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Cinque, ca. 1975
Romare Bearden
Serigraph, P/P 
16” x 20”
Art and Artifacts Division, Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture 
The New York Public Library

Black Manhattan, 1969
Romare Bearden
Collage paper and synthetic paint on board 
25” x 21”
Art and Artifacts Division, Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture 
The New York Public Library

Jamming at the Savoy, 1981
Romare Bearden
Etching 
16” x 23”
Art and Artifacts Division, Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture 
The New York Public Library

Spring Festival, 1975
Romare Bearden
Woolen tapestry after Romare Bearden Modern Master Tapestries, Inc. NY 
96” x 65”
Gift of the Mildred Andrews Fund
Art and Artifacts Division, Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture 
The New York Public Library

Untitled (From the Iliad Series), 1969
Romare Bearden
Watercolor and ink on paper 
24” x 18”
Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Irving Sherman
Art and Artifacts Division, Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture 
The New York Public Library

CREDITSRecognized as one of the most creative and original 
visual artists of the 20th century, Romare Bearden 
had a prolific and distinguished career. He received 
several awards and his work was extensively 
exhibited and collected. in 1987, one year before his 
death, President Ronald Reagan awarded Bearden 
the National Medal of Arts.  in 2003, Bearden was 
honored with a major retrospective, The Art of 
Romare Bearden, at the National Gallery of Art in 
Washington, D.C., the first African American so 
honored in the institution’s history.
 
His life and art are marked by exceptional talent and 
a broad range of intellectual and aesthetic interests, 
including music, performing arts, history, literature, 
and world art. Bearden was also a celebrated 
humanist, as demonstrated by his many years of 
work in the social service field and his lifelong 
support of young, emerging artists.

R O M A R E 
BEARDEN

Russ, just look at my work!  What 
do you see? Do you see man in it?  
You, me, your mother, father—
hard working, loving, caring, 
sharing families. Quilting Time 
represents all—grandparents, 
parents, infants—in a setting that 
is positive, yet universal. It could 
be about any race. Truth lasts—
endures.
—   Conversation: Romy & Russ 

Russell Goings, Diary 
September 29, 1987

The Schomburg Center 
for Research in Black 
Culture, drawing 

on its and collector Russell 
Goings’s collections, presents a 
retrospective of Romare Bearden’s 
oeuvres, including his first collage 
and his last painting.
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Romare Bearden at work in his studio in Long 
Island City, New York. Photographer: Manu 
Sassoonian. Photographs and Prints Division, 
Schomburg Center for Research in  Black 
Culture, The New York Public Library.
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The Soul of Blackness

After joining the Harlem Artists Guild, Romare Bearden embarked on a lifelong study of art, 
gathering inspiration from earlier Western masters, as well as from African art (particularly 
sculptures, masks, and textiles), Byzantine mosaics, Japanese prints, and Chinese landscape 
paintings. in 1940, Bearden had his first solo exhibition in Harlem and in 1944his first solo show 

in Washington, D.C. After his return from Paris in 1950, his style matured: his work became more abstract, 
his colors more solid and vibrant. He also switched from watercolors to oil.

the decade of the 1960s had a tremendous influence on Bearden’s artistic style and vision of the 
world. the energy released by the Civil Rights Movement, the revolution in African-American culture and 
society, the antiwar movement, the developments in black music—jazz in particular—and the sheer vitality 
of youth and life, in general, permeated his art.  in 1963, with a group of artists that included Charles 
Alston, Alvin Hollingsworth, Norman lewis, and Hale Woodruff Bearden constituted the “Spiral Group,” 
dedicated, in part, to encouraging galleries to exhibit the works of younger, talented black artists.

it was while working on a “Spiral Group” project—to present a collective artistic statement during 
the 1963 March on Washington—that the relevance of the medium of collage first dawned on Bearden. 
He abandoned the abstract for the collage, which under his palette became an almost documentary 
portrayal of reality.

less than three months before his death on March 12, 1988, Romare Bearden poignantly expressed 
his thoughts and feelings about art and artists:

“You become an artist when you can capture the sun’s rays, the spaces between Earl “Fatha” Hinds, the 
sounds of Max’s drum, love, sorrow, joy on canvas… there is no way to teach that to an artist… All an old 
artist has to give is his art—pure art comes from the soul of the old artist and it is all he has to give.”

