introduction to Romare Bearden’s exhibition. From what he tells me it has
aroused a lot of interest, for which we’re all grateful. His collages and your critical insight have made for a
fine and memorable exhibition here.”

To which Ralph Ellison responded that he had almost turned down writing the introduction and was
struggling to find a way to comment on art in a way that seemed extremely knowledgeable. Nonetheless, he
wrote, “I must thank you for presenting the challenging opportunity and for being so patient while I struggled
to give shape to all reversals.”



Ellison Background

Ellison was born in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma and was named after poet Ralph Waldo Emerson.
e Ellison had described himself and his friends as Renaissance men growing up with a heavy interest in
culture and intellectualism as a source of identity. Similar to Bearden, Ellison had a different plan

regarding his career.
e He took up the cornet at the age of eight, moved to the trumpet a few years later and then attended
Tuskegee Institute in Alabama, where he studied music with the ambition of becoming a symphony

composer.
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Tuskegee campus, 1916



Ellison in his study (left)

Ellison photographed by Gordon Parks (right)









Young Students, 1964



Bearden challenged common held ideas of art —
more specifically what it meant to be an African
American artist

Ellison speaks on Romare Bearden:

“This series of collages and projections by Romare Bearden represent a triumph of a special order. Springing from a
dedicated painter's unending efforts to master the techniques of illusion and revelation which are so important to the craft of
painting, they are also the result of Bearden's search for fresh methods to explore the plastic possibilities of Negro
American experience. What is special about Bearden's achievement is, it seemsto me, the manner in which he has made his
dual explorations serve one another, the way inwhich his technique has been used to discover and transfigure its object. For
in keeping with the special nature of his search and by the self-imposed 'rules of the game," it was necessary that the methods
arrived at be such as would allow him to express the tragic predicament of his people without violating his passionate
dedication to art as a fundamental and transcendent agency for confronting and revealing the world.

To have done this successfully is not only to have added a dimension to the technical resourcefulness of art, but to have
modified our way of experiencing reality.... I say social, for although Bearden is by self-affirmation no less than by public
identification a Negro American, the quality of his artistic culture can by no means be conveyed by that term.”






Bearden Background

Bearden’s family moved to New York City when he was a toddler, his mother eventually becoming president of the
Negro Women’s Democratic Association. His home was a place of discovery of leading figures in the Harlem
Renaissance such as Langston Hughes and W.E.B DuBois.

While living with his grandmother in Philadelphia, he graduated high schooland moved back to N.Y.C to go to college
with plans to attend medical school. He went to New York University and earned a Bachelor’s degree in science.
While he was a student however, he worked as a cartoonist on the school’s human magazine and became the
magazine’s editor in his senior year.

This prompted him to join a Black artist group after college, where he became more invested in modern art,
particularly Cubism, Futurism, post-Impressionism and Surrealism.

Bearden is most notably known for his collages that he created later in his career. Some of which made an appearance
at the University Art Museum in the 1968 exhibition Romare Bearden Paintingsand Projections.

His collages were created from a period in his artistic career where he was looking for a way to express both his
experiences as a Black man and the ambiguity of abstract painting. He was moving away from the more realistic and
religious work he had done and felt abstraction wasn’t clear enough for him so he began to experiment more.

He used images from magazines and colored paper including images from mainstream pictorial and Black magazines
Life, Look and Ebony, and Jet, as well as different textures such as sandpaper, graphite, and paint.

Influenced by the civil rights movement, Bearden’s work was also more representational and socially conscious.



Tomorrow | May Be Far Away, 1967 (left)
Empress of the Blues, 1974 (right)



Expressing Duality

After reading the web story and Ellison’s letter it is clear that Bearden was expressing duality through
the collages he created. Ellison himself exclaimed that Bearden was looking for new ways to honor
the experiences of African Americans through art as a way to address the world and its harsh reality.
We see this through his beautlful collages

The Prevalence of Ritual: Baptism, 1964



The influence of Jazz

Train Whistle Blues, No. 1, 1964

Jazz is an art form that drew inspiration from African American
experiences and is very layered in its own way. Jazz masters including
Dizzy Gillespie, Duke Ellington, Louis Armstrong drew from their
experiences and experimentation with several genres such as African
hymns and folk music, ragtime music, and the blues to create a wonderful
new genre of music and culture with jazz improvisation being a main
element of it.

At the start of Ellison’s novel Invisible Man, the main character who first
acknowledges his invisibility based on others refusal to see him, listens to
Louis Armstrong’s ‘(What Did I Do to Be So) Black and Blue” on a
phonograph.

Bearden was inspired by the way inwhich jazz was textured and
interactive. His work is described as being similar to jazz improvisation
due the way his collages include interplay between each texture and his
characters. His collage Train Whistle Blues, No.1, 1964, is a good
example of this.

Ellison’s writing has a certain fluidity and movement to it that shows an
influence of jazz music.



Prevalence of Ritual/Conjur Woman No.1, 1964 Jazz 1l Deluxe, 1980




Additional Research

View the illustrated essay by Sydney Pennington ‘23:
https://www.albany.edu/museum/ellison/

View the University Art Museum’s Collections database:
https://www.universityartmuseum.org

View the University Art Museum’s website:
https://www.albany.edu/museum/



https://www.albany.edu/museum/ellison/
https://www.universityartmuseum.org
https://www.albany.edu/museum/
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