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Preface: Reframing Blackness

What is Black about the history of art? When we look for Blackness in Western art, who and what do we find? These are the animating questions of Reframing Blackness. To ‘reframe’ Blackness is to look again at existing works of art and narratives in art history, adopting an approach to the field that foregrounds Blackness. In a sense, reframing Blackness is a way of seeing; to see in this way is to see Blackness first, acknowledging its position before looking at what else is positioned in its vicinity. It is a way of seeing which I have become accustomed to; it is how I experience art history and have operated within the art world.

My childhood was spent in Nigeria, a country where – by virtue of it being the largest Black nation on earth – thoughts about Blackness and race were not prevalent in my everyday experiences. I did not think about my own Blackness often, until I went to boarding school in Kent, England, at age eleven. At my new school I was part of a small Black minority. When I began, I was one of two Black students in my year. In the seven years which I spent there, the school had no Black teachers. Going to school in England took race and racism from being a distant and occasional consideration, to a gnawing ever-present part of my existence. I had gone from living in one environment where my Blackness had never been something which made me ‘different’ to another in which it became the defining aspect of my identity.

It is important to acknowledge that my perspective is one of a person who experienced an abrupt shift in understanding the meaning of Blackness in different contexts. It is heavily influenced by my movement from one country with a primarily Black population to another with a primarily white one. Because I attended that boarding school for seven years, I am partly the product of an environment where the worldview of a specific demographic of privileged white people – note this refers to privileged white people, and not to white privilege – was the norm. I needed to understand it in order to get through school and my teenage years. It was an environment in which I found myself again at university, when I went to Cambridge to study for a BA in History of Art in 2018. These settings, where I was frequently the only Black person in a room, have undoubtedly shaped my hyper-awareness of Blackness and where it is positioned in relation to whiteness.

My choice to approach art history in this way, seeing and highlighting Blackness first, is partly a response to its absence throughout my experience of secondary school and university. This approach is the inverse of the education that I received at the British institutions where I studied. Blackness and Black people were either afterthoughts on my school and university curricula or totally absent. Now, as an adult, highlighting the creativity of Black individuals, and acknowledging their contributions to the history of art, is the focus of my career, in the hope of helping to de-normalise this absence in schools, universities and museums.

Reframing Blackness has come about partly because of the resurgence of the Black Lives Matter movement in 2020. The years post-2020 have seen attempts across Western cultural organisations to acknowledge the widespread, systematic nature of anti-Black racism and, in some instances, to repair some of its damage. In the art world, this has come in the form of exhibitions and the championing of Black artists by galleries and institutions, which had hitherto not engaged much with Black people and our histories. There has been a Black cultural wave of sorts, with increased opportunities for Black creatives: writers, poets, chefs, artists and designers. The amplification of my own voice, culminating in this book, is part of this wave. My approach to these subjects was in place before this sudden global reckoning, but the attention it has garnered is a direct result of the events of 2020.

For decades art historians, curators and writers have dedicated their careers to making known the contributions of Black artists – within and beyond the Western world – to the history of art. They have developed research, criticism and exhibitions which seek to address gaps in pre-existing narratives, challenged problematic approaches to the work of Black artists and ensured that literature is being built around their work for future art historians to draw upon. They have influenced my approach and understanding, and I am indebted to every one of them. Conversations with five – Ekow Eshun, Koyo Kouoh, Denise Murrell, Legacy Russell and Antwaun Sargent – directly contributed to this book. The Reframing Blackness reading list (pp. 161–3) consists of writings by these figures and many others who have strongly impacted my perspectives.

Despite the contributions of such figures, Blackness and art history are not commonly associated with one another in popular culture. This book questions the way that Blackness has been written into and out of art history. In the Western world art history is, by and large, written and studied by privileged white people. The way that the history of art is often presented in Western schools, universities and major museums follows a narrative set out by centuries of Europeans of this ilk.

I began to actively oppose the whiteness of my degree weeks prior to lockdown in 2020. I had finally, after over a year of studying for my BA, been taught about the work of a handful of Black artists on a modern and contemporary course led by Dr Amy Tobin (which, with hindsight, was life-changing). I realised that, beyond that one course, there was little scope to explore the work of any Black artists in the rest of my degree and I didn’t want my exposure to these artists to stop there.

