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ALKING THROUGH a group exhibition installed in the
fall of 1989 at the New Museum of Contemporary Art in
New York, I heard the distinctive, albeit muffled, voice of
the late Malcolm X. The sounds emanated from a multime-
dia installation by the African-American artist David Ham-
mons. The installation itself, titled A Fan [566], was almost
surreal in its juxtapositions: a funereal bouquet, its flow-
crs dried and decayed, stood next to an antique table on which
the head of a white, female mannequin “watched” one of Mal-
colm X’s early television interviews. The work was powerful,
challenging, even painful. Rather than advocating concilia-
tion (as he would later), in this video interview Malcolm X
spoke of his distrust of white people and of the inherent
foolishness of integration. An understandable sense of frus-
tration echoed in his voice when he said, “There is nothing
that the white man will do to bring about true, sincere citi-
zenship or civil rights recognition for black people in this
country. ... They will always talk but they won't practice it.”

These words offered an appropriate postscript to my mu-
seum experience. The exhibition in question was “Strange
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56. David Hammons, A Fan, 1989- .

Attractors: Signs of Chaos,” what the curator called an ex-

ploration of “some of the most compelling issues raised by
the new science of chaos as they relate to recent works ol
art.” The confluence of Malcolm’s ideas and the show’s (1.
oretical perspective summarized for me the difficult place ol
African-American artists in museums—even in ones as os.
tensibly supportive of racial inclusion as the New Museun,
The charismatic presence of Malcolm X's voice in S g
Attractors” simply underscored how irrelevant hoth (he ?,,
hibition and its catalogue were 1o the issucs ahout which he
was speaking——that is, when those words could he heard
ally given the video monitor's subdued volume, The catie
logue veverberates with the jurgon of “the new chaos soi
ence™s woreds Like peviod dowbling, bifwreation cascade, plicise
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space, limit cycle, hysteresis appear throughout its pages. As one
reads through the catalogue, one recognizes the names of
white, male academics. And while curator Laura Trippi
maintains that “the discourse of postmodernism sets up
within the aesthetic (sometimes to the point of shrillness) a
situation of extreme urgency and indeterminacy,” nowhere
are the systemic, institutionally defined conditions of racism
discussed. !

Twenty-five years after Malcolm X was assassinated, “his
voice is being heard again and his ideology is being reexam-
ined” as many African-Americans search for new social
structures for survival and growth in a period of renewed
conservatism and indifference.? This search contemplates a
radical realignment of society that is unthinkable to most
white people—a realignment that is not about chaos but
about order. Perhaps it is the urgency of this project that
made the inclusion of Malcolm X in this art exhibition so
striking. Without the Hammons piece the sensibility of
“Strange Attractors” would have been very different, more
typical of the splashy group shows of contemporary art that
simply ignore the issue of race. That one image threw the
entire show into question and pointed up the racial bias of
institutional context. Increasingly, across the country, sim-
~ catalysts are inserting painful questions into the here-
tofore complacent space of exhibition as curators with good
intentions attempt to “include” the cultural production of
people of color.

Having grown up in a predominantly black and Hispanic
low-income housing project on Manhattan’s Lower East Side

~a place that was presumably also about good intentions—
I am used o the experience of witnessing social and cultural
idilference to people of color as a white person on the
imside. It is startling o me, however, that in a nation that has
seen at least some effort made by white people to share main-
stream cultial venues Gind the concomitant social and eco-
nomic rewards) with Alvican=Americans and other people of
re—most notably in the arcas ol popular music, dance,
litevatore and theater-the visual avts rennin, for the most
part, stubbornly vesistant. My point in this article, then, s
exatmine the comples mstatonal conditions that vesali in
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the exclusion or misrepresentation of major cultural voices
in the United States. These muted voices are complex and
varied. There are veteran black artists, such as Al Loving,
Faith Ringgold and the late Romare Bearden, who have re-
ceived considerable art-world attention but are prevented
from rising to the superstar status available to white artists
of equal (or less than equal) talent. There are the younger
African-American artists of the so-called MFA generation,
such as Maren Hassinger, Pat Ward Williams and David
Hammons, who have had considerable difficulty finding
gallery representation. And finally, there is a new gener-
ation of “outsiders,” artists and collectives that function
independently of the gallery system in communities across
the country.

