
 1

Alain Locke: Excerpts from "The Legacy of the Ancestral Arts" 
 

Locke's essay, "The Legacy of the Ancestral Arts," has often been misinterpreted to mