
Charles White: Foremost An Artist

CHARLES WHITE
Foremos t  An Arti s t

A Lit t l e  Book f or  Young Art i s t s

Edmund W. Gordon, Susan G. Gordon & C. Ian White



Charles White
foremost an artist



content

“Foreword”	 Page	 1
	 by C. Ian White	

“First And Foremost, An Artist”	 Page	 3
	 by Edmund W. Gordon

“He Could Make Change...”	 Page	 10
	 by Frances White

“Charles White: Foremost an Artist”	 Page	 15
	 by The Editors of Freedomways

“He Took His Art More Seriously Than He Did Himself”	 Page	 16
	 by John Oliver Killen

“To Our Colleague”	 Page	 19
	 by Romare Bearden

“To Our Colleague”	 Page	 19
	 by Ernest Crichlow

“To Our Colleague”	 Page	 20
	 by Elton C. Fax

“To Our Colleague”	 Page	 22
	 by Jacob Lawerence

“To Our Colleague”	 Page	 23
	 by Hughlie Lee-Smith

“To Our Colleague”	 page	 24
	 by Hale Woodruff

“I Paint My Folks”	 Page	 26
	 by Charles White

“Afterword”	 Page	 29
	 by Susan G. Gordon, M.D. & Edmund W. Gordon, Ed.D 	

	 	



1Charles White: Foremost An Artist

“FOREWORD”

by C. IAN WHITE

Who was Charles W. White? It is for reasons other than his immense talent that 
this question still has to be asked. Because once you are familiar with Charles White’s 
work, then you know that he was one of the greatest American artists of the 20th 
Century. A figurative drawer and painter with a passion, he studied with several of the 
great Mexican muralists. He  was a colleague of some of the most well known African 
American artists, actors, writers, and scholars of our time, and went on to teach some 
of the best contemporary artists working today. But in an art world that is enamored 
of celebrity and spectacle, thoughtful artists like Charles White, who spend years de-
veloping their craft and expressing ideas that dignify humankind rather than debase it, 
usually get lost in the shuffle. The fact that he was Black, and assertively so, made it 
even more likely that he would be ignored or marginalized.

It is an important contribution that the CEJJES Institute and the Charles White 
Gallery of Art have assembled this publication to inform young artists about Charles 
White, a remarkable American artist. It contains a selection of his artwork and es-
says written by his closest friends and colleagues, who understood and respected his 
work and cherished his generosity and friendship. Through their eyes, you will start 
to develop a picture of the accomplishments of Charles White and what made him so 
unique.

On a more personal level, it goes without saying that a day does not go by without 
my thinking about Charles White, my father. His honesty, humor, strong work ethic, 
and love guided me during my youth. Although he died when I was only 14, he has 
stayed with me as a constant inspiration throughout my young adulthood and in my 
career as an artist and art instructor. I have been thinking of him more than ever since 
the recent presidential election. I know that it would have given him great joy to 
see an African American (and a fellow Chicagoan), who seems to share some of his 
qualities of intelligence and integrity, rise into the Nation’s highest office. My father’s 
work was always concerned with uplifting all people. Even with all of the troubles 
still pressing on the world, he would have felt proud about the feelings of hope that 
are energizing people today.

This publication is also about that optimistic spirit. As his great friend, Dr. Edmund 
W. Gordon, so eloquently writes: “Charles White did not see himself as a “Black art-
ist” even though the struggle of African-American people was a critical theme in 
his work. At its core, his art was about human dignity, the spirit of hopeful human 
determination, and the collective strength to carry on in the effort to make the world 
a better place.” 
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“FIRST AND FOREMOST, AN ARTIST” 

by EDMUND W. GORDON 

HAD CHARLES WHITE not been a black person, he probably would have been 
recognized as one of the finest artists the Americas have ever produced. A drafts-
man without peers, White produced engravings, etchings, lithographs, paintings and 
murals (the last on view at Hampton Institute, Howard University and at the Mary 
McLeod Bethune Library in Los Angeles) and was best known for his charcoal draw-
ings. His “Wanted Poster Series” (some ten or more major works), a segment of which 
is in the permanent collection of the Whitney Museum, was executed in oil wash. 
For his oil painting, “Mother Courage II,” he was elected to the National Academy 
of Design. His works have been exhibited in leading art galleries in the United States 
and abroad, and several of these galleries hold works by White in their permanent 
collections. He was not prolific. Rather, he worked slowly, precisely executing each 
piece of work with meticulous attention to detail. Fortunately, some of his works have 
been reproduced and made available in portfolio or as illustrations in books and other 
publications. 

In addition to possessing genius and renown, Charles was a humane and gentle 
person of deep social consciousness, who strongly identified with the black expe-
rience. Understandably, as a sensitive, caring and progressive black person, whose 
respect for human dignity dominated his being, the self that he brought to art could 
not but protest the indignities committed against his people and assert the beauty and 
honor of humankind. But although there was a period in his life when he briefly used 
his work as an instrument of social protest and has been defined by some as an artist 
of social protest, he did not view his work as protest art. In fact, he felt that the qual-
ity of his work was diluted by efforts to make it also polemical. In an interview with 
Jeffrey Elliot, I White stated: 

I feel that enough of life has rubbed off on me that I want to make a statement of 
who I am and where I’m at. I am not a political activist in the sense that I still march 
in demonstrations as I did when I was younger. I don’t have those energies any longer.  
However, I do keep abreast of what’s happening. 

Those concerns are reflected in my work - they have to be since my art is a reflec-
tion of my being. When I am in my studio, though, it’s a totally subjective experience. 
I am not concerned with people or anything. There was a time, several years ago, 
when I would sit down and try to editorialize about current events. I found that wasn’t 
in keeping with myself. I found that my work was being diluted. So I abandoned that 
approach, much to the disappointment of many of my followers, and tried to do that 
which I can do best - namely, to paint and draw. 

As you read about his life and consider his work, we hope that you will understand 
that, foremost, Charles White was an artist whose work is timeless and universal. We 
feel privileged to share this collection with you.

