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INDEPENDENT 
MEANS 
CHERYL FINLEY ON "SOUL OF A NATION: 
ART IN THE AGE OF BLACK POWER" 

"WH AT DID IT MEAN tu be a Black arti st in the USA 
durin g th e Civil Rights mo vement and at the birth of 
Black Power?'' In its ambitiou s explorat ion of that 
quL:s1"io11, "Soul of a Na tion: Art in the Age of BL1ck 
Power" ar the Tat e Modern, London, brought rogcrhcr 

more rhan 150 works produced between 1963 and 
I ~83-an intense, rr;111sformati ve period in Ame rican 
art, act ivis m, ~1nd cultur e, when black identit y ca me 

into sharper focus and demand ed to be reckoned 
wit h, wh ile the spark of black liberat ion caug ht fire in 
the US, the C:arihbean, and Afr ica. The vast majorit y 
of th e s ixi-y-somc a rti sts inclu ded h.1d neve r been 
shown in the UK before. Thi s import ant ex hibition 

also fe~itured a handfu l of wor ks th ,1t had nor seen the 
light of day anywh ere in decades. Presentin g something 
of a tcmpor;1l -gcograp hical mas h-up, the cur~Hors 
(Mark Godfrey and Zoe Whit ley, wit h Priyesh Mistry) 
installcll rhc show across twelve room s in the cavernous 
lhnk side venue. The re were ga lleries devoted to indi
vidual ,1rtists o r co llectives (lktye Saa r, AfriCOBRA ) 
and ro mode s, themes, or media, som e keyed to a place 
(East Coast abstractio n, Los Angeles asse111hb gc), and 
othe rs unt et hered to an y specific local e. The rather 
frcewhecling o rganizat ional schema encourag ed visi
tors to draw co nn ect io ns ~1111ong wo rks, yet it rn~1y 
ha ve made it difficult for th em to fo rge a co hes ive 
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under standin g of what wa s at sra kc for black ~,rris ts 
during this per iod. Parti al ly offsett ing thi s problem , 
arch ival photograph s, video, posters, and ephemera, 
as we ll as extensive wall b bels, provided vital context . 

The show ope ned wi th a gal lery dedicat ed to 
Spira l, the New York col lect ive founded in 1963 by 
Cha rles Alston, Roma re Bearden , Nor man Lewis, Hale 
Wood ru ff, and other a rtists who had been ga lvanized 
hy that year' s iVlarch on Washington for Job s and 
Freedom. T his sect ion illustrated art ists' inter ests in 
politics and acti vism, as well :.is in aesth etic respon ses 
to the events of the times, which they inte rpreted vi.:i 
often-revolutionar y practic es and ideas. It a lso drama 
tized the debate among black a rtists abo ut the merits 
of figuration versus rhosc o f abst raction for represent
ing th e civil rights strugg le. One challenge the Spira l 
;1rtists put to on e anoth er involved mountin g an exhi 
bition of works whose pa lette was restricted to black 
ancl-whit e. A select ion o f pieces from this 1965 show 
was on view at Tar e Mod ern: a gro up of Bea rd en 's 
we ll-known maga zine co ll:1gcs; Reginald Gammon' s 
star k , comm an din g ca nva s Freedom Now, ·1963 , 
portra ying ste;1dfast civil righ ts 111archcrs w ith th eir 
graphi ca lly pow erful placard~; Lcw i!'t\ J.Jrocessional, 
1965 , in wh ich throng s of figure, converg e in an 
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Below: Emory Douglas, 2 1 August 
1971, We Shall Surv ive Without a 
Doubt , 1971 , offset lithograph on 
paper,22 ¼x1 7 ½". 

The show underscored themes of unbridled police brutality 
and conspiracy that remain all too familiar. 

Wadsworth Jarrell, Revoluti onary. 1972 . silk screen on pape r, 34 x 26½". 

Above: Regina ld Gammon, 
Freedom Now , 1963 , acrylic on 
board, 40 x 31 ¼". 
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homa ge ro rhe Selma -ro-Monrgomery mJrchc s :iimcd 

a t registering b lack voters. 