Viewed in the broader context of social changes in Amer-
ican race relations—from the advances of the civil rights
movement in the 1960s to the reversal of many of these
advances in the Reagan era—the question of black cultural
disenfranchisement seems daunting. Is the art world merely
mirroring social changes or can art institutions actually play
a role in challenging the conditions of institutional racism in
America? Sad to say, with regard to race, art museums have
for the most part behaved like many other businesses in this
country—they have sought to preserve the narrow interesis
of their upper-class patrons and clientele. It is this upper-
class, mostly white bias that I want to interrogate in order to
find out “what’s going on with whiteness” (as the writer Bell
Hooks might say) at one of America’s most racially biased
cultural institutions—the art museum.

Despite the recent increase in exhibitions devoted 1o
African-American art in major museums, these shows rarely
address the underlying resistance of the art world (o people
of color. Such exhibitions often Fall into what the art histo-
rian Judith Wilson has called the syndrome of “separate-hut -
unequal programming”™ Alvican-American shows in Fel-
ary, during Black History Month, white shows the vest of the
vear,t A orecent stody o of Sateworld vacism” i New York
frome TORO 1o TO8T by artist Howardena Pindell seems (o
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verify that white-identified galleries and museums have little
interest in enfranchising African-Americans and other peo-
ple of color. Based on her statistical overview of the demo-
graphics of mainstream art exhibitions, Pindell concludes
that “black, Hispanic, Asian, and Native American artists are
...with a few, very few, exceptions mv\mﬁmamﬁnm:v\ ex-
cluded.”* PESTS, an anonymous group of New York—based
African, Asian, Latino, and Native American artists orga-
nized in 1986 to combat “art-world apartheid,” came to a
similar conclusion. In 1987, the PESTS Newsletter published
a roster of 62 top New York galleries whose stables were all
or nearly all white.” While the situation would appear to be
somewhat better outside of New York (a city where, Wilson
claims, “the relative economic powerlessness of [the] black
population . . . keeps displays of the...largest, _publicly
[unded museums less integrated”"), African-American and
other artists of color remain underrepresented in museums
and galleries across the United States.

During the past 25 years a number of institutions devoted
to African-American art and culture have opened in the
United States, a response to the general problem of institu-
lional racism and the art world’s frustrating indifference to
people of color.” The Studio Museum in Harlem, for exam-
ple, was founded in 1967 to fill a void left by mainstream
institutions; its mission was to support the “study, documen-
tation, collection, preservation and exhibition of art and ar-
lifacts of Black America and the African diaspora.” The
Studio Museum is to the African-American art world as the
Museum of Modern Art is to the white art mm_umv:mr:wgﬁ in
terms of visibility and prestige. But there are literally
hundreds of smaller, lesser-known institutions across the
country devoted to the art of En.ﬂ,mnm::f:ml,nm:m and other
people of color, Such alternative museums raise a number of
questions about the relationship between white and black
culture in America, Are African-American artists stifled by
the sepregation by black muscums, or do these institutions
allow their art to flourish despite o culture’s lack
ol interesty Must Alvican-Americans renounce their own
cultural identity in order o be accepted by
o what extent does the mere existence ol Alvican

]

(ationsy
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American museums unintentionally absolve majority institu-
tions of their social responsibility to black Americans?