Banner for Willy J.
1976 - Oil on Canvas
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Being first and foremost 
an artist, White was undoubt-
edly concerned with far more 
than that which most of us 
see and applaud in his work. 
Indeed, simultaneous with 
presenting such content as 
has held viewers the world 
over enthralled, he was trying 
to solve technical problems 
of artistic expression in such 
a way as to advance his pro-
fession. But more on White’s 
technical concerns later. 

As a compassionate black man living in a racist USA, White inevitably produced 
a body of work whose content was dominated by his own blackness and the condi-
tion of his people. However, his philosophy of life did not permit him to exclude any 
ethnic or national group from his range of concern. White liked to think of himself 
as a universalist and believed that his work had universal appeal. His human subjects 
tended to have black features, but they were symbolic of the dignity and humanity of 
all people. Elliot quotes White as saying: 

I like to think that my work has a universality to it. I deal with love, hope, courage, 
freedom, dignity - the full gamut of human spirit. When I work, though, I think of my 
own people. That’s only natural. However, I am also a very cosmopolitan person. My 
philosophy doesn’t exclude any nation or race of people. I have a special concern, 
however, for my own people - their history; their culture, their struggle to survive in 
this a racist country. I think it’s important to take pride in who you are. This doesn’t 
necessarily have to lead to conflict. The fact is, I’m proud of who I am. I’m proud of 
being black! 

The great sense of compassion conveyed in so much of Charles White’s work may 
be related to his lifelong struggle with a personal feeling of being a “stranger in the 
village,” to use James Baldwin’s phrase. Though a joyful person in many ways who 
loved life passionately, he was troubled too. He was born “out of wedlock.” While a 
youngster, he was denied certain opportunities to study art because he was black. His 
work as a representational artist was demeaned because abstract art was the reigning 
fashion. His first marriage to artist Elizabeth Catlett was unhappily brief. He contract-
ed tuberculosis as a young man and ultimately lost one lung, which left him mildly 
deformed. He was physically small with a slightly drooping torso in a society which 
prizes, in men, largeness and symmetry of body. Until he was past 40 years old, he 

was barely able to provide financial support for his family. The modest income from 
his work was doubly hard to accept as he saw lesser artists amply rewarded and a few 
of his friends in the performing arts flourishing in their careers. 

White was a highly intellectual person who as he matured moved in academic and 
other scholarly circles, but his verbal communicative style continued to reflect the 
mode of the streets of Chicago’s Southside, of Harlem and of Watts. He was politically 
independent - socialist and radical- but not organizationally connected. He had many 
friends of varying political and social stripes and was comfortable in a wide variety 
of settings, but he struggled with feelings of difference, isolation and rejection-even 
more so when his work was simply ignored. Thus, White’s compassion and empathy 
may have flowed in part out of a sense of isolation from a world he did not want to be 
a part of but from which he expected and deserved better treatment. 

At about the time he moved to California, the background features of his work 
- the spiritual content born of conscious, as well as only partly conscious elements 
such as those cited above- became a primary concern of White. By this time, he had 
emerged from a phase of his drawing which had been characterized by some rigidity 
and tightness of graphic structure and was achieving greater movement, fluidity and 
softness. Freedom and plasticity now complemented the already developed technical 
skill. He had mastered human image representation and could move on to the next 
plateau. 

A recently completed documentary2 filmed by Carlton Moss, long-time friend and 
confidant of White, illuminates the artist’s approach to the artistic issues and suggests, 
as well, the source of his work’s emotional resonance. In a segment of the film tran-
script made available by Moss, White speaks of his life and work: 

I was born in Chicago, April 2nd, 1918. My father, who I really never knew, and 
my mother were separated when I was about three years old. Not long after that my 
mother married again. My step-father was an ordinary worker; worked in the steel mill 
in Chicago, stockyards and then in the later years of his life managed to get a more 
secure job at the Post Office, as a maintenance man. My mother, she was a domestic 
worker-in fact, all her life. I guess she started when she was about eight years old. She 
often tells a story about how she had to be lifted up on a box to be able to wash the 
dishes in the people’s houses she worked for. This was all in Mississippi. And when 
she grew up and came to Chicago she was about sixteen. I suppose I was born when 
she was around eighteen. We lived mostly on the South Side ... I remember just three 
addresses in my entire childhood and young adult life. We had the only frame house 
in the block. It was a house behind a house. We were the only house on the block that 
had coal heat ... and every winter the pipes used to freeze and we never had any water 
and we always had to borrow water from our neighbors. 

So this was the environment - the kind of environment I grew up in with my par-
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named Yellowbee, who had fathered my grandmother, had taken my great-grandmoth-
er as his slave wife and had fathered ten kids by her. And eventually had brought these 
kids along with his English wife and the ten kids he fathered by his legitimate English 
wife ... to Mississippi in a little town called Richland. From the time I was about eight, 
I used to make semiannual trips to visit my relatives. 

There is a direct relationship between the content of what I do and this personal 
history. Actually, I’ve only painted one picture in my entire life each one of these 
things are segments of a relationship… I see my totality of 300 years of history of 
black people through one little fraction ... a family ... my family. Generally, when I 
create a head or figure, I’m thinking of the meaning behind the physical countenance 
of the person. I’m thinking of an expression ... of my own inner feelings of life. If I 
do a mother and child, I use the symbol of the black mother and child ... I’m thinking 
of all mothers ... all children. I’m thinking of the meaning of love between a woman 
and her child. 

I don’t try to record it, but use it symbolically to make a very broad universal 
statement about the search for dignity, the search for a deeper understanding of the 
conflict and the contradictions of life ... so that there is more to it than just the illustra-
tive portrayal of a history of a family ... what I’m trying to do is talk about the history 
of humanity. 

As suggested here, White was wrestling with the artistic problem of how to ar-
ticulate universal themes through images that were rooted in his own particular ethnic 
experience. 