Sp ira I's black-and-whire show (rhe gro up 's only 

ex hibi tion) was hel d in a rented space in downtow n 

New York rather than in a co mm ercia l or institutiona l 

ve nu e. O th er col lec ti ves repr ese nted in "So ul of a 

Na tio n," founded a bit later than Spir ;1I, so ught to 
move beyond the ga llery a ltoge ther. In C hicago , th e 
Org~tnization of Black America n Cu ltur e (OBAC), a 
gro up of artists, educators , poets, :ind mu sician s, 
spea rheaded the nati o nw ide co mmunity mural move

menr wirh The Wall of Resp ect, 1967, a co llabora t ive 

work honoring leading figures in black American his
to ry. A sec tio n o f t he wall was on view in rh e "A rt on 

rhe Srreets" ga llery, which ex plo red th e qu estio ns of 
ho w black a rt sho uld be ex hi b ited a nd to what audi

ences. The \Vall of Respect brought life ro irs ne igh

borhood nor simpl y as a n a rt work to be experienced 

on its own te rm s, bu r al so in its act iva tion as a bac k

drop for perfor ma nces ~rnd poetry rea din gs. Black 
a rt ists took their work to th e streets by othe r mean s, 
too, establ ishing their o wn ex hibi tion spa ces and peri 

odi ca ls and di srrihurin g th e \;_,rrer in th ei r own com

muniti es. Th e agi tprop sty lings of Emory Dou glas, the 

gra phic arrisr behind rhc Black Panther, the magazine 
o f th e Blac k Panth e r Pa rr y for Self-Dcfense, fo und ed 

in Oakland in 1966, bold ly co111111uniG1tcd rhe orga
nization's platfo rm to its consti tu ents. 

C hica go a lso gave birrh to AfriCOBRA (Afr ican 

Commun e of Bad Relevant Artists), whose gallery in 
"So ul of a Na tion " see med to pulsate w ith vibr ant 
ho pe for rh e furur e. Afr iCO BRA includ ed some of rhe 

member s of O BAC, notab ly pa inter and ed uca tor Jeff 

Don a ldso n, who drafted th e gro up 's 1970 mani festo . 

As stat ed in th a t do cum ent , whi ch when rea d a loud 

takes on rhe punctuated ca dence of rhe era's spok en 

word po e t s (think La st Poe t s , Amiri Baraka, and 

Gwendolyn Brook s), Afr iCOB RA arrists delight ed in 

rhe use of "Co /or co l or Co l o r co lo r t har sh in es, col or 

that is free of rul es and reg ulation s ... Sup erreal co lor 

for Sup erreal ima ges ... C o lor as bright a nd as rea l 

as the co lor dea lin g on the stree ts of Watts a nd th e 

So uth s id e and 4rh s tr ee r and in R ox bur y a nd in 

Harlem , in Abidjan, in Port-au-Prin ce , Ba hi a a nd 

lh adan, in Da kar and Joh a nn esbur g ." Th ey in se rt ed 

text into their psyc hedeli c co mpo sition s to dri ve ho me 

the ir m eanin g- fo r in stance, Wadswort h Jarrcll 's 

bri g hr pink, oran ge, and purpl e portrait of sc holar 

ac tivi st An ge la Da vis, Revo luti onary, 1972, em beds 

rhc words REVOLUTIONARY and RESIST in th e co ntour s 

of Da vis's form. 

A ga lle ry ca lled "F igurin g Black Power" d e lve d 

mor e deeply into a rti sts' varied strategie s fo r ac ti va tin g 

the poli t ica l and ae st heti c po ss ibiliti es of repr esenrn

tion. H ere visitors confronted a n eno rm ous clenched 

fist (Black Unity, 1968), carved in wood b y sc ulpt or 

in I 've Got Rhythm, 1972, a news paper c lipp ing about 

a black man w ho wa s " lynched a fter refus ing to dan ce 

on white's command" finds its visua l counterpart in a 
charred bla ck figure han ging from the need le of a met

ro nom e adorn ed wit h a mini a tur e Ameri ca n flag. Thi s 

work appea red not in th e ga llery dedica ted to Saar bu t 

in the room de vot ed ro Los Ange les assemb lage, whe re 

it reso nat ed w ith other ev ocation s of Am eri ca 's his 

torical pen chant for ra c ial violence . Mel vin Edward s's 

brutal " Lyn c h Fra g m ent s," 196 3- welded , wall

mount ed ;1malga 111s of heavy machin e parts, manacles , 

a nd hook s-s ugges t ra c ial te rr or a nd mutilated b lack 

bodi es . Noa h Purifo y's Tot em, 1 966 - 68, appears 

a rmor ed ag ain st atta ck, wh ile his Untitled, 196 6, con

jur es debri s co llec ted fro m the 1965 Watt s Rebellion 

a nd pa ys homage to the lives lo st in rhe sh adow of 

Simo n Rodia 's visio n ary Watt s Tow e r s . D a na C. 
C handle r Jr. re -c reated th e bull er-ridd led apar tm en t 

door of Black Pa nther Parr y deput y chairman Fred 
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Left: David Hamm ons. Injustice Case.1 970 , 
body print and silk screen on paper, Amer ican 
flag. 63 x 40 '/i ". Above: Noah Purifoy, Totem, 
1966-6 8, mixed media. 56 x 19 x 19". 

a nd gra phic a rti st Elizabe th Ca rlett. Its defiance w as 

al l the more st ri kin g in ju x tapo s ition w ith Fait h 

Rin ggo ld 's n ea rh y paint ing American Peo{Jle Series 
#20: Die, 1967, a Guemica -sty le rend e rin g of t h e 

bloo d y riot s o f the summ er of '67. And R inggo ld 's 

d epicti o n of p o lice brutalit y, in turn, am plifi ed rhe 

irony o f Dav id Hamm o ns's use of an Amer ica n flag a s 

t he s upp or t of hi s body print Inju s ti ce Case, 197 0. 