Kinshasha Holman Conwill, executive director of the Stu-
dio Museum in Harlem, maintains that African-American
Museums are necessary:

Black artists are segregated by society. If we waited for
Romare Bearden, Al Loving or Betye Saar or other black
artists to have their retrospectives at the Museum of Mod-
ern Art or in some of the wonderful contemporary mu-
seums around this country, we would be waiting a long,
long time. Many people ask me if the [Studio Museum]
perpetuates [this problem]. It's as if racism would end to-
morrow if we disbanded the Studio Museum in Harlem,
and there would be this great opening of doors and black
artists would start pouring in to the mainstream of Amer-
ican art. Well, that's not what is happening.®

On the whole, the financial situation for African-American
and other minority art institutions remains poor. The Amer-
ican Association of Museums (AAM) in Washington, D.C.,,
has begun to address the needs of these institutions, but their
own rigorous accreditation standards, including stringent
technical and acquisition guidelines, actually discourage val-
idation of younger and economically poorer institutions.
The Studio Museum in Harlem, accredited in 1987, is still
the only black or Hispanic museum certified by the AAM.
Because most corporate and private sponsors insist on proof
of accreditation as part of their grant-giving process, lack of
accreditation has serious consequences [or institutions scek-
ing outside funding. As a result, alternative spaces devoted
to African-American art, a relatively recent programming
phenomenon, are olten dependent on severely limited
ing sources. 'This problem ol acereditati s that
the Association ol Alvican-Ameri

ONn 18 80 seri

werlooked by the AAM,
The Ford Foundation, responding 1o its own study of 29
Dlacke amd Thspanic et musenms, recently instituted o threes
year, $h-mithon progrim designed 1o improve econonmi
ions in these mnsenms,

ew programs are divected towavd improving Al
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can-American representation in white-identified, main-
stream art venues. Even fewer programs press the culture
industry to examine its own racism and indifference. A rare
instance was the program for the 1990 annual conference of
the College Art Association in New York, where an unprec-
cdented number of presentations were devoted to amﬁmm.om
cultural disenfranchisement and institutional racism.’ Main-
stream support of the interests of %w “Other” (when it does
oceur) generally takes one of two forms. By far the more
prevalent approach depends on a pragmatic, mE:m:_nmzw cal-
ibrated inclusion of artists of color, either as tokens in mostly
white group shows or, more likely, m,: ﬁowm:.mngccsm de-
voted exclusively to people of color. This mﬁ.msm:n& approach
is one way of correcting years of exclusion from the art
world. Other institutions take a sccond approach. Wishing to
zo beyond mere quotas, they organize Amxw:&mo:m concerned
with exploring and ultimately embracing E:E.m_ and social
differences. The Dallas Museum of Art, for example, has
instituted progressive programming in order to ooﬁm,.osﬁ_ the
reality that “our museums are devoted almost manwZo:\ to
the representation of ‘white’ culture, our .:g.mzmm to the
Western tradition of literature, our universities to the history
ol ancient Mediterranean and modern Europe.”" Signifi-
cantly, the 1987 appointment of Alvia Wardlaw as the DMA’s
adjunct curator of African-American art made her the first
holder of such a position at a major museum. _

But in an art world that remains what Judith Wilson has
called “one of the last bastions of white mcﬁﬁm_dm@-g-mxnjz-
sion,” 't most art museums offer little more than lip service
(o the ﬁc:nm_u_. of racial inclusion. Art that demonstrates 1ts
“difference” from the mainstream or that challenges Q.o::.
nant values is rarely acceptable to white S:,E.E.m“ maB._EmHE.
tors and patrons. This cultural n_.:___n _Emo_w its mmwwnﬁocm%:
arbitrary, Eurocentric standarcs of “taste” and .LE::_% —
e code words of racial indilference and exclusion, “Race
has hecome a trope of altimate, irreducible diflerence vﬁ._:
wween cultures, linguistic grouaps, or adhevents ol x_x.a..__:.
beliel systems which-—maore olten than not- ~also have :.Ef
dinmentally opposed ceonomic imterests,” writes Henry Lows
Ciates, Jr, i observation thal B searing relevance o the
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art world. “Race is the ultimate trope of difference because
it is so very arbitrary in its application.” '*

These tastemakers, in turn, reflect the interests of the rul-
ing caste of cultural institutions. The boards of art museums,
publishers of art magazines and books and owners of galler-
ies rarely hire people of color in policy-making positions.
Thus, the task of cultural interpretation—even in instances
where artists of color are involved—is usually relegated to
“people of European descent, as if their perspective was uni-
versal.” ¥ The very ground of art history, in fact, has proven
infertile for most African-American students. As Lowery
Sims, associate curator of 20th-century art at the Metropoli-
tan Museum of Art, observes:

Art history was not a career that black middle-class chil-
dren were taught to aspire to. For one, the Eurocentrism
of art history often made it irrelevant to black college stu-
dents who never heard African-American culture dis-
cussed in art-history classes. Museums—the major conduit
for teaching young people about art—were not always ac-
cessible to blacks. African-Americans were socialized into
certain careers after Reconstruction; visual art was not one
of them. The economic realities made a career in art even
less desirable. You didn’t see many black visual artists until
the 1920s and '30s, when the black colleges started to es-
tablish art departments. Black art historians are an even
rarer breed."

While majority museums have not totally ignored the in-
terests of people of color, they have had an extremely difli-
cult time approaching cultures outside of the Anglo-
European tradition. The 1969 exhibition “Harlem on My
Mind” at the Metropolitan Museum in New York remains
the classic example of the deep problems between white in-
stitutions and people of color [67]. Twenty years later, the
issues surrounding “Harlem on My Mind” ofler an interest-
ing model for rethinking our own cra of cultural inditfer-
cnee to people ol color,

Orvganized by the white it histovian Allon Schoener, then
vistal-avts divector of the New York Stte Coundil on the
Avts, the exhibition vepresented an unprecedented elfor on

Py

B

ARE ART

MUSEUMS RACIST?

We lived on 145th Street near
Seventh Avenue.One day we
were so hungry we could barely
breathe.| started out the door It
was cold as all-hell and [ walked
from 145th to 133rd down
SeventhAvenue,goingintoevery
joint trying 1o find work.

Billie Holiday

Tnstadbation view ol “Tharlem on My Mind,” Metropolitan Mu-

sentn ol Ave, 1969
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the part of an old-line American art museum to sociologically
“interpret” African-American culture. The exhibition was
not an art show in the traditional sense but an ambitious
historical survey of Harlem from 1900 to 1968. Attempting
to celebrate Harlem as the “cultural capital of black Amer-
ica,” the show consisted of blown-up photographs, photo-
murals, slide and film projections and audio recordings. As
Schoener explained in his introduction to the exhibition’s
catalogue, the objective of “Harlem on My Mind” was “to
demonstrate that the black community in Harlem is a major
cultural environment with enormous strength and potential
... [a] community [that] has made major contributions to the
mainstream of American culture in music, theater, and lit-
erature.” ' Art was one form of cultural expression not men-
tioned by Schoener, despite the exhibition’s location in a
major New York art museum. This omission seemed to re-
flect Schoener’s conviction that “museums should be elec-
tronic information centers” and that “paintings have stoppe
being a vehicle for valid expression in the 20th century.”
While responding to the ideological inadequacies of elitist
art museums, Schoener’s view also allowed the Metropolitan
to almost completely ignore African-American painting and
sculpture.'® Schoener felt free to construct a sociopolitical
profile of Harlem, but he never applied this sociological
methodology to his own position or to that of the museum
that commissioned him. Rather than engaging Harlem writ-
ers, art historians and intellectuals to help interpret the cul-
ture of Harlem, a “curious” Schoener felt compelled to
conduct his own investigation of the subject because he de-
cided “it was time...[to find] something out about this
other world.” !

When it opened, the show was widely condemned by
African-Americans and others as yet another example of
white carpetbagging and well-intentioned meddling,™ [
1969 Awtforum critique, historian Fugene Genovese ques-
tioned the proliferation of material related 1o Maleolm X in
the exhibition:

il
i ol Maleolnn the corpse, 1o

There are pictares ol Mal
the strect-corner speaken
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gether with indifferent excerpts from his Bmmamnmmm au-
tobiography. The exhibit immediately involved political
decisions: should you emphasize the early or the late Mal-
colm? Malcolm the uncompromising black nationalist or
Malcolm the man who ended his life edging toward a new
position? The exhibition settles these questions in a man-
ner that will not be to everyone’s taste, but the real prob-
lem lies elsewhere: Who is making the decision to interpret
Malcolm? Since the show purports to be a cultural history
of Harlem, only that community as a whole or, more real-
istically, one or more of the clearly mﬁ_m.:;mmm groups rec-
ognized as legitimate by the people of Harlem have that
right,"