But there is a more abstract problem to which he sought practical solutions. Al-
most twenty years ago, I wrote a letter to Charlie in which I tried to summarize a dis-
cussion we had recently held. What we had been saying, I wrote, was that the artistic 
problem in drawing and painting is one of composition (mastery of space, form and 
chromatic or achromatic variation). The content is merely the vehicle by which the 
artist tries to solve the problem. The content is personal and subjective, born of the 
artist’s life experience and social orientation. It reflects his or her concerns, passions, 
preoccupations. The content may convey a social message if the artist has a message 
to impart, or viewers may project social meaning onto the content of the drawing. The 
artist’s task is to combine space, form and chromatic/ achromatic elements so as to 
evoke feelings, mood, spirit, attitude, etc. - the graphic composition of concepts that 
have meaning, first, to the artist and, secondly, to the viewer. 

The viewer may be on the same perceptual wavelength as the artist or may bring to 
the drawing an entirely different frame of reference. These factors affect how a piece 
of art is received and can present a problem in understanding all works-of art. Regard-
ing the work of many black artists, the problem seems to have a unique dimension. 
Hale Woodruff has written: 

ents.... I went to elementary school and then later to Englewood High School. When I 
was around about 7th grade, I got a little scholarship to the Art Institute of Chicago. 

My mother’s coming from Mississippi gave me a very close tie to the South.... 
Prior to Mississippi, my family had originated really in Trinidad, so that my roots in 
Mississippi, when they were immigrated to this country, brought by an Englishman 

Mississippi
1972 - Oil Wash on Board

152 x 120cm
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Awaken from the Unknowing
1961 - Charles White

78 x 141cm

He [the black artist] seems sometimes to have pursued a tangential and indepen-
dent search for an appropriate dialect. There is speculation, if not certainty, that this 
search stems from present-day social motivations. On the other hand, his quest may 
come from overriding concern with the broader problems of art itself. Whatever rea-
sons, it seems that the Negro artist has approached his art with a special dedication, 
singularly avoiding the traps of mere journalistic narrative and literal banality.3 

Woodruff here identifies major elements in the controversy concerning the valid-
ity of black art. Some people claim that black artwork is too narrow, that it lacks uni-
versal appeal because of its “consuming interest in social protest.” The contemporary 
black art movement, the argument goes, is not interested in expressing a broad range 
of human emotion and experience but only in conveying a highly selfconscious politi-
cal message. Others counter that this view is uninformed, that black art today is as 
complex and varied as the talented individuals who produce it. In his essay, “150 Years 
of Afro-American Art,” James Porter makes the further point that for centuries black 
artists have drawn upon the aesthetic and philosophical concerns of African, Ameri-
can and European art movements. From this mixed heritage, they have produced an 
outstanding array of paintings, sculpture, drawings and etchings. Unfortunately, these 
works have been largely ignored by art critics and galleries and, therefore, made inac-
cessible to the general public. 

The term “black art” would not have pleased Charles White. He argued that there 
is no such thing as black art or black artists; rather there is art by Black people and by 
artists who happen to be black. He asserted that there has not yet emerged a distinct 
style or form by which artwork by Blacks can be identified (as Porter indicates, the 
work of artists who are black is quite varied). However, it is the black artist’s search 
“for an appropriate dialect,” those elements in his work which break with tradition 
and that content which is clearly black which is often referred to as black art and is so 
often rejected as good art. It also happens that work may be snubbed solely because 
the artist is known to be black. For example, the work produced by Norman Lewis in 
his later years was not ethnically distinguishable, but he and his career were limited 
by his identification as a black person. It is important to be aware, then, that the racist 
tradition in U.S. society has fostered widespread resistance to accepting the validity 
of artwork by Blacks. Also important to recognize is that the controversy pertaining 
to black art involves, in one of its dimensions, the age-old confusion about what is 
“good” and “bad” in art. 

Art history reveals that throughout the ages, no matter in what country, each gen-
eration of artists has rebelled against some of the established rules of composition, 
subject matter and technique handed down from the previous generation in an effort 
to arrive at styles and techniques more appropriate to their own time and place in 
history. The 19th-century French Impressionists outraged their contemporaries with 
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the bold colors and scenes of everyday life which they submitted in defiance against 
the stuffy classicism of the French Academy. Yet today the Impressionists are widely 
respected. The point is that to appreciate fully any work of art, one must clear the head 
of preconceived notions of what is “good” and “bad” and approach each work with 
an open mind and heart. 

The general task of the artist is to solve problems of composition, technique, color 
and spatial relations in such a way as to express feeling and sometimes meaning. Even 
though a particular subject, sensation or theme may appear to the viewer to dominate 
the work, the artistic problems involve blending elements’ into a synergistic whole 
that serves the creative purpose of the artist. As can be expected, each artist goes 
about solving these problems in different ways. The sculptor Richard Hunt explores 
these problems by dealing with abstract and expressionistic three-dimensional forms, 
while painter Richard Mayhew renders landscapes through subtle color relationships. 
Lois Mailou Jones and Hale Woodruff favor colorful abstract compositions featuring 
African symbols and motifs.  A more representational approach to subject matter is 
exemplified in the sculpture of Elizabeth Catlett and the paintings and drawings of 
Ernest Crichlow and Charles White. Much of Selma Burke’s more recent sculpture, 
on the other hand, treats subject matter in an expressionistic manner.

Whatever the chosen style, each artist endows his or her works with a very per-
sonal interpretation of subject matter that lifts them far beyond the realm of mere 
illustrations or copies of nature. An artist’s interpretation is obviously linked to his/
her experiences ‘and may reflect his or her ethnic affiliation, political beliefs or social 
position. With some artists, this link may well be distinct and dominating and with 
others it may be difficult or even impossible to discern. 

