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MARGARET ROSE VENDRYES ' .

HANGING ON THEIR WALLS

AN ART COMMENTARY ON LYNCHING,
THE FORGOTTEN 1935 ART EXHIBITION

Countless art exhibitions have been held in New York City in any given year
since the second decade of the twentieth century, when the metropolis began wo
claim its place as art capiral of the world. But before 1935, no gallery had hosted
an exhibidon specific to issues concerning African-American men, With the
opening of An Art Commentary on Lynching that year, art became, for the first
time, an experimental vehicle for countering negative atticudes toward black
men. An orchestrated effort of this caliber would not be seen again in New York
City until 1994, when the Whitney Museum of American Art hosted Black
Male: Representations of Muasculinity in Contemporary Art. Well over half a
century after An Are Commentary, several works in the Whitney exhibition
reflected the persistence and pertinence of lynching as a theme relevant to black
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men even though literal lynching had been obliterated. Lynching’s manifesta-
tions in American visual art began with one man’s brainstorm in 1934, What
was intended as an overt yet measured method of popularizing the protest of
lynching (overe because the purpose was deliberate and political; measured
because under the protection of the “fine art” label, the volatile topic became
tempered for public consumption) inspired the creation of objects reflecting an
unequaled variety of attitudes toward African-American men and the race con-
flicts in which they figured.

An Art Commentary on Lynching took place at the Arthur U, Newton Galleries
on East 57th Sereet in New York City; it opened on February 15, 1935, and ran
for two weeks (see canalog cover, figure 1). The number of visitors far exceeded
expecrations. This was due, in parr, to the last-minute cancellation of the
exhibition by its original host, Jacques Seligmann Galleries. The cancellation
served to stir up public interest in these art objects that had caused the owner
concern about “keep{ing] the galleries free of political or racial manifestations.””
One hundied cighty-three patrons allowed their names to be listed in the
exhibition’s catalog as evidence of rangible support. This display of visual art
was assembled specifically to draw attention to the need for a nationwide
antilynching law under the sponsorship of the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People and the College Art Association.?

Although efforts were made to intellectualize the cause and effects of lynching
in order to inspire support for An Art Commentary, African-American fears of
white retribution and the white “tendency to translate [white] barbarisms and
deceptions into virtues” came through loud and clear in the art.? The 1930s had
witnessed an increase in incidents of mob violence against African Americans in
the South after a significant decrease since the turn of the century. Increased
visibility of blacks in the workplace made possible by New Deal legislation
seemed to inspire a resurgence of violence, historically the most virulent form of
tacial oppression. Lynchings and What They Mean: General Findings of the
Southern Commission on the Study of Lynching, published in 1931, offered a
contermporary look at the state of this issue. In sober and frank language, this
thin publication presented data ranging from historical statistics to candid
descriptions of lyncher types and techniques.

The commission concluded that “We expect lynchings uldmately 1o be
eradicated by the growth of a healthy public epinion that will no longer tolerate
them,”* Walter White, then director of the NAACP, tirelessly and with steadily
increasing militancy investigated methods of promoting the protest of lynching.
The operations of the NAACP gained urgency in 1934, when the Costigan-
Wagner bill was under consideration by the new Congress.’> Using various
procedures aimed ac the typical urban arc gallety visitor, White led a city-
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HANGING ON THEIR WALLS

AN ART COMMENTARY ON LYNCHING

THE FUGITIVE
by John Steusart Curry

Arthur U, Newton Galleries
Eleven East Fifty-seventh Street
New York City

February 15 — March 2, 1935

Galleries open 10:00 AM, to
5:00 P.M, daily, except Sunday

Frice of Catalogue: Twenty-five Cente

Figure 1. Catalog cover for An Art Commentary on Lynching. Hale Woodruff Papers, Amistad
Research Center, Tulane University, New Orleans, Louisiana.
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centered campaign to uncover the lynch mobs’ covert practices.® The effective-
ness of visual material slowly began to rake hold. The earliest method was
advertising in national magazines, using texts emphasizing the hypocrisy of the
American Constitution as it related to Aftrican Americans accompanied by rather
explicit phowographs of actual lynchings. Another was 1o hang a black flag from
the NAACP New York office window announcing each incident, which read, &
MAN WAS LYNCHED YESTERDAY. In 1935 alone, the flag appeared twenty times.
Several major magazines published even more gruesome photographs, planting a
visual image of the practice in the American mind.