Concluding his discussion of Malcolm X, Genovese sug-
gested a compelling metaphor for the problem with :m_mlm?
on My Mind.” Trying to listen to Malcolm’s speeches in the
exhibition galleries, Genovese realized that he could not hear
them because “the loudspeaker in one room drown[ed] out
the one in the next.”2" As in “Strange Attractors,” the voice
of one of America's most influential black leaders had been
subjugated by the curatorial apparatus of an art exhibition.
In each case, the museum’s attempt to deal with African-
American culture was in the end simply embarrassing. While
Malcolm X can be an engaging, even sympathetic figure for
white curators, his complex teachings must be understood
first of all in relation to the African-American 85.9::.5 (8
whom he was principally speaking. It is not that white people
are incapable of analyzing his ideas but rather that cultural
interpretations offered in exhibitions like :Imlmg. on My
Mind” and “Strange Attractors” can never stray too far ?nB
the interests of their white, upper-class patrons or their prin-
cipally white audience.

Black cultiral separatism (which was usually a matter of
necessity dued st hall of the 20th century and a mat-
(er ol __._,,._.,._A.._:.,. since the mid-=1960s)*" has only served 1o
peinforee the historical nun vol an=Americs
artists in o mugers. Only vavely do mainsteeam insticu-
fions acknowledpe Alvican-American artists who have en
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gaged or modified more traditional European cultural
traditions. One need only think of the exclusion of promi-
nent African-American artists who worked in an Abstract
Expressionist idiom—Norman Lewis, Hale Woodruff and
Romare Bearden—from the white-identified art-historical
canon of Abstract Expressionism.?? “The idea that black art-
ists can .vaogsnm work that is not visibly black offers a great
point of resistance for white historians, curators, and critics,”
suggests Beryl Wright, curator of “The Appropriate OE.mQ“__
a mwm<m=:m exhibition of contemporary abstract art by >?w.
can-Americans. “This art cannot be easily ghettoized; it's
harder to control work that doesn’t fit white people’s percep-
tions of who black people are.”#

I'he mswﬁmsnm of African-American culture on European
and American modernism is also often denied, underesti-
mated, or misunderstood. Art critic Eric Gibson, for exam-
ple, denigrates the profound influence of black jazz culture
on H.rn modernist sensibility in a review of “The Blues Aes-
thetic: Black Culture and Modernism,” a traveling meUEo,:
recently organized by Richard Powell at the Washington
Project for the Arts. Gibson writes, “The reason ‘The Blues
Aesthetic’ finally breaks down is that black culture’s wmmc@:nm,
on modernism was at most one of the spirit, not form, T'o be
sure, Hr.mu,m were any number of artists who were n_mmt_:ﬁ
taken with jazz . . . but in every case, when it came to making
a ﬁ:.:,w of art, it was existing modernist idioms—in ﬁman:_:._.
n:g.m5|8 which they turned.”? Gibson’s observation is
vmﬂnnﬂ_ml% embarrassing given the Cubists’ appropriation
of African tribal art—work that helped shape the structural
and nﬂznmvﬁcm_ dynamic of Cubism itself. :