A great work of art often has many meanings and demands to be viewed again and 
again over a span of time. Sometimes an artist has expressed in a work feelings of 
which she is not aware and meanings that were not deliberately intended. These may 
add to the richness and complexity of the work. Some artists, such as Charles White, 
may impart social messages through their work while they also solve highly technical 
problems of art; yet they encourage viewers to exercise freedom and imagination in 
interpreting the work. The fact is, Charles White would never explain the meaning of 
any one of his works. Rather, he insisted that viewers find their own meanings and see 
in each picture what they would. In response to the question, “What do you paint?” 
White answered, “I paint my folks. I paint about you. I paint about each and everyone 
of you. . . .You are truly beautiful… I paint an image of man. Nothing that I see, but 
something I feel something I relate to you about the spirit of man.” And in Charles 
White’s work, you can see something of yourself, something of your fellows, some-
thing of the abuse and aspiration, frustration and hope, but always the dignity and 
spirit of humankind. And if you are really looking, you may see a great deal more. 

Mother and Child
1953 - Wolff Crayon

56 x 72 cm
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“HE COULD MAKE CHANGE IN HARMONY WITH THE 
DEMANDS OF LIFE” 

by FRANCES WHITE 

I AM WRITING THIS at one of Charlie’s favorite places - the Venice fishing pier 
in the Santa Monica beach area. When he needed to get away and relax, we would 
pack a lunch, take fishing poles and spend the day. He loved the clear invigorating air. 
When not repairing lines or replacing hooks, he would be photographing the interest-
ing multi-ethnic groups of adults and children-some fishing for pleasure, some fishing 
out of necessity, some more experienced than others, always willing to share and talk, 
some with makeshift, homemade gear and tackle. He was always observing, absorb-
ing, storing away impressions of people, studying faces and body movements-all to 
be used in his work at some future time. 

Our move from New York to California in 1956 was for just these reasons - a 
slower pace of life, a need to be closer to nature and an agenda that allowed maxi-
mum time for his art. Charlie’s health remained fragile over the years resulting from 
service-connected tuberculosis. A lung was collapsed, an appropriate treatment in the 
40’s. In the 50’s the tuberculosis recurred in the remaining lung. As much as we loved 
New York, we had to wrest ourselves away and start a new way of living. 

There are some special words I use to describe this remarkable man -flexible. He 
was a person who could make change in harmony with the demands of life. When we 
were first married, it was almost unheard of to have a Black in a teaching position in 
art. I found employment more easily, so along with his studio work (which was in our 
bedroom), the supper preparations were well underway when I came home. We were 
unable to conceive children on our own and further dismayed by being rejected by 
early adoption regulations that discriminated against interracial couples. In the 60’s, 
these policies changed along with the mounting Civil Rights Movement. At his age of 
48 years, we adopted our second child, a son, after the proud and wonderful experi-
ence with an adopted daughter almost two years earlier. 

He had an indomitable spirit despite many obstacles and disappointments. You 
could feel in him a restlessness, a soaring quality - an urgent need to record the next 
image, to master a new idea, to experiment with forms that could best render that im-
age. Without hesitation he rejected all work that did not meet his expectations. I was 
present in a warehouse at the final mounting of his last mural which now is in the Dr. 
Mary McLeod Bethune Branch Library in Los Angeles. A technician found a discrep-
ancy in the measurements between the mural panels and the wall on which they were 
to be hung. The technician’s solution was immediate. “We’ll have to cut a couple of 
feet off to make it fit.” I don’t think you can imagine his anger. It took its toll physi-
cally but no feet were cut! 

Another time, he was working on a mother and child image’ on a lithographic 
stone, lithographic crayon in hand. A white woman touring the workshop leaned over 
and said, “How beautiful that is, who did that?” Invisible man, again! 

Charlie was passionate about life. He loved arguing, pounding tables, shaking his 
finger to make a point - especially with good friends around after a couple of very 
dry martinis and a good dinner - it was his way of honing ideas and making you think 
about your own. This quality showed through most clearly with his students whom 
he loved and respected very much. He challenged them. He developed a “critique” 
method of evaluating their progress, whereby they examined and learned from each 
other’s work. When a “critique” was scheduled, there was always an overflow audi-
ence, over and above the students of his class. In a way, it was an extension of his own 
dialogue about life and art that helped them sharpen their ideas so they would be able 
to express them more succinctly. 

Paralleling these academic pursuits came increasing requests for his time as guest 
lecturer and teacher at universities and colleges around this land. This, in addition to 
his appointment to the boards of several major black cultural organizations, kept him 
traveling a good part of each year. Although he described himself as a shy, not too ver-
bal young person, he became an eloquent and moving public speaker, often referred 
to as “the preacher.” This country-wide interaction with students, artists and black 
cultural life placed him in a position of providing leadership to a whole spectrum of 
the arts. He was appointed by Mayor Tom Bradley to the Los Angeles Advisory Com-
mittee on Cultural Affairs, given the task of drawing up an overall plan and budget 
for a new Department of Cultural Affairs. The plan was recently approved by the City 
Council and is now in effect. The Governor of California appointed him a founding 
Commissioner of the Advisory Board to establish a California State Museum of Afro-
American History and Culture. 

There were several real highlights in his life that I know he would want to share 
with you. In1974, he was elected Academician of the National Academy of Design, 
the oldest art organization in America. Its founding year was 1825. To become a mem-
ber your name must be submitted by your art peers, who are already members. Your 
work must be judged by them. The process goes through several stages and can take a 
year or more to complete. I believe Charlie was the second black artist ever accepted 
in the painting division. Henry O. Tanner was elected in 1927! 

In 1978, he was asked to be a Distinguished Professor of Art in the Graduate 
School of Fine Arts at Howard University, Washington, D. C. This recognition by 
one of the oldest and leading black centers of academic excellence touched him most 
deeply. Unfortunately, the appointment was short-lived because of the recurrence of 
the destructive, respiratory illness that took his life. 