And so was born my Instagram page, A Black History of Art. I began to gather information about Black artists, Black sitters and Black curators from across the globe and all periods of history, reading interviews, articles and essays and sharing what I learned in bitesize paragraphs, accompanied by images, on social media. I was hoping to prevent what seemed to be inevitable at that time – leaving Cambridge with a BA in History of Art, having delved into the work of only a handful of Black artists (all of whom were based in the USA and the UK).

Sharing posts online was an activity which allowed me to write and think about art, free of the art history jargon and specialist terms that I had to use in university essays. It was a hobby, an exercise to ensure that I wouldn’t leave university having engaged with fewer Black artists and writers than I could count on my hands. As the following of A Black History of Art grew over the course of 2020, it became clear that my desire to learn more about Black narratives in art history was shared by thousands of people. I had thought that my frustration was personal but strangers, both Black and non-Black and of different generations, shared their experiences of never having learned about Black artists at their art schools or universities. It was encouraging to discover that so many others recognised the gaps and were interested in learning along with me.

I am not an academic. I am indebted to academics for producing research that has formed the foundations of my knowledge of the diversity of artistic production by Black artists globally. Reframing Blackness is the product of my own experiences, conversations and the literature I have engaged with, from art criticism and academic papers, to poetry, fiction and non-fiction. A formative part of my university experience which encouraged me to pursue this attempt at reframing Blackness was the development of movements towards the decolonisation of university curricula across academic institutions. The aim of these movements, though varied across different disciplines, is to recognise and work towards dismantling the ongoing influence of colonialism on university curricula.

Decolonisation is currently a prominent topic in universities. Without such movements, my work would have little place in the art world now. In the months before I began studying at Cambridge, there had been a wave of student-led movements across different faculties calling for curricula to be decolonised. History of Art students wrote an open letter to their faculty, following the example set by English Literature students (which was so contentious that it was covered by the national press). The following excerpt from the letter by students of History of Art demonstrates the desire for change:


We are writing with regards to the absence of non-white and non-European authors on our curriculum. This absence means that the department is in danger of seeming like it endorses the notion of European intellectual and cultural superiority. The Cambridge art history curriculum may inadvertently fuel the entrenched ideas that the West represents universal knowledge and the museum represents a neutral institution. We call for the findings of postcolonial theory to be taken on board in our teaching and research, and we know and expect that you will respond and act upon our request for a decolonisation of our curriculum.

In art history, we must talk about who has the power to represent, who is visible and who is invisible. We must situate art history within a political context and expose the ways in which art and heritage manifest relationships of power and subjugation. Art and cultural heritage are expressions of social inclusions and exclusions, of remembering and forgetting. We must unpack why certain cultures’ artistic heritage remains unaddressed in our curriculum, why certain cultures are completely excluded.

A decolonisation of the curriculum entails exposing and counteracting the inherent Eurocentricity of the art historical canon. We believe it is impossible to discuss theories of aesthetics without including the Eurocentricity and racist views that can be traced in core readings such as those of Vasari, Kant, Hegel, Gombrich and Greenberg.



The men listed at the end of this excerpt are cornerstones of studies in Western art history. They were active from the sixteenth century to the twentieth century and I studied writings by all of them during my undergraduate degree.

There was a sense, during my studies, that the story of art being presented to us was from a white and conservative approach. In the first year, we did not study the work of any Black artists, nor were we required to read the writings of any Black authors. The biggest danger of this, for me, was that it established a disturbing and incorrect notion that there weren’t any contributions made by Black people to art history that were worth our attention. I don’t believe that the true intention behind excluding Black people in this way was to suggest this, but I do think that Black artists and writers were not considered at all by the academics who designed the curriculum. I believe that, for them, Blackness was so far removed from the idea of what art history is, and how it should be taught, that it didn’t occur to them that Blackness was absent in the foundational year of the degree.

