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THIS SUMMER, ROBERT COLESCOTT
TAKES HIS IRREVERENCE TO ITALY, WHERE HE WILL
REPRESENT THE UNITED STATES AT THE VENICE BIENNALE.
IN HIS PAINTINGS FEATURING IMAGES OF AUNT JEMIMA,
TAP-DANCING BLACKS, AND BLONDE BOMBSHELLS,
COLESCOTT MAKES SERIOUS POINTS
WITH A DEFT USE OF HUMOR

BY SALLY EAUCLAIRE

“I never sought fame,” Robert Colescott says quietly. ©1 just wanted to punt.  would like us b0 fm o criteeal

I wianted to earn enoigh by my painting o support my painting. and the only
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way 10 do that was 10 build o reputation.” Al this yvear’s Venice Biennale.  whie male fiekd of ast history,

Colescott becomes the first African American artist ever 1o represent the  Though Colescott won't say

United States in & solo wm, and the first paimer 10 do so since Jasper Johns

whether the unadsimisive b
alert Bluck caty thal Turm o

n 1984, No one is more surprised than the 71-year-old artist emsell. in many of his canvases are.

Calescort cralis paintings
that are literally and figura
tively malislayered. He omee
commpared his amistc appoooch
to the “ope-two punch.” He
hooks the viewer with com
:-|:|,|h|:. familigr, sometimes
laughably aliered images of
Auant Jemimo, Bepan Ferchil,
tapadancing blacks, blonde
“hombabells,” “ amales,’
wnd oleer stdreoly pes, thdn
adkids tlse pwasts and fns of his
VI i I\.|||'|Fl|-|'|'~\. nikil CerlimieEr
|l|l.ll-\. '“‘:.\_'l. wilal HE 1ek 8 sioid
punch thas keaves viewers reed
ing—and womdering whether
they shauld Lawgh or cry

IT the characters appcai
proesgue. s becance ey
e e 1y Uriths dlaslivimiods
iil |I|~I|-::. If formas advineg
el receilde acco g Eor the
las o color theory and the diciates off misclermist o, s 5 oan
impdicit commient on cullural progresieon and megression. Most
imperitant, Colescoll chooses cacophmious colors, craey-guaili
patterie, o contripetal and conrilugal comprsitoas thal keep
tddeas burmng in viewers lascs

!'|.' I||I|-\.I'-\. kil s Wi oet |h.'l'|"||' I'|-||‘| I howd ithe wnbile, as
well as the Blogam,. dimensions of rocial angd sexusl ALErColVp
ing. economic exphoiimume amd relggious ambscirinaiion, He
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vin foach. scll-jporras, ther
claws—sharp, [hreatcnng
||.|:_'E'|'!'H. cheathed i fur
T AT .|"|,|I|-1|r|..|ll_' lI'a.'I..[I|'l.r
Tiowr b Jongnadlessd PR ingEs
Clursesn in o coampeetition fow
e Heemnale lasd June, Uole
weofd wlll exhibin 1% of his
larpe, bidog acrvle pamiings
irem Ihe past decale. The se-
leciiom was made by Iree-
lance curalor Mimi Robseris,
Wik GFEdnifed | shoaw ol
Canjesondt s work for the San
Jive Mluisenm il Ar o 1UKT.
The current exhibition
which opens in ¥Yemce the
|16k &1 thes mionik amd mins
through November 14—will
travel o Ducens, MNoew York:
e sanm; Pesrt lamel . Qrepon;
Herkeley: mmd Sandn Fe, where
it will appear of 5ITE Santn
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Colesoodl has lonpstanding Bies bo Samea Fe, largely thoough
Ariene LewAllen, bis dealer there and a partner i Cline
LzwAllen Comtemporary, whone he will show now wirks
thrmough June 21, The prolific amist aleo shows witle Priyils
Koaimd 15 Mew Yaoak e s s hesduiled o @bl new paintings
ihere next springh ol Howand Yeserski m Boston (where he
will caluban m Yamary b