Last but far from least was his appointment as Corresponding Member from the 
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United States to the Academie Der 
Kunst of the German Democratic 
Republic. He cherished long years of 
stimulating association with the art-
ists of this country. Although he had 
visited and exhibited there before, 
this was climaxed by his attendance 
at the Academic meeting in Dres-
den in April, 1978. This conference 
called together all international Cor-
responding Members to give their 
impressions on the birth and growth 
of the arts in their country over the 
last 30 years. A special tribute and 
salute to Charlie were given by his 
colleagues as he celebrated his 60th 
birthday with them. A major exhibi-
tion of his work will be shown in 
the German Democratic Republic 
this December. It was proposed two 
years ago, so Charlie was included 
in the initial planning. When the ex-
hibit returns, the Studio Museum in 

Harlem will be adding numerous other borrowed works for its Charles White/Black 
Masters Series in April 1981. 

By now you must be feeling as I do, Charlie gifted us all with the many dimen-
sions of his life! He left not only a magnificent art legacy but tremendous social 
contributions to our country’s cultural directions. He was a man of great vision and 
perspective. A “prophet” amongst us who spoke of love, courage, dignity and beauty. 
He was able to combine these ideas into the vortex of his life as well as in the images 
he left us. A remarkable human feat!

Love Letter III
1977 - Lithograph

76.2 x 56.6cm

C’est l’amour
1959 - Charcoal and Conte Crayon

115 x 57cm
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Bessie Smith
1959 - Tempera on Board

61 x 50.8cm

CHARLES WHITE: 
ART AND SOUL 

by THE EDITORS OF FREEDOMWAYS

THE RIDGES IN AN OAK TREE tell how many centuries the oak has borne 
witness to life in the forest, how many suns it has seen, how many storms it has 
weathered. So it is with the exquisite lines comprising Charles White’s portraits of 
Black people-his beloved “folks.” The tens of thousands of strokes which came forth 
from his charcoal, pen and brush tell of a long road traveled from the very beginnings 
of human civilization, a road which has twisted and wound through golden eras of 
monumental invention, through periods of decline and chaos, through new begin-
nings in new places where blossoms of irresistible creative energy have sprung from a 
harsh terrain of unrequited toil. The lines speak, in calm and measured tones, of souls 
“grown deep like the rivers.” 

If Charles White’s art is of such extraordinary quality as to affirm the artist’s ar-
istocracy, it is also so basic as to reveal his oneness with the salt of the earth. Above 
all, White’s portraits instruct that art by its nature abhors solitary confinement in the 
salons of the rich; art feels more at home in Dismuke’s Tonsorial Parlor and in Maud 
Martha’s kitchenette. For the best expression of what Charles hoped would be the 
place of his art in the scheme of things, we submit his own words from “Path of a 
Negro Artist,” an article he wrote for Masses and Mainstream in 1955: 

My major concern is to get my work before common, ordinary people, for me to 
be accepted as a spokesman for my people, for my work to portray them better, and to 
be rich and meaningful to them. A work of art was meant to belong to people, not to be 
a single person’s private possession. Art should take its place as one of the necessities 
of life, like food, clothing and shelter. 

We hope that this issue of FREEDOMWAYS, which examines and pays tribute to 
the impact White’s life of art has had in the world, may serve as a small complement 
to his great legacy. 

The Editors 
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“HE TOOK HIS ART MORE SERIOUSLY THAN HE DID 
HIMSELF” 

by JOHN OLIVER KILLENS 

CHARLES WILBERT WHITE was a people’s artist and a people’s historian. He 
understood very clearly that the term, “universality,” is a literary contradiction, that 
when Western man speaks of “universality,” he has in mind an Anglo-Saxon uni-
versality that is hardly universal, since it relegates four-fifths of the world’s peoples 
to oblivion and insignificance, and further that the most universal theme on earth is 
man’s inhumanity to man. That is what his art is all about, about his own people (Af-
ricans in the U.S.) and their struggle in a racist country for dignity and liberation. 

He once said, modestly: 

I like to think that my work has universality to it. I deal with love, hope, freedom, 
dignity- the full gamut of the human spirit. When I work, though, I think of my own 
people. That’s only natural. However, my philosophy doesn’t exclude any nation or 
race of people. I do have a special concern for my own people their history, their cul-
ture, their struggle to survive in this, a racist country. And I’m proud of being Black. 

He was endowed with a tremendous sense of humor, though one might not suspect 
it from his art, an art that exudes anger, a righteous indignation against racism, dis-
crimination, poverty, ignorance. He could laugh heartily at his own and other people’s 
foibles, Oh, how many laughs we shared! But when it came to his art, he was God’s 
last angry man. Rather than allowing himself to wallow in bitterness and self-pity, he 
used his anger and his art as weapons of struggle. 

Charlie was a consummate artist who took his art more seriously than he did 
himself. I think he understood that an artist who views his celebrity as being more 
important than his art, which is only his life’s work (no more, no less), would always 
find himself in trouble with the muse. 

I remember the wonderful days in Harlem in the Fifties, when all” of us were 
young and everything was possible, even liberation, even socialism! I remember Er-
nie Crichlow and Roy DeCarava and Charlie and Ruth and Thelma and John Clarke 
and Walter and Sidney and Harry and Julian and Lorraine and all the rest of us in the 
CNA (Committee for the Negro in the Arts). It was a beautiful organization with Paul 
Robeson as the inspiration and guiding spirit for all of us. By the example of his own 
life, Big Paul taught us the meaning of manhood and dignity and conviction and com-
mitment. In the arts, he was for most of us a patron saint. 

I have said many times before that the writers who have had the most profound 
influence on me as a writer were Richard Wright (for his devastating power), Margaret 
Walker (for her awesome and poetic flow and her love for people of African descent) 

and Langston Hughes (for his totally unselfish comradeship with young writers, and 
also for his love of Africa and its people) . I say now that the artist who profoundly 
influenced my writings more than any other was Charles Wilbert White. 

Charles White’s people were always cast in the epic and heroic mold, oppressed, 
but not defeated, fighters. His people were in the John Henry and Robesonian image. 
Men and women like Douglass and Tubman and Sojourner and all the courageous 
Black and nameless people were of the stuff that inspired this people’s artist. 