While a number of contemporary art exhibitions over the
past decade have sought to highlight the art of Alvican-
Americans and other people of color, most ol the major
group m.yoém have all but excluded artists of color or discus-
sions of racial issues, The Whitney Biennial, a bellwether of
recent arl trends in the United States, for example, has con-
sistently had notoriously poor representation ol artists ol

i 5 0% Not so surprising since the Bi inl
s the New York gallery sceneg the show miay

il
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simply be an accurate reflection of how underrepresented
such artists are in the city’s most profitable galleries.)
Another recent example of the pervasive art-world insen-
sitivity to racial issues was “Culture and Commentary: An
Eighties Perspective,” mounted in 1989 at the Hirshhorn
Museum in Washington, D.C.—a city with one of the largest
black populations in the country. This group exhibition of
socially oriented art in the 1980s was almost entirely white;
the one exception, Yasumasa Morimura, lives in Osaka,
Japan. Guest curator Kathy Halbreich claimed that the pur-
pose of “Culture and Commentary” was to “locate a particu-
lar set of intellectual concerns that have informed the
cultural dramas of the past ten years.”* Various catalogue
essays by scholars generally outside of art history attempted
to contextualize the exhibition’s cultural artifacts: advanced
technology, the politics of gender and AIDS, the new global
economy, and genetic engineering were discussed in detail.*®
Apparently for curator Halbreich, the politics of race in
America or the issue of black liberation in Southern Africa
do not rate among the “cultural dramas” of the 1980s worthy
of extended discussion. In fact, the one work that addressed
the issue of American race relations—a room-size installa-
tion by Sherrie Levine and Robert Gober in which wallpaper
designed by Gober juxtaposed drawings of a lynched black
man with those of a sleeping white man—offended some of
the museum’s African-American security guards [58]. In an
attempt to calm tensions, the museum installed an explana-
tory sign (with an epigraph by the artists) at the room’s en-
rance. “When we were invited to make this installation in
Washington, D.C.,” Gober and Levine are quoted as saying,
“we thought about the underside of the American Dream—
the alienation, the denial, the violence.”?” Given that no Afri-
can-American artists were represented in “Culture and Com-
mentary,” the words “alienation” and “denial” had a sardonic

relevance.

On the other hand, several recent projects in major mu-
setnms stoggests that the sitnation foy Alvican=-Americians miy
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be improving somewhat. An extraordinary pairing of exhi-
bitions at the Corcoran Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C.
early in 1990 represented one of the most interesting and
unexpected efforts at cultural enfranchisement for African-
Americans.® The two exhibitions—“Facing History: The
Black Image in American Art 1710-1940” (organized by the
Corcoran) and “Black Photographers Bear Witness: 100
Years of Social Protest” (organized by the Williams College
Museum of Art)—were strikingly unusual in their ap-
proaches to the issues of race and racism in America. Signif-
icantly, both shows were curated by African-American art
historians: “Facing History” was developed by the late Guy
McElroy, who was at the time of his death a doctoral candi-
date in art history at the University of Maryland, and “Black
Photographers” was organized by Deborah Willis, head of
the Prints and Photos Division at the Schomburg Center for
Research in Black Culture in New York.

In “Facing History,” McElroy documented the variety of
ways in which American painters (mostly white) “created a
visual record of African-Americans that reinforced a num-
ber of largely restrictive stereotypes of black identity.”* The
aim of “Facing History,” McElroy stated in the catalogue’s
introduction, was to illuminate “the shifting, surprisingly
cynical nature of the images white men and women created
to view their black counterparts.”* In effect, the show doc-
umented the history of representations of blacks in Ameri-
can art, work that was coincidental with the acceleration of
racism over the same period. The works in the show—which
ranged from acknowledged masterpieces by John Singleton
Copley and Thomas Eakins to an unattributed silhouette
of a slave that accompanied a bill of sale—suggested that
artists were not always in agreement in their attitudes toward
slavery or toward African-Americans in general [59, 60].
While many ol the images are clearly derogatory, others
are sympathetic 1o or even openly supportive of racial en-
franchisement. (The show's impressive educational slant was
enhanced by its installaton: extended wall labels and an
accompanying video ol to explain racist icon-
ography and offered historical points ol reference, i
Gonally, the Gorcoran installed w contest room where
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museum-goers could read various books by black writers.)
McElroy assumed a role rarely afforded African-Americans
in the art world: that of interpreter of culture—both black
and white. In so doing, he exposed the underlying racist
attitudes of many American artists, including such venerated
master figures as Eakins and William Sidney Mount.* While
McElroy’s iconographical approach sidestepped the broader
institutional and patronage issues contributing to the for-
mation of racist representations, “Facing History” upset the
complacent notion of high culture’s immunity from social
responsibility.*?