This book explores the position of Blackness in relation to history of art through five major lenses. The first looks at museums, particularly the temple-fronted national art museums found across Western cities. What does it mean that Blackness, within decision-making bodies of staff, on the walls and among visitors, is rarely seen at such institutions, which are markers of a nation’s identity? Many Black artists have responded to the idea of the museum itself, creating work that considers the place of Blackness within such spaces or which speaks directly to its peripheral role in European modes of art-making by re-imagining white protagonists as Black figures, for example.

The second lens considers art and art history education in schools and at universities as the root of the problem. Such curricula normalise the exclusion of Black contributions to art history and influence the way that art professionals make decisions now. This book looks into my experience at a secondary school in south-east England, taking fine art from age eleven to fifteen and art history in the sixth form. In those seven years of art education, I was taught about just one Black person, British multimedia artist Chris Ofili. I also examine my experience of studying History of Art at university, where only a handful of Black artists were presented in depth, on only one course of those available. The problem with art and art history education goes beyond including Black artists and authors on curricula; it requires a re-structuring of the way that it is taught. Reframing Blackness recognises the desire for change among many students and certain professors across universities in the West, with decolonisation movements gaining increasing traction and redressing a core issue: the ongoing influence of colonialism on education.

The exclusions and the contributions of Black women to Feminist Art movements are the third lens through which this book examines the position of Blackness in Western art history. The complexities of navigating racism and sexism simultaneously, as well as the repeated necessity to create spaces which are separate from ‘mainstream’ or white feminism, are explored. The existence of non-formalised art schools, in which Black women share specific modes of art-making among themselves and through generations within a community, is also brought to the fore here.

The fourth lens examines the ways that Black individuals are portrayed in pre-twentieth century European art. It tells the stories of sitters whose names and stories have been brought to light by scholars, having been obscured in museum wall texts and excluded from artwork titles. It also highlights the muses who appear repeatedly in paintings by lauded artists, such as Degas, Monet and Man Ray, yet are rarely considered to be a significant part of the art-historical narrative surrounding each of these artists. These are stories which have had profound impacts on me personally and which changed my perception of the role that Black individuals have played in European art, despite their exclusion in mainstream art history.

The fifth and final lens centres on five exhibitions which, in recent years, have attempted to reframe the way that Blackness is perceived in art history and in museums. I speak to leading curators whose ongoing careers have been dedicated to highlighting Black narratives through their exhibitions, publications and events. Some of the exhibitions mentioned I was never able to visit, but their legacies have been larger than the timespan of their display. It is these sorts of exhibitions – which leave resources in their wake – that can impact perceptions of art history moving forward.

These are topics that, since 2020, I have written about in magazines and exhibition catalogues, and spoken about at schools, universities and art institutions. My vantage point is firmly from the UK and Reframing Blackness is informed by this perspective. Blackness would be a peripheral consideration in the case of Nigerian art history, for example, because within that context, it is not ‘other’, but virtually a given. Blackness is considered here in relation to Western modes of art history, because it is within this vein that it has been marginalised. Reframing Blackness reflects my perspective, and I hope this book will encourage others to see art history similarly and join me in working to change the way that it is taught and understood.
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1. The National Gallery, London




CHAPTER ONE

The Temple of Whiteness

On a crowded Saturday afternoon in September 2021, my mother and I were stopped by a Black security guard as we strolled through the National Gallery in London. I was due to give a talk with the title ‘Rethinking Blackness in Western Art: How do Western Narratives of Art History Inform our Perception of Blackness?’ for the inaugural Art History Festival by the Association for Art History. Despite being in a rush, the guard picked us out of the crowd and – with the kinship of Black strangers in a space that is predominantly white – explained that he had something to show us. He led us through a broad, dimly lit corridor of the museum, weaving hastily past groups of students, families and elderly visitors, into a small gallery of Netherlandish oil paintings.

Gesturing proudly at three different nativity scenes, the guard said, ‘There are three Black kings in this room.’

He was referring to Balthazar, the biblical Magus conventionally portrayed as a Black man, who appeared in each painting. Before we could finish expressing our delight that he had taken the time to show this to us, he left as swiftly as he had come. It was as though he felt that pointing out these paintings was something he had to do.