“Salf-consorship is 3 cop-out,” says Robert Colescoit (facimg
pagel. His pictures often leave the viewer resling—and won-
dering whsther 1o laugh or cry. roe Fhe Biliogusl Cop, 19495;
Leie f Gelts @ Theill Too When | Sees & Koo, 1978, snove
George Washinglon Carver Crossing the Delawars: Page
freum @n Asmrorican History Textbaak, 1975,
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The mvwviintiony oo show i YVenboe wonildid Bave been Bcomsegiv-
alile 10 Colesomit™s father. o talenied classicol snd fer violinmass
whinae hed caneer Ot & o black mesn wis seiidimg tables onos
traim for the Southermn Pacific Koalmsd. Wantimg mone for s son
be encowragel higher education amd a professon—siomething
ke baw, perhaps, YV oung Colescol chose an insiend, anspised i
part by Sargenl Johmson, 3 black sculplor who worked with the
s Uoleseott on the milmasl, Today, the artist still speaks il
the impact of dehnson's work ethic as well & ihe disappoin
meiil and frusiration he sensed i both Johnson and kis fagher

Thelr plight progdded him o seek 8 difTeremt (o, Raised 0
Clalband, e enrolled af the Uiniversity of Coliformia @ H.r||.,|,'|:_-.._
where he carned o bachelor s degres i rulrllim: amul Brawing in
19945 el o master’s 10 the same discrplines in 1952 [n the in
tervenang perod, [rom 19498 w0 190 he studied in Paris with
Femond Léper. He wis determined 1o jois o few penemlion of
prodessional and cosmapolian Afecan Amencan s

Chiher than o sting '\-\.'”IEIF
art supplies in MNew York
Ly, Colescoi has maide his
Inang teachimg an, beginning
with seventh-grsde closses
and movimg on, as his repu
latlen grew. (o presuges
visiTIng |1|||‘|d_-u|1rl-\.h||1\. adidl
oERer IERIYVETERLY . NSRS
Alibagh be retimed lasa vear
a3 the Hepenis' Professor of
vl @t the Uinivenity of Ani-
pona al Tocson, where he
now hives, Colescoit sl
iravels Pregquently o give lec
fares and workshope, Dunng
ihe many vears spent ieach
ing. he also painted, ofien
from gight in the evening

alis appropralions as rospoctin] borowimgs. “lromcally, whal
el anl ps—thot, ol corse, achades me-—Ampay kol African
irt coames Froen Cuabsied @, e L5

Eny thes mmid- 1R, Cobescor! had hee [t e ol fmine. Crb
cal sttertin=—if i alvways aoclinm—oaine witls his |l_'||.'-||.:l. ] |
mpslerpieces, seen W such proup exhiions as the '..'..r.:n..-:,
Miksemin™s 19TH “Ard about A" Colescoti™s prciorial gags,
which mvolvesd subspitwiing blsck chassciers far the Dk
white ones, wene mstantly appealing 1o an lovers who “por the
ke, Lalesomit s real miessape. however, wel 1 deeper

Ferfups the hest knoan of the paintmgs of that perad is Ear
e T adevd 1V TS 16 whoch © we downdersd
et pensanis of Wincend vam Crogh s Pawic
] meerry munstrel singers thnlled ok the very prspect of eating
potaioes [or supper. 'l was anocking the myth of the “happy
darkie,' " e artis) explains. “0's been all (00 convenient for
white people to helieve that Black people con sing, lmesh, dance,
il e happy even o the

el replaced
phia Earers widh 3 bamd

] glare COfeismsianors.

In Greorge Werndiimgliom
Carver Crodding the Deld
ware | 1975, Colescoal re
samped Emonuel Leutane's
Farmons, prEnd g, I\.|.|"~\.I|I-|Il|r|l__l
the slave-lumed-agnculiural
chermisl Cnrver for the origi-
il Cicorge Woashington ancd
provviding hiom with a erew
of banpe-playing blacks and
oihiers reeling in calfish

“Subverting this oo
spgmed godsd, clean fun,”
s e armst Hais it s¢n
i, Bo0, [ saw the neod 1o
-\.I:-|||.|L-\. 4y Ei ||-\..|||||||.|| LL T

lco thot has oonsistenily e

andil three i the mwaning. 1 asove Friumph of Chistianiy, 1993, maar Betwesn Two Worids, noded black comiributions
bl o, e savk C1d been o 1TRRZ. Thaugh he i proud of his scademic eredenlisly, Caleseabtt  When | was growing up

Faris. |'d stwideed painting
I'd had those opportunities
Bt was thirse bo prose bo myselll | was o painger,”