In 1935, those concerned about lynching considered the practice to be
primarily a resule of ignorance and economic oppression.” At the time, lynchings
were not critiqued as cultural phenomena in light of the urgency of the need to
condemn their continued occurtence. However, Walter White candidly identi-
fied lynching as one in a line of American “folk-ways.”® Today, the distance of
sixty years allows for an involved analysis of the exhibir thar probcs beneath
lynching's sutface manifestations.

Although the depiction of violence and torture in western art dates back to
antiquity, its blatant use as a theme in American are had been almost exclusively
propagandistic or pornographic. These two contradictory aims collided in the
artistic expression of lynching. The arc objects discussed here are telling displays
of the important roles perspective and the artist’s position play in visualizing a
social theme.

Thircy-eight artists submicted their work to An Are Commenzary.® Of this
number, one woman, Peggy Bacon, and ten Aftican Americans were represented.
Given the premise of the exhibition, those who participated were undoubtedly
considered radicals. Although this was a blatant call for artists to apply their
talents to realize Whire’s aim to “delicately ... effect a union of art and
propaganda,” the resulting objects reveal an unanticipated diversity of approach
to the subject of lynching.'® With the exception of Peggy Bacon’s caricatures of
two notorious hanging judges, An Art Commentary was a display of what men
thought about men’s deeds. The exhibition, therefore, represents what Robyn
Wiegman refers to as a “culturally complex relation between black men and
white men and their claims w the patriarchal province of masculine power.” !
The race, dlass, religion, gender, and sexual orientation of the artist often play 2
pivotal role in the handling of subject matrer in general, Buc 2 theme as loaded
with social and political significance as lynching tended 1o exaggerate the artist’s
expression of self-involvement. Analysis of the are must rightly take into account
the background of the artist to enable the most thorough extraction of meaning
possible. Hence, an African American’s opinion about fynching will understand-
ably contain an aurobiographical tone, because as Pearl Buck made clear in her
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opening address for the exhibition, every black man was a potential victim of
the lynch mob."* During the years of its use, lynching without a doub inspired
fear in all African Americans, but especially the men, Further, this collection of
arc serves as an example of lynching’s later perpetuation by artists’ critiquing
broader notions of African-American masculinity and sexuality, issues thar were
always present in American art.

Several of the works displayed in An Are Commentary did not survive. Many
have gone the way of cultural ephemera, failing the test of time given to objects
of fine are. American art containing sociopolitical commentary duting the early
twentieth century was closely tied ro the graphic media favored by newspapers
and magazines.'> Therefore, many of the Ar¢ Commentary entries were in
black and white media: lithographs, drawings, and cartoons. The paintings and
sculptures submitted to the exhibition were, for the most part, larger and more
claborate pieces created prior to the announcement of White’s exhibition. These
independently concefved objects in particular reveal an interest in the depiction
of this macabre practice by celebrated artists as different in temperament as
Isamu Noguchi and Thomas Hart Benton,

Noguchi, needing a model, used a photograph published in 1930 for his
metal sculpture, Death (Lynched Figure) (figure 2). The violence of this subject
was considered so uncharacteristic of Noguchi that his biographers have assumed
it was created exclusively for An Art Commentary."* Although the sculpror did
approach White for help in finding an appropriace photograph, the idea to
depict a lynching was Noguchi’s alone. Noguchi, born in Los Angeles and raised
in Japan, occasionally faced overt racism from his white American critics. Henry
McBride called Dearh “just a little Japanese mistake™; he found Noguchi’s adept
use of abstraction and figuration to comment on American barbarism irritating
at best.”” Without specific reference to Noguchi, Art News pointed our the
“strong atmosphere of sensationalism” and “a sort of aesthetic opportunism in
capitalization on the dramatic values of the subject” ac hand in An Art Commen-
tary and finally judged Death in that conwext as “dlosely approaching the bi-
zarge,” ¢