The security guard, whose name I regrettably didn’t get, had no idea that I was about to speak about the same Black king, present in another painting: Paolo Veronese’s enormous Adoration of the Magi (1573), which hung in a much larger and grander room a few metres along the corridor. I would speak about how the depiction of Balthazar, the bearer of myrrh, as a Black man became common in the late Middle Ages. In Veronese’s painting, he stands on the far left, cloaked in a green garment, with his head turned towards the Madonna and child, his body facing away. In the same painting, two more Black figures are present. One is a young boy kneeling between the two other kings, Melchior and Caspar, perhaps in the role of an attendant to them. The other is partially cropped out of the frame, a young man positioned just to the left of Balthazar, standing in the shadows, wearing a red costume and bearing a scornful expression.

[image: A painting features a group gathered around a newborn inside a wooden structure. Angels fly overhead as beams of light fall on the child, while people kneel and look on.]
2. Paolo Veronese, Adoration of the Magi, 1573
My talk had two main parts: exploring the position of Blackness in Western art museums and suggesting that art curricula in the UK be reformed to include more diverse groups of artists. The aim was to consider how art history shapes our perceptions of Blackness. My intention, as with Reframing Blackness, was to consider the implications of the historical overlooking of Black presence and contributions to Western art in mainstream art history. Where is Blackness found in art-historical narratives and what is it doing? It is largely on the peripheries, serving whiteness, and is rarely acknowledged at all.

It was daunting to give this talk, at the age of twenty-one, inside the National Gallery, which I viewed as the ‘home’ for canonical Western art in London, because I feared that its audience might find my discussion to be too ‘radical’, ‘gen-Z’, ‘disruptive’ or ‘woke’ to engage with. My brother did note afterwards that an elderly white woman, who had sat down before I began, left within the first minute or so of my speech. But, to my surprise, the talk ended up having the highest audience turnout of any event in the festival up to that point. Part of this interest could be put down to where the talk was held; it was within the gallery space itself, as opposed to in a lecture room, which meant that passers-by could stop in their tracks, unplanned, to listen. The location, within the regular flow of the gallery, meant that the event was accessible to a crowd beyond just the people who had actively chosen to hear a speech about Blackness and art. But it also felt as though the public seemed more open to listening to Black voices and engaging with discussions about Blackness in art institutions. At the time, public life had just recommenced and London was still emerging from the constraints of the COVID-19 pandemic. It was clear that, in the aftermath of 2020, there had been a shift in tone and – as with other areas of culture and society – people were pushing for more diverse narratives and voices in mainstream art history.

The moment with the security guard was poignant because it showed me that my speech on representation was



[image: A painting depicts a group in a room with paintings on the wall. A woman wearing a white dress sits at the centre while others talk, play instruments and observe her.]
3. William Hogarth, Marriage A-la-Mode: 4. The Toilette, 1743


[image: A painting shows six women closely gathered. One at the front looks ahead and touches her headscarf, while a Black woman at the bottom holds a bunch of flowers and gazes upwards.]
4. Dante Gabriel Rossetti, The Beloved (‘The Bride’), 1865–6
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5. Carrie Mae Weems, When and Where I Enter the British Museum, 2006

RE-IMAGINING THE CANON
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6. Kehinde Wiley, Napoleon Leading the Army Over the Alps, 2005
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7. Naudline Pierre, Transfiguration, 2023








BLACK FIGURES ‘TRENDING’




[image: A painting features a Black person lying on a bed with knees raised and one arm outstretched. Plants and mirrored floral motifs fill the background.]
8. Kudzanai-Violet Hwami, You are killing my spirit, 2021




[image: A painting shows a person seated at a round table with a vase of flowers. The person faces forward with one hand on the table.]
9. Amoako Boafo, Yellow Dress, 2018
















[image: A painting features four Black people wearing dark clothing near a ballet barre. Three stand in conversation while one stretches with a raised leg supported on the barre.]
10. Lynette Yiadom-Boakye, A Concentration, 2018
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11. Barkley L. Hendricks, Lawdy Mama, 1969
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