Thaaigh proud of his scademie credentials—and acuiely
mwane il they skl nol have been os availlable hod he been
bom a genermtion earlier—Coleseot! |s deeply mspired by pomi
lar cultare, “We Kids inlked every day abous the comic strmps,”
b svw of his veans prowing up duning the Depression. 1 drew
[the comic chamcters] Toots and :'J-.p;nr all ihe fime™ Satur-
days he sperd o the movie theater, u..u:.';ll.ll'.p Westems in whach,
e says, “men were men and women were women. Vanations
o thal theme have suriacesd morecent years in has satmcal paint-
Imgs ahoul sexiim, domestic bondage, and raciol and pender
|'l||'.l. el F.;Il'|l_'n_

Amibitious as he was for his pamting, Colesoott declined 1o
join the many serious anises of e 194908 and *50s who suc
currdhed b the lure of abstraction. He secepred ihe expressaiamis)
companent of Absiract Expresciomisa bial pod the abstract part
Léper encosrnped him m the view—determined in the French
ran s cane largely by Communist sympathics—thal absiraction
wak an arl abiernaled from ihe people

Lolesooir agreed for dee most part, el he womdessd i there
Wi i |'l| e [oF i & d pracitioneT of realist or figurahive an
given ke record al nearly all-whie subject matier in these an
Melds, Pionsso's wses of Afrcan and primitive art fascinaied
harm—and still dio—biat they seem o Colescoit & misch amperi-
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has Dpdn deeply inspined by popular culture.

thete were anly wio hlack
heroses: Bowker T. Washing
lisn angd Cseorge Washingion Carver. The menial workers—ile
hoot hlacks, mammibes, amd Stepan Feichits—howeyver, wene
very well knowan o me.'

Ciften Colesott's substitutions rarsed the M1 T R T
What il the pregnamt wisman in Jan van Eyvck’s Armediind Wod
dimg were black” How would we respond’? What if one of
Willem de Koonmg s mgumg women were Auni Jeminma, ax she
appears i Giers o Theill Too When | Sees e Kos (1978))

Sthough Colescott was ome of il first e fake ap the bommy
img @i F'.Irlil_l'lﬂl.' Iy I R " ||'|||E|||'|1|;|||.||' “ ks farm ol
iUy Baiincd, weblang ol apan F o bhe ool (00dTy e |_I.|||.L_|| il
muinstrean postmodenism, 1 didn’t have o taaie for il |appeo
aribon | then,” savs the amest, "OF course | knew the traditen
ol &riEls I\J'.II!Ii..' Nomages 10 previousy IMAs e es Hi own
wirk, (hosgh alwiys irmeverent, s often affectionaie, as well

By the time “appropration” had becoms on art-wordd buse
winrel, Ciodescott had moved on. He haild made his poang about the
limits af an history, and he had deed of viewers who thougthil he
had Bieile tov offer hes ol § ek of & |,||._-||,'|| laise. €N the lavers
LFial any veewers messedd, Cialeseoii HL 1 svns nndiculime the
monnmess and silliness of imapes in oart thal were white inven
thoms, mof ours, | was alvo trving o el Pl Pow Blacks
winild have been porrayed in the o history at that thnse had
they heen ponrayod al all. The very prejudsce that kept blacks

asl el e Aot cudiure Sremed the Sambao maage.
Simce the mid- 80k, Colescoit™s work has become ncher,

miowe vaned anid lechmically fhent, and lkess easy 1o pigeonbole

than befone, Althoigh he conbimises b bormow amid adapl serco-

s s a way of embiquaneg them. hes subject matier hos ranged
wiaileEly . @l Iniele Culnpes Ii% SRatii ] Thiis. i P Belimpiunl
Cupr (108K, 0 policeman expresses his higotry i bol English
and Spanish in Sohool Bays (1988), colleges recmait black aih-

letes amil whiie soholams: in The Suer. A View froom the P
19T wealthy whites pppear to own blnck celebrities; and in
Mefaves dn the U5 A, L1994 ), an opinm-addicied Sherfock
Helmees orders o pecdle froon his block toasdy, Dr, Walsen
Clichés and wisweal [PEnES |I-\.l|:|'|'£_1!l\.' I A Verad froun £mali
Charlte [ 1950, o “hock =makeg] Mack man swearmg white bucks

wtnnds front and center==playving havos with distasigiul, 11
anewhal daded, monl sk ad symibols. A vasuad plechor of
clichéd sayvings rodesie fronm the cenbral fegare, inclisdeng o “cat
o of the bag,”™ o skeberom i othe closel™ “shat liiting the fan
and "a wnow e [I'\.-_':. feler 1o the r|||-||r||!'|'I fididEn presemnce
of a Mack man i & member of 3 “pedigresd” white family, seen
slnisk i aiv ihe |‘|,||_l,|_l.:|l|||!-|

Increusingly, Colescoti™s paintings include figures of mdeier
minale mee. Works with hirmncinl muotations tha out-Picasss
Picusso leature twisling p||!|-|.|'u il difTeremshaped noses, hlue
anild broewen eyves, amd kirky and smooth hair, Wheo's wlso, who's
whod, snd whether 1 manters are quesisons thal appear (o baoni
the aisd. In kis paintings, he explores the esoes rasad by the

rmany varatkns o so-Ccalled “hlsck™ sk thal ap

Rerween Twn Worlidfy (1992 |||||||_|_Ih ili

W woiteny of Color

even angels of color—poking 10 blond, bloe-eyed ldeals. “]
paint these thangs to come (o terms with them, be says,

I the |k Cobescon bepan ackling the molm of “the dark
giile  He sk« 'I.'l.h:.. % i rhad s meEny ol s theis hae o
thang dlark represenis ovil "W hy, e Dadgers, m such paanimgs
s Bis Mumehback of Noree Damae (1TEFD, do viewess seefm o
react 1o ihe Black Qaisinmeslo us & ragist and ol a savior, Cale-
moseximling

ool contivially rnises the specicrs of Foirtiidis
wibilness weEr, IFnns o s, il leath—belseving ;l-l'l|'|.||'n|.
that we all would be pevchodesically healithier il we cowld ac
[ FITRE ||:|J'r'l.' amd sssimmileie the so-ca | dark siches of ourselves
Ive mever felt boundarses or (bmits o what | might do,” he
iy Tl | BRSEPE -\.I'.||_| 3 o

He s Both prowd of amd bemased by ihe Biennale honor,
‘Fame,™ he says “does not necessasily have 1o do with acoom
plishment, It can hive L"|:.':|I:- 0 dov with conduct, appearamse, o
the ahility g0 dirmw the curogs.™ Hie anbicipabes SOne ConEAETSY
waving that be will play “cot aned mouse™ with imervicwers re-
parding the miobographecal nsture of s work and tha he will
matienily endure the sl moguaries about Black o and Bisiory

Thewe mguirsee wsally include the follisw gt Hioay dises he=
comapare e work with than of Afmcan American artists who
preceded him, such as Bomare Bearden und Jocob Lawrence?
“Well, I'm nt a8 casy 1o pin down 2 those two amd, bogefally
I'm @ bl mere adveniwrs than that!™ Why Soesnl e poing
cruel slave masters and sullering
black sloves” “Yiou can say those im
pges are owl of date! That type of
sierestype Croaled an ansie Ehetie
Blnck artists were expecied 1o do o
cerinen kind of work amd show |'-||!:.
mn Febmuary [Black History Mongh].™

Though it seems sell-evident,
Colescolt has 10 keep explaiming thal
Alncan Amencan arfisds can also do
what whele artisis have always taken
tor granfed-—deal with complex. con-
Temporary ssiees aid pissh it cHiser
limits of siyle, tisie, and mbionadis
ks 4 mire LR SR who diosssn "t ask
whether it"s fiting o laugl al the im
apes, s okoy Do laugh.” he siys
emphatically, “We baugh with Dhick
Gregory in stersotypical rokes. We
laugh ot Cleavon Ligtke. Yhat 1'm
irying 1o say aboud these slemoodyjcs

pives them mew sagnificanoe

Siber S0 vears of painting snid 11}
years of exhibiting widely, Colescoit
hias litthe doubd thal most viewers
will caich his one-twis punch. What
he wonders now & whether fuiure
gencrationg. will see more than st
the conteat in s waork, “Will ihe
Limee ever codiie,  he asks, “when
these painiings s1ond on (herr own
grub people. surprise (hem. and
move ihem with ther Tormal siruc-
tures aind thivohms |
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