Charlie was, above all else, a romantic revolutionary. If it is true that all the world 
loves a lover, then the world must have been in love with Charlie White. Every draw-
ing, every painting exudes love for humankind, especially for his own people, espe-
cially for the oppressed. In a period when non-representational art was in vogue, he 
stuck by his realistic guns. He must have known some moments of terrible aloneness. 
His art was an awesome instrument for change. Did I say he was a romantic revolu-
tionary? All of his adult and artistic life he carried on this torrid romance with change 
and revolution. His art was a commitment to the Liberation Movement. Look at any 
of his pictures. They are invariably about people, very often working class people, in 
struggle, African people on the move, people in motion. 

I recall a party one evening at Harry Belafonte’s home, which had become a veri-
table Charles White museum. Mahalia Jackson was there. At one point in the evening, 
Harry called Mahalia over to a corner of his living room where a large painting sat 
covered by a white sheet. “I want to show you something, Mahalia.” He signaled 
some of the rest of us to come along. When we had gathered, he pulled the sheet away 
and there stood Mahalia staring at a life-sized portrait of herself, singing and in mo-
tion. (I don’t believe he ever produced a static picture.) Mahalia stood there, speech-
less. She moved toward the portrait, stopped, backed up, then moved forward again. 
“That’s me! That’s me!” she shouted when she could find her voice. 

Charlie’s art is a celebration of life, especially of African American life, in all of 
its cultural richness, its instinct for survival. It is also a commitment to and a celebra-
tion of the struggle, without which life would have very little meaning. “Life is hard. 
Life might very well be hopeless,” his art seems always to say. Life might be without 
conscious motivation, but life, above all else, is struggle. 

Charles White knew intimately the meaning of racism and oppression. Three of 
his uncles and two cousins were lynched in the “dear old Southland.” In Chicago and 
New York, and later in California, he knew the Northern-style lynchings, police bru-
tality and the lynching of the human spirit. 

To me, the passing of Charles White has meant the passing of an era. 1 am grateful 
that he lived to witness the glorious Sixties, with all of its contradictions, romanti-
cisms, illusions and sometimes misplaced idealism, but especially its essential state-
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ment that life is struggle and that “Black is beautiful.” For had not Charles White 
always been saying that to us through the expressions of his art? 

Charlie did not quite make it with us to the turbulent Eighties, which I believe 
are destined to make the Sixties seem like a Sunday school picnic. We will surely 
miss him, and the people will be a less formidable adversary without him, though his 
great love and spirit will remain with us, strengthening and sustaining us. We must 
not expend too much energy and emotion mourning Charlie White’s demise. Our at-
titude must be “Joy to the World! Charles White lived!” Apropos of his passing, I am 
reminded of a poet whose name I have forgotten, who once wrote: 

Mourn not the dead, who in the cool earth lie, 

The calm cool earth that mothers all who die, 

As all men must. 

But rather mourn the apathetic throng, 

The cowed and the meek, 

Who see the earth’s great sorrows and its wrongs

And dare not speak. 

Homage to Sterling Brown
1972 - Oil on Canvas

102 x 152.3cm

“TO OUR COLLEAGUE “

by ROMARE BEARDEN 

I FIRST MET CHARLES WHITE during the late 1940’s, when he came to New 
York from Chicago. 

Even then, he had already formulated 
in his art those social concerns which he 
deeply felt, and which would inform his 
painting and graphic works for the rest of 
his life. I’ve always felt that White was 
one of the few U.S. artists of this decade 
who made any real effort to develop his 
powers of draftsmanship. Although he 
had a natural talent for drawings, most 
of his contemporaries had inclined to-
ward other artistic concerns. But Charles 
White always followed his own convic-
tions. Drawings of the scope developed 
by White require concentrated study and 
much practice. As one of the glories of 
the Italian Renaissance, the great Vene-
tian painter Tintoretto wrote: 

Beautiful colors can be bought in the 
shops along the Rialto, but good drawing 
can only be brought forth from the depths 
of  the human spirit through great effort 
and long night watches. 

This was certainly true of Charles 
White. 

by ERNEST CRICHLOW 

CHARLES WHITE WAS part of a great tradition of fine artists whose humanism 
complemented their great talents. Thus, Charles White’s art is a graphic expression of 
the deep concern he had for humanity. 

Charlie was deeply- influenced by Mexico’s revolutionary artists, studying and 
admiring the great murals of Orozco and Diego Rivera and the prints that came out 
of the graphic workshops. He was drawn to the print media, creating huge heroic lino 
and wood blocks and many lithographs. 

Children’s Games I
1975 - Oil Wash On Board

187.9 x 123cm
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Midpoint in his career, Charles divorced himself almost completely from color, 
concentrating on a monochromatic tonality that gave to his heroic figures a great 
dramatic force. He had found his niche. In later years, he was to expand his voice 
in a unique way beyond his graphic expressions as an artist, becoming in addition a 
humanist, preacher, rapper and poet. His voice had a rich and powerful tone accented 
with wit, and he often dug deep inside himself for the precise word to make his images 
sing, cry and holler with joy and sadness. 

Charles loved his “folks” and saw his work as an integral part of the black experi-
ence. He enjoyed his Fridays at the Apollo, shows at the Whitney, Met and Museum 
of Modern Art, Mahalia’s gospels and jazz. On intimate terms with our leading artists, 
writers, poets, actors, musicians and just plain folks, he portrayed them all as heroic, 
rock-like images of dignity, strength and truth-soldiers of the new tomorrow. 

A great lover of life, he hated and fought death valiantly. Charles White left his art 
to the world, but to some of us more fortunate he left his life. 

by ELTON C. FAX 

THIS TRIBUTE TO CHARLIE WHITE will be brief. Any other - thing from 
me would be not only out of character but out of tune with the spirit of the man we 
honor. I was reminded of that recently when a fellow artist and I were speaking of 

Wanted Poster Series #10
1970 - Oil Wash on Board

101.5 x 151.8cm

Charlie and we concluded that just about 
everything we could say in praise of a 
colleague has already been said about 
Charlie White. So anything I have left to 
say about him here must bear the mark of 
respect that brevity implies. 