Th e bound and gagge d figu re, fram ed by a st ar s-a nd 

st rip cs bord er, is a n evoca t ion o f Black Panther Party 

cofo und e r Bobb y Sea le, who was simila r ly rest rain ed 

in the co urtroom durin g rh c 1969 t ria l of th e C hicago 

Seve n , who were accuse d of co n spirin g ro inc ite vio 

lence at th e 1968 Democ ratic Co nvention. 

Hammon s's sardonic and uncomprom ising cr itique s 

fo und th e ir equal in the works of Berye Saa r. Making 

inventi ve use of cunnin g pieces fro m her vast col lection 

of " b lack m emorabi lia," Saar imbu es her assemblages 

w ith b iti ng, occasio nall y shocking wi t-fo r instance, 
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Above: View of "Soul of a Nation: Art In the Age of Black Power." 2017 , Tate Modem. London. Works by Betye Saar, 1971-77. 
Below: Dana C. Chandler Jr., Fred Hampto n ·s Door 2 , 1975, acrylic on wood, 74 ¾ x 35 ¾". 

Hampton, who was gunned down by Ch icago police 

at the age of twenty-o ne wh ile sleep ing in h is bed. 
Affixing a sticker-us APP ROVED-re the green door, 
Chand ler u nde rscore d themes of unbridled po lice 
bruta lity and co nspiracy that remain all too fam iliar. 

Ju st as critica lly pointed, in a very different way, are 

the pa int ings of Barkley L Hendricks, one of the stars 

of the show. His 1969 self-portra it Icon for My Man 
Superman (Superman Never Saved Any Black People
Bobby Seale) shows rh e artist wearing a Superman 
T-shirt yet nude from the waist down, on a canvas sil
vered with aluminum leaf. The red, white, and blue bor

der and the work's subtitle, a starement made by Seale 

at his 1969 trial, champion the messag ing of the Black 

Panrhers . This painting anchored the "Black Heroes" 

gallery, which also featured Andy Warhol's Muhammad 
Ali, 1978, and Raymond Saunders's Jack Johnson, 
1971. No less rhan rhe famed Ali and Johnson, 
Hendricks's artist -cum-superhero seems to ask: Who 
says we can't make our ow n heroes' 

The exhibition's last room charred the history of 

Linda Goode Bryant's J ust Above Midrown gal lery. 
Opening its doors in the heart of New York's ga llery 

district in 1974, J ust Above Mid tow n followed in the 
footsteps of other spaces fou nded ro showcase black 
artists: In LA, for instance, there was the Brockman 
Gallery, established by brothers Dale and Alo nzo 

Davis; and in New York , there was the Studio Museum 
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If the cosmopolitanism of the art in 
"Soul of a Nation" was left largely tacit, 
the liberatory and radical potential of 
these works was palpable nonetheless. 

in Harlem and C inque Gallery . Br ya nt 's ever-savvy 

exhibirion/performance program garnered decisive 

media attention for artists including Dawoud Bey and 

Lorrain e O'Grady. With a business degree from 
Columbia and curarorial experience at rhe Studio 

Museum and the Metropolitan Museum of Art, Bryant 
was determined ro cultivate a space that enabled black 
artists to have commercially viable careers: She imple

mented marketing strategies that so ught to make up 

for years of discriminatory pricing practices, while 

educating would-be collecrors (she regularly courted 

black professionals, celebrities, and enterta iners ) as 
well as museum curators and directors . Reminding us 
rhar b lack artists and art professiona ls responded to 

rhe institutiona l racism of the arr world with a range 

of such forward -thinking initiatives (who says we can't 

make our own institut ions?), this room was a fitt ing 

end to "So ul of a Nation." 