“Black Photographers Bear Witness” was one of three
shows organized by the Williams College Museum of Art to
celebrate the centennial of Gaius Charles Bolin's graduation
from Williams in 1889—the college’s first African-American
graduate. “Black Photographers Bear Witness” was also the
first exhibition to present photographic documents of the
African-American  social-protest movement exclusively
through the lens of black photographers [61]. What is more,
in addition to straight documentary photography, the show
included Conceptual art pieces—most notably by Pat War
Williams and Carrie Mae Weems—that examine some of the
theoretical and political issues surrounding the documentary
idiom, particularly as it relates to people of color. Finally, the
elegant catalogue, with essays by Willis and historian Howar
Dodson, represents a paradigm of what museums can be but
most often are not: a space where art is placed in the broader
social, economic and cultural context of the society that pro-
duces it,*

Not surprisingly, this confluence of “Facing History” and
“Black Photographers Bear Witness” at the Corcoran created
a positive and inviting atmosphere for Washington’s black
community. “We are definitely reaching new people, pcople
who are not regular musceum-gocers,” observed the musceum'’s
outgoing dircctor of public alfairs, *1 would guess that about
GO percent of our awdience Tor these shows is Alvican-Amer-
can. What's especially rewa is the broad spectram ol
people all coming and looking at the show togethey, ™"

L3}
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Despite the positive climate engendered at the Corcoran,
both exhibitions were organized by outside institutions or
curators. Like most exhibitions devoted to African-American
culture in major museums, these shows were token gestures,
While the Corcoran, like many other majority museums, has
instituted a minority internship program to encourage
young people of color to enter museum professions, it will
take a far broader range of programs and projects to begin
to correct the problem of institutional racism in America’s
majority museums. For a start, more exhibitions like “Facing
History” are necessary so that white people can begin to ex-
amine their own problematic attitudes toward people of
color. Of course, museums must also increase their commit-
ment to showing the art of people of color, and curators—
white and black—should be encouraged to pay closer atten-
tion to this work. Internship and education programs for
minority students could be expanded to include education
programs that introduce white people, children and adults,
to the cultural production of people of color. Large, eco-
nomically stable museums might be encouraged to open sat-
ellite museums, much like the Whitney’s branch museums
(located in various corporate centers), in culturally diverse
neighborhoods; such spaces could serve as experimental out-
posts for marginal work, community-based projects and ar
generally not accepted by mainstream venues. Most impor-
tant, museums must institute educational programs to ex-
amine the institutional hierarchies of museums themselves—
programs designed to explore the institutionally validated
and encoded racism, classism, sexism, and homophobia of
museums.

In June 1990, in Chicago, the American Association ol
Museum Directors took a step in this direction as it held the
first of a two-part conference on multiracial and cultural
issues. The conference, called “Different Voices: The Amer-
ican Art. Muscum and a Social, Cultuval, and Historienl
Framework Tor Change,” dealt with such questions as sial

y and the new art histovies, ''his conlerence
was i portint not only Tor developing a politics of i
s, bat for suggesting that museum directors can |1
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direct impact in the battle against cultural racism. One voice
for these new attitudes was Marcia Tucker, the conference’s
cochair and director of the New Museum of Contemporary
Art in New York, who insisted that “museum” administrators
have to reeducate themselves completely. We must read the
new art histories, we must read theory in order to put our-
selves in touch with all culture. We must learn to listen, keep
our eyes and ears open and stop speaking for others.”