Noguchi’s participation in the NAACP exhibition was a feather in the organi-
zation’s cap. By 1935, he had already enjoyed twelve one-man exhibitions.
Noguchi’s professed interest in communist issues figured into the criticism of
his art. As a humanitarian, he was perhaps expected to be less abstract in his
handling of lynching, According to Matthew Baigell, “Noguchi has wanred his
materials to express themselves through their textures and physical properties as
well as to imply meanings suggested by the configurations of their forms.” 1
Slightly smaller than life size, the seamless, faceless meral figure, suspended by
actual rope, was frozen in an impossible position that implied struggle when
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Figure 2. Isamu Noguchi, Death (Lynched Figure), 1834, Monel metal, rope, 39 x 2914 x 21 inches,
(base not included). Photograph by Bernice Abbott/Commerce Graphics Ltd., Inc.

struggle would have been futile. The idea of violent death was alive and
glistening (as a black body would be over flames or under the lash), attracting
even the unwilling viewer, who became a witness to the crime in its presence.
Embracing what the eye encountered, this powerful work of art effortlessly
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dominated the Newton Galleries. Within four days of An Arr Commentary's
opening, Noguchi, perhaps angry at the omission of his name in the catalog ot
fed up with the tone of the recent criticism of his wotk, removed Death from
Newton Galleries without explanation.'®

Although Thomas Hart Benton’s painting, A Lynching (see figure 3}, came
out of the Midwest Regionalist tradition characterized by a somewhat literal and
documentary style; it nevertheless had an uncanny similarity to Noguchi’s work.
Benton became celebrated as an artist who found optimism in the life of those
Americans who continued working the soil. He approached the subject of
lynching with similar zeal, picturing able American men at work. Although
wielding a log against a jailhouse door, Benton’s figures could just as easily have
been collaborating to build it. Both artists chose an awkwardly animated pose
for the lynched figure, highlighting the morbidity of the victim’s final breath—
a plastic suspension of life that exaggerated the inevitability of death. Noguchi
and Benton also found the appeal of placing the event in an urban-inspired
environment more effective than the allusion o the backwoods common to
other works. The telephone pole in Benton’s picture, from which the hanging
body is suspended, brings home the irony of civilization still accommodating
savagery. Benton carefully composed his painting with expert use of lights and
darks, adding 2 frenzied rhythm to the scene. Art executed with skill and
attention to detail —aspects celebrated in most contexts—had a shorr public
life when it addressed disquicting subjects. The creators of socially oriented
painting and sculpeure in the 1930s were hard pressed to find private patronage
in America. Although both Noguchi’s and Benton’s lynching works remained
unsold in. the artists’ collections, these men were willing to make humane
statements in an arena where few were willing to become publicly involved.'?

Anothet pictute, painted in 1934 under the auspices of the Public Works of
Art Project, was Samuel J. Brown, Jr.’s The Lynching (igure 4}. Using a style
bordering on caricature, Brown, an African American born and raised in North
Carolina, feft no doubt about his perspective on the subject. Brown had studied
w0 become an art educator at the Pennsylvania Muscum of Art. His clever
adoption of a folk-like style to present a serious subject became the mark of his
artistic work. Separated from the spectators on the ground, the hanged man in
The Lynching and his viewing audience in the art gallery become one. The
bracketing tree trunk and branches are patterned and positioned like 2 menacing
reptile. The black man’s incisors, bared as if about to bite down, are pointed,
adding an animalistic quality to what we assume was an innocent man. Racher
than a reflection of inrernalized self-batred, the implied bestiality of the black
figure provides commentary on prevailing white judgment of African Americans’
subhuman status. Ironic details abound in this picture, but few saw beyond the
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DIXIE HOLIDAY
by William Mosty THIS 15 HER FIRST LYNCHING
by Reginald Marsh

A LYNCHING
by Thamas Benton

Figure 3. lllustrated catalog page from An At Commentary on Lynching. Hale Woodruff Papers,
Amistad Research Center, Tulane University, New Orleans, Louisiana.
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