BLACK CULTURE and black music sell. The same is true 
of black struggle and black art. The marker for black 

artists has expanded enormously in the past decade, 

with works bv Hendricks , Lewis, and Jean-Michel 

Basquiat , am~ng others, skyroc keting in value. The 

growing interest in these artists is reflected not just in 

auction pr ices but also in t icker sales . "Soul of a 
Nation" was one of the biggest draws Tate Modern 
has seen in recent years. The immersive on line and 
on-site programming demonstrate s how the show's 
rheme (read: "brand") has been exp lo ited, via every

thing from "curated" play lists to popular "Tate Late " 

DJ parr ies sponsored by Uniqlo. 
"Soul of a Nation" build s on the legacy of a num

ber of importanr bur less hype d anrecedents. In the 
US, one m ight cite Kellie Jones's influenrial exh ibi
tions (" Energy/Exper imentation: Black Artists and 

Abstraction, 1964-1 980," ar the Studio Museum in 

2006; "Now Dig This: Arr and Black Los Ange les 

1960-19 80" arrhe Hammer Museum in LA in 2011-
12; "W itness: Art and Civil Rights in rhe Sixties" at 
rhe Brook lyn Museum in 2014 ), among other worthy 
shows, including Catherine Morris and Rujeko 

Hockley's "We Wanred a Revolution: Black Radical 

Women, 1965- 85" arrhe Brooklyn Museum this past 

summer. A key p redecessor on the Tare's home turf 

was "Back to Black: Arr, Cinema and the Racial 

Imaginary," at London's Whirechapel Ga llery in 2005. 
Curated by Perrine Archer-Straw, David A. Bailey, and 
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Above: Frank Bowling, Middle 
Passage , 1970 , oil on canvas. 
10' 2" X 10 ' 2". 

Right: Barkley L. Hendricks, Icon 
for My Man Superman (Superman 
NeverSaved Any Black People
BobbySeale), 1969 , oil, acrylic, 
and a!uminum leaf on canvas. 
59 ½ x48". 

Richard J.Powell, "Back to Black" brought together 
some forty artis t s in its survey of the Black Arts 
Movement of the 1960s and '70s, tracing the develop
ment of a radical black aesthetic nor only in the US 
but also in the UK and the Car ibbean. 

This raises the question: Why stage a show like 
"So ul of a Nation" in London with little to no refer
ence to the history of black art and art ists' struggles 
in the UK? Wi th the possible exception of Frank 
Bowling's exttaordinary canvas Middle Passage, 1970, 
the curators seemed to avoid acknowledg ing the 
influences and affin ities between African American 
and black British art ists. Just this past spring, in the 
critically acclaimed exhibit ion "The Place Is Here ," 
Nottingham Con temporary presented a retrospective 
of th e UK Black Arts Movement of the 1980s, cele
bra tin g such pioneering artists as Sonia Boyce and 
Keith Piper and groups like the Black Audio Film 
Collective. "The Place Is Here" traveled to the South 
London Gallery in mid-June and ran roughly concur
rently with the Tate retrospective. But the shows were 
effect ively segregated from each other. There was a 
missed opportunity to create a platform for conversa
tion between black artists in the US and the UK. Such 
a dialogue might have productively investigated rhe 
interre lated civil rights movements rhat impacted and 
revolut ionized artmaking practices, alliances, and 
pedagogy, while tapping into the urgency that man y 
artists feel today when faced with the racism, xeno
phobia, and nationalism flourishing globally. 

But if the cosmopolitan ism of the art in "Soul of a 
Nation" was left largely racit, and if its place in post-

colonial cultural networks remained undefined, the 
liberatory and radica l potential of these works, by no 
means limited to an American context, was palpable 
nonetheless. Beyond Tate Modern, th ere are other 
signs that this potential is being unlocked-for exam
ple, the curren t Turner Prize exhibition at Ferens Art 
Galle ry in Hull, wh ich opened w hil e "Soul of a 
Nation" was still on view. This year, the long-standing 
rule of nominating on ly artists fifty and unde r has 
been relaxed to permit the inclu sion of older, over
looked candidates - an important recognition of the 
lasting effects discrimination may have on the speedy 

unfolding of an arr career. Among the four nominees 
are two black artists of note, Hurvin Anderson and 
Lubaina Himid, signaling a changing t ide for black 
arr in the UK and, perhaps, beyond. D 

"Soul of a Nat1011:Art in the Age of Black Power" travels to Crystal Bridges 
Museum of American Art, Bento11ville. AR. February 3-Apnl 23, 1018; 
Brooklyn Museum, New York, September 7, 2018-Februury 3, 2019. 

CHERYL FINLEY IS AN ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR OF ART HISTORY AT CORNELL 
UNIVERSITY AND THE AUTHOR OF COMMITTED TO MEMORY: THE ART OF THE 
Sl.AVESHIP ICON (PR\NCETON PRESS, 2018). (SEE CONTRIBUTORS. UNIVERSITY ) 

Visit our archive at artfor11m.comli11prillfto read Hue}' Copeland 011 Barkley 
L Hendricks (April 2009), Kellie Jones a11d Robert Farris Thompson in con
versatio11(February 2013). and Mark Godfrey 011 Mel11i11Edwards and Frank 
Bowling (May 2015). 
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