I take my theme from one character-
istic of Charlie’s work that everyone in-
stantly recognized. He was, from begin-
ning to end, a people’s artist. People were 
his subject matter, and what he did with 
that subject matter was done as much for 
people as about them. He made it quite 
clear that he wanted his works to be not 
only seen but understood and appreciated 
by people at large. 

Now Charlie knew full well that while 
people would enjoy much of his work 
there would be things of his they would 
not find especially enjoyable even as they 
fully understood and appreciated them. 
And here, he passed a difficult test for the 
artist. People, especially the oppressed 
and the disfranchised, readily accepted 
his interpretations of their moments of 
anguish and pain. They accepted them in 
the same way they accepted the mournful 
dirge of the blues as part of the truth of 
their struggle to override adversity in or-
der to sing more lustily the songs of hope 
and triumph. 

It took a steadfast courage to follow this conviction - this insistence upon being his 
own man in an era of American art where to be incomprehensible to laymen is much 
in fashion. But it posed no searing inner struggle for Charlie White. He simply applied 
to what he produced the same integrity of thought and labor he had earlier invested in 
the study and mastery of his craft. If today he has detractors among contemporary art-
ists and critics, they would do well to retrace their steps and seriously review his out-
put. From his simplest statements they would learn much they sorely need to know. 

Charlie’s earliest comments confined themselves to those with whom he had clos-

Wanted Poster Series # 6
1969 - Oil Wash on Board

149.3 x 68.4cm
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est ties. The faces and figures of Afro-Americans dominate the canvases and illustra-
tion boards of his initial essays. However profoundly he was even later loved to com-
ment upon the courageous black men and women who toiled at all sorts of labor, from 
farmer to domestic to jazz musician to actor, Charlie was never a black chauvinist. An 
examination of his works reveals the same universal compassion for and understand-
ing of humans within other ethnic groups. John Brown, for one, holds a place in his 
gallery of American heroes martyred in the struggle to make people free. 

Recently, I saw and heard a TV commentator reviewing portions of an epic retro-
spective showing of the works of a man generally regarded as this century’s greatest 
artist. With articulate skill, the commentator interpreted the meaning of the artist’s 
highly personalized uses of forms and colors. I looked and listened attentively and 
with full appreciation of what the artist had achieved. And as I listened I recalled that 
never once had I heard anyone on TV “interpreting” the forms and colors in Charlie 
White’s works. But then, come to think of it, nobody ever had to. Charlie’s works 
speak with such clear and universally understood eloquence as to require no verbal 
interpretation. And somehow I just can’t put aside the notion that greatness abounds 
in his kind of art too.

by JACOB LAWRENCE 

I FIRST MET CHARLES WHITE in the late 1930’s when he arrived in New 
York from Chicago, Illinois. Up until the time of his death, he was a passionate and 
dedicated artist with a sense of mission and a deep philosophical commitment as to 
the role of the artist in society. His life was focussed and directed to that philosophy 
and commitment through his teaching and through his creative work. The many for-
mal and informal discussions pertaining to form and content (in which he was, many 
times, the leading participant) were always provocative and rewarding for his many 
students, associates and friends. His artistic qualities and community service can best 
be illustrated and appreciated through the degree of motivation and insight that he 
gave to the community as a whole. He possessed a perceptive and creative spirit, 
which enabled him to build on a tradition and heritage that portray aspects of life that 
are fundamental. 

Charles White’s contribution as an artist will always be recognized and appreci-
ated through the body of his work and his function as a teacher of art. 

by HUGHIE LEE-SMITH 

MY ADMIRATION for Charles White was focussed on the monumentality of his 
art, and his fortitude as a man who stood up for his professed principles when very 
often to do so meant standing alone. Charlie, early on, made a commitment to the 
struggle of Afro-Americans and other minorities for social, economic ‘and political 
justice. As he stated in an early interview, his art was dedicated specifically to “the so-

cial, even propaganda angle of painting.” His powerful portrayals of Black manhood/
womanhood are a source of inspiration, dignity and strength for the downtrodden of 
all races. 

The forcefulness of Charlie’s own manhood, and the steadfastness of his com-
mitment are qualities which are rarely encountered’ in our age of opportunism. He 
refused to allow prevailing obscurantist influences on the art scene to weaken his 
work. While many artists were being seduced by the dubious rewards to be had by 
embracing fashionable modes, he generated the inordinate courage necessary to fol-
low his own “social-realist” vision in the service of mankind/womankind. Moreover, 
he lived to see the artworks born of his unique social vision receive the veneration of 
his colleagues throughout the world.

I’ve Been Buked and I’ve Been Scorned
1956 - Charcoal
114.5 x 91.5cm
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by HALE WOODRUFF 

AS A MAN, CHARLES WHITE was a great humanitarian. As an artist, he was a 
very skilled craftsman; his technique was meticulous in every aspect. There was al-
ways a heroic quality in his art. Whether he was concerned with the great heroes like 
Douglass, Robeson and Truth, as he was in the mural at Hampton Institute, or with the 
many anonymous and unsung heroes, his work always projected an inner quality- the 
innate dignity and strength that have sustained Blacks in America. 

Charles White had a clear perspective and a great sensitivity to his subjects as peo-
ple. Two of my favorite pieces, “Birmingham Totem” and “General Moses” (Harriet 
Tubman), show this characteristic. Charlie’s sensitivity made his work inspirational, 
and his commitment as a man and as artist is very evident in the clear consistency of 
his work as demonstrated through many years.

Mother Courage II
1974 - Oil on Canvas

127 x 100.3cm

Study for Lovers
1953 - Charcoal

52 x 71.8cm
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“I PAINT MY FOLKS”

by CHARLES WHITE

Editor’s note: Charles White is a distinguished artist whose paintings of “my 
folks” -- black people -- have moved millions of viewers. 

