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ROMARE BEARDEN WAS AT HOME in many worlds. That’s
remarkable for any artist; indeed for any person, but especially
<o for an African-American person born when Bearden was—in
1911. The artist’s centennial is being celebrated through the end
of this year with many museum and gallery exhibitions, and a
look at the wide range of work represented should convince any-
one with eyes to see that it's impossible to pigeonhole Bearden,
whether it be as a regionalist, a black artist, a collagist, even a
modernist. He was all of those things, and more.

Brevioud ipresdr Romare Deardan, Siie Hotday, 1975, Thi page: Inok Birenl Harkem Rigmn, cinga 15732
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found its in addition to the e musicians, literary srars such as
WE.R, [ Bois and Langston Hoghes became part of their circle
However, theaughout his childhood, Bearden spent summers with
his grandparents in Mecklenborg Cowuney, BMLC., and for the rest
of his life remamed emotionally very closely connecred with the
ares. Bearden belioved that che stories and folkwaye of roral black
Americans needed ta be proserved and understood, and much ot
his work embodies a degire both to dociment ehis milien and m
transform it inte timeleds L

In Mew York, Bearden was exposed not only to the Harlem
Renasance bat to the broader American and Buropean intellec
mial tradicion and the meedernist revolnnen that was then in sl
swing. After hig secvice in World War [1, the G Bill enabled him
1o srudy ot the Sorbonne in Paris, where be concentrated on phi
losophy. Back home, Baancisl pressores made it pecessary for kim
oy T ke a ||::-!:. as a4 cakewniker for the Mew ok ARy [ keparrment
of Social Services while making art on weekends and after honrs.
This paralle] career in social work, whith had acrually begun m
the wery lare *30s, continued in one way or another until 1967,
and while experes disagres on the extent of it impact on his art,
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it seemms likely thar Bearden's expericnces with the city's poor and
marginalized fespecially the Gypsiea) entailed close and sympa-
thetic observation of their cultuee, As for the culture of his own
peaple, hie larer wrote, "It ts not my aim ro paing abouat the Megre
i terma of propagands...[uat] the life of my people as | know it,
passtonarely and dispassionatcly as Beucghe!, My intenton is to
reveal throogh picrorial complexiry the lite T know.”

Fhat complexiny was achseved through Bearden’s proneering foom
of collage, a mixed-media technegue that combined paint, canvas
[early anl o Bherhoard flater|, colored paper, pencil and collaged
i1 ;||:||;_||_' elements, eifher cat ar farm A& 1965 collage on canvas, Fish-
ing amd Crabbing, Three Mile Creek {the title was suggested by the
writer and jazz critic Albert Murray, a longrime friend and collabo
rator of Bearden's and the owner of the pieee] recently on view af
0 Moore Gallery in Mew York (wiich handles the Bearden cstate|
ilhsseeares nicely the main trais of the artists method. As with Sur
realist collage, space 1% fractured and distorted in Cubist fashion,
put unlike Surrealist collage, the intent here is not o completely
gubwern narrasive sirwcture bur (nstead to enhance and deepen it
with kavers of reference, as well as o imbue it with energy and a
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THE STORYTELLER

Clockwios From teg lalt: Simelee for the Cling Lamo, 1985, Howse in Coffon Fieid, 1908 08 Such & Mgt af Tk, 1903

movemsent in the last 20 years,™ Monetheless, DeLuca diagnoses
a shorefall in Bearden appreciation; "The reason why be’s not 2
hesasehodd name,” be explaing, ®is thar his works are mainly works
on paper, and museums don't place them as much, We srill don's
know the range of his work.” According to Deluca, prints are
penerally in the $5,000—15 000 range, with “spec al ones" selling
in the $30,000—40,000 cange, Monotypes start around 58,000,
and collages o from $25,000 up ro seven Bgures, “Any impor
rant, sizahle collage,” says DeLuca, "will be toto the six hgures,”
As for supply, he adds, “Thete are some strong pacces Ut 00 the
market currendy, available to collecrors. What's hard wo hod are
two types of work—very garly picces from 1930 and "40s, and
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then some of the collage works from the ‘60, the Nirss ones he ded,
[hose are rare and brimg very steong pesces.”

While the general public may still need 1o be hetrer educated on
Beacdesn, there is no doubr that his work has been hugely inflwen-
tial on arists, espocially Afrcan-American artisis, whom he was

always eager (o mentor, particulary in the lasc 15 or so years of

his libe, Melberg soes bis influence as being very broad. "There sn'e
am artist whe tears, cute and pastes anything on a surtzce today
whis dagsi't owe & debt ro Bearden,® e says. “And [ can't think
of him as beiog a regionalist, That tag gor hung on him because
of hit subject matser, Bearden is o modernist, 11 1 were ro call him

arything at all, it would be 2 magnificent sporyreller,” &
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