As if to embody this new multicultural ethos, Tucker’s
New Museum in the summer of 1990 participated in an un-
precedented collaborative exhibition on the art and mmmﬂ.ﬁm of
the 1980s. “The Decade Show: Frameworks of Identity”—
organized in conjunction with the Studio Museum in Harlem
and the Museum of Contemporary Hispanic Art—embraced
the esthetic, cultural and intellectual positions of diverse
racial and ethnic groups and examined issues of gender
and sexual orientation [62]. While the exhibition was com-
mendable in its attempt to bring together a broad range of
institutional, racial, ethnic, and sexual perspectives, it never-
theless suggested the ongoing dilemma for artists of color.
While “The Decade Show” purported to be about the 1980s,
its cultural position could only suggest future possibilities.
Nowhere in the cultural scene of the 1980s were artists of
color embraced in the ways suggested by “The Decade Show”
—not even at the New Museum itself.

The New Museum’s hasty attempt to redress past exclu-
sions was underscored by the overstuffed and sloppy instal-
lation of the show (a situation less evident at the Studio
Museum or MoCHA). Devoid of didactic wall labels to guide
viewers through a diversity of cultural and esthetic positions,
the installations and performance and video programs af-
forded only the most cursory glimpse of the work of the 140
or so participating artists, Fach visual or performance artist
was represented by only one or two works, so nca.ﬁ_mx ca-

reers were olten reduced 1o a single statement. OF course,
such brevity was less problematic for blue-chip white artists
like Cindy Sherman, Broce Nauman, Eric Fischl, and Jenny
Holzer, who alveady hiave been entin Hy crabraced
and championed by galleries and muo But this one-
shot treatment shortchamged many of the "minority™ artists
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(ranging from “established” artists such as Melvin Edwards,
Robert Colescott and the late Ana Mendieta 86 to community-
oriented and activist art collectives such as the New York-—
based Epoxy Art Group, an experimental collaborative
formed in 1982 by immigrants from Hong Kong), who
rarely participate in the “art world.” The cramped installa-
tion at the New Museum underscored the sense of an insti-
tution desperately making up for lost time, hurriedly
cramming in a generation of artists ignored and victimized
by indifference and racism.”

So, for all the signs of change, many of the fundamental
structures that keep people of color out of the art world
remain in place. For many years alternative spaces devoted
to art by people of color have instituted programs and poli-
cies that majority institutions are only now beginning to
think about. Literally hundreds of such alternative institu-
tions exist in the United States, but few white curators make
an effort to come into contact with them. These alternative
venues often have organized training and education pro-
grams for young people of color; they also generally have
racially diverse staffs. Efforts like these have been slow to
appear in majority institutions, where even the best inten-
tions often fall short.

Not until the white people who now hold the power in the
art world scrutinize their own motives and attitudes toward
people of color will it be possible to unlearn racism. This
realization raises a number of crucial questions: Who are the
patrons of art, the museum board members, the collectors?
Who is the audience for high culture? Who is allowed to
interpret culture? Who is asked to make fundamental policy
decisions? Who sets the priorities?

These questions are part of a broader sociological dis-
course on white attitudes toward difference, a discourse
which must begin with self-examination. As Bell Hooks
WEIHeS,

69, Installation view of *“I'he Decade Show,” New Muscum ol
Contemporary Art, 1990

(1 mach of the recent work on race grows oul ol asincere
commitment to cubtural ansformation, then there s a
wrions need Tor mediate and persistent selb-eritigue,
Committed  onlial - orities - whethes white o hlack,
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whether scholars, artists, or both—can produce work that
opposes structures of domination, that presents possibili-
ties for a transformed future by willingly interrogating
their own work on aesthetic or political grounds. This in-
terrogation itself becomes an act of critical intervention,

fundamentally fostering an attitude of vigilance rather
than denial.*

When it comes to the question of why we ignore the art of
African-Americans and other people of color, simply learn-
ing how to listen to others is not enough. We must first learn
how to listen to ourselves, no matter how painful that process
might be.
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MAURICE BERGER: Your appointment as Cultural Affairs
Commissioner sent a powerful message to the people of New
York City and the nation, An African-American art histo-
rian, curator, and muscum administrator who has vigorously
supported the work of Afrvican-American artists, you are
now to oversee a cultral community often indifferent (o
artists of color, How have you worked to change this prob-
lematic situati
Mary Scamint Camesent: 1 can't honestly say that 1 osel
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