On August 11, 1971, Mr. White received a special award from the Southern Chris-
tian Leadership Conference. Dr. J. E. Lowery, Chairman of the S.C.L.C. Board of Di-
rectors, presented Mr. White a plaque bearing this inscription: “The Southern Chris-
tian Leadership Conference, Ralph David Abernathy, President, presents at its 14th 
Annual Convention in New Orleans, Louisiana, August 11, 1971, this special citation 
of respect and gratitude to Mr. Charles White for the incomparable beauty of his con-
tribution to Black Culture, the Movement, and the Fine Arts.” 

Mr. White was repeatedly interrupted by applause when he responded as fol-
lows: 

I could do better painting a picture than I could do talking at this moment. It’s one 
of the most beautiful moments of my life. While I’m not a speaker, I’ve found it neces-
sary to communicate sometimes with words.

A brother yesterday asked me, he pleaded apologetically for his ignorance about 
who I was, and I’ve had several people say, well they knew Charles White was a spe-
cial guest, but who is Charles White? He asked me what I did. I said, “I’m an artist.” 
He said, “yeah, but what do you paint?” I said I paint my folks. He says, “well, but 
that isn’t quite enough -- what do you paint?” Probably a lot of you here don’t know 
my work. 

There was an old woman who lived not far from here, in the state of Mississippi. 
She died about ten years ago. She lived to be a hundred and nine years old. She was 
born a slave. She was brought to this country by a man by the name of Yellowby. He 
brought her and her sisters and brothers, nine or ten, which he fathered, in Trinidad, 
West Indies. 

This old woman was one of them. She lived a hundred and nine years in Missis-
sippi. I haven’t been able to stay in Mississippi over two weeks, but she lived there for 
a hundred and nine years!

There are all kinds of rewards. Congress, the government, has metals of honor. It’s 
incredible, the kind of an award that could be given to a man. A man can be given a 
medal for some kind of distinguished service to the country for killing in a war. 

There must be some great reward for living a hundred and nine years in Missis-
sippi. Her name was Hasty Baines. Hasty Baines was my grandmother’s sister. What 
do I paint? I paint about Hasty Baines. 

There is a woman seventy years old, who lives in Chicago, Fifty Third and Indi-
ana, she’s my mother. She’s been a domestic worker since she was seven years old. 
They had to place a box in front of the sink for her to get up and wash dishes for the 
Yellowbys. I paint about this woman. 

I paint about you. I paint about Dr. Abernathy, I paint about Rose Parks, I paint 
about Coretta King. I paint about each and every one of you. Oh, you are the most 
beautiful people in the world. You are truly beautiful. 

There is a new science. Not new, but a new word is coming to our language, a 
word we weren’t familiar with. Only a few years ago we became familiar with this 
word. 

It’s called ecology - the science of the study of nature, of water, of all the things 
that surround us. It is this science that has become involved with the pollution of our 
environment. This, they say, started with what may be the Neanderthal man. Man, 
since his existence on earth, has begun to pollute water, has begun to pollute and 
destroy our natural surroundings, so much so that we only may have eight thousand 
or more years to live. We may not last that long if this continues. 

Pollution has become a serious problem. So much so that our president has re-
marked about it, and has declared his intent to do something about ridding our land 
of pollution. 

But, he has forgotten one thing…that the most devastating pollution that exists is 
the pollution of the man’s soul. This is the pollution that is destructive. It is not the 
water or the trees that endanger us. No, my friends. It is the pollution of the soul. 

For three hundred years we’ve been on the verge of getting together the black 
people of this land. We’ve gotten together to rid man of this poison. To clean up the 
soul of man. This is the inspiration that gives me the courage, the strength to paint a 
picture. To paint the image of you. To paint something that gives you dignity. 

I sit and do a silly little thing like taking a brush, and I sit in a little cubicle that I 
call a studio -- and I paint an image of man. Nothing I see, but something I feel. Some-
thing I relate to you about the spirit of man. I try to communicate this relationship. I 
try to find and search for answers to three questions: Who am I? What am I? Why?

I have never found the answers to those questions. But the search, oh, that glorious 
search. That search that’s being nurtured by experiences like this. By being in your 
presence. By hearing the culture that I’ve heard these last two days -- The Operation 
Breadbasket Choir, last night. Willie-T and his group -- Oh, baby, that was beautiful. 
And that’s what I paint. 

Drum Major, Southern Christian Leadership Conference/ Vol. 1/ No. 2
Winter/ 1971   
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General Moses and Sojourner
1954 - Charcoal
63.8 X 91.4cm

“AFTERWORD” 

by SUSAN G. GORDON, M.D. & EDMUND W. GORDON, Ed.D

The CEJJES Institute and its Charles White Gallery of Art are pleased to share 
with young people who are interested in art this assemblage of essays about Charles 
W. White and art selections from our collection of his work.

Charles White was an African American man who distinguished himself by his 
exquisite drawing, etching and painting and also by his commitment to humanness 
and social justice. Charles was my brother by mutual choice. He was an only child 
and I had one brother who was mentally and physically challenged as a result of a 
birth injury, and with whom I had a limited sibling relationship. Charles and I were 
acquainted and fictive kin for the last 40 years of his life. His wife, Frances, and my 
wife, Susan, were fictive sisters. Susan and I are the spiritual family to C. Ian, their 
son and to Jessica, their daughter. Together with Charles Ian and Jessica, the Gordon 
Family members own the largest collection of the art works of Charles White. Several 
of those images are assembled in this little book. 

We have also reprinted essays that were originally written for Volume 20 No. 
3 of the Freedomways Magazine that was edited by me in 1980. We are indebted 
to the Freedomways Magazine for having developed the special edition from which 
these essays have been selected. We also acknowledge the assistance of Jamila S. 
Braithwaite, Marie Doucet, Paola Heincke and Stephen Charles in the development of 
this publication. The selection of images has proceeded under the guidance of C. Ian 
White, Artistic Executor of the Charles and Frances White Estate. 

We hope that you will be stimulated by and motivated to use Charles White’s life 
and work as one of the models that will inform your thinking about art whether you 
pursue a career in art or just enjoy the appreciation of art.
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Sharecropper
1947 - Oil on Canvas

76.6 x 61cm
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