I am a black man who is an artist. You cannot separate me from the undeniable facts. The source of my work comes 
from my roots and my roots are imbedded in my total black experience. What I do, think, feel and how I respond to 
emanates from the experience. It’s silly for me to waste time on something outside my culture. It’s like me trying to 
capture the soul of Japanese culture, or doing a Russian or Greek thing. They have their great artists whose roots are an 
integral part of their being.

My blackness and life experience are full, rich and satisfying. Yes, there are times when it’s sad. But that’s true 
for all of us. At no time will I ever make an excuse or apologize for my blackness. Russ, look at my work and try and 
detect an apology. What you’ll find throughout my work is the soul of blackness. A soul rich in tradition, ritual, culture 
and intelligence. You’ll find all that’s positive--images that reflect who and what we are. When you see my images and 
understand them, then you see and understand me. The human qualities that I possess are no different then they are for 
Picasso, Van Gogh, Jacob Lawrence or Richard Hunt. It is vital for an artist to clearly know who and what he is. I have 
no ambiguities about who I am. —Comment by Romare Bearden; Russell Goings, Diary; October 19, 1987

Romare Bearden, the Artist

Romare Bearden 
1911-1988

Romare Howard Bearden was born on September 2, 1911, 
in Charlotte, North Carolina. He was educated at lincoln 
university where he majored in science and math, Boston 
university, and New York university. After extensive studies 

in art, he graduated from NYu in 1935 where he had been a lead 
cartoonist then art editor for the college’s monthly journal, The Medley.

in 1935, Bearden joined the Harlem Artists Guild, a Work Progress 
Administration program for unemployed black artists during the Great 
Depression, and the “306 Group,” an association of black artists living 
in Harlem. the following year he enrolled at the Art Students league, 
where he studied life drawing and painting.

in 1938, Bearden began working for the New York City Department 
of Social Services as a case worker but continued his artistic endeavors. 
He rented a studio at 125th Street, right above the artist Jacob lawrence. 
the artistic community in Harlem was at the time a closely-knit group of 
people, and Bearden knew many of them.

Bearden was drafted into the u.S. Army in 1942 and served during 
World War ii in the segregated 372nd infantry Regiment. Discharged in 
1945, he resumed his duties at the Department of Social Services. in 1950 
he went to Paris on the Gi Bill to study philosophy at the Sorbonne. there, 
he met the great French artists Constantin Brancusi and Georges Braque, 
as well as prominent African-American émigrés such as Richard Wright. 
When his Gi benefits were exhausted, he returned to Harlem where he 
went back to work for the Department of Social Services.

 in 1964, Bearden was appointed the first art director of the newly 
established Harlem Cultural Council, a prominent African-American 
advocacy group. He was also elected to the American Academy of 
Design and the National institute of Arts and letters. the tremendous 
success of his collages finally allowed Bearden to leave the Department 
of Social Services in 1966. the following year, he was awarded the annual 
prize of the National Academy of Arts and letters.

Bearden was an institution builder, instrumental in the founding 
of the Studio Museum in Harlem and in the establishment of Cinque 
Gallery. He also designed costumes and sets for the Alvin Ailey American 
Dance theater, and programs, sets and designs for Nanette Bearden’s 
Contemporary Dance theater. in the early 1970s, Bearden and his wife, 
Nanette, established a second residence on the Caribbean island of St. 
Martin—his wife’s ancestral home.

Romare Bearden died in New York on March 12, 1988.
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In HIS 
OWn 
WORDS Let me tell you something Russ, color for us blacks is a necessary part of our daily existence.  Could be because of the climate we came 

from.  For the Russians it’s dark and heavy colors.  For the French it’s blue, white and bold.  Throughout Africa, from the very begin-
ning of time, color played an important role in our daily experience (we make colorful clothes, pottery, tools and so forth).Through 
color, I attempt to evoke a feeling of motion, mood, action, energy and so forth.  For me, there are no restrictions on color.  Look at 
my Drummer, Piano Player, Singer, New Orleans Jazz Scene with a reflection in a mirror and see how I used color.  Russ, it’s 
a rewarding feeling when color is used effectively and the image jumps out at you and takes over the space.
—Conversation: Romy & Russ; Russell Goings, Diary; September 29, 1987

In HIS 
OWn 
WORDS My role is to capture that which exists in the classic and 

place it in the Afro-American idiom, such as you see in 
the Odysseus Suite.
— Comment by Romare Bearden 

Russell Goings, Diary 
October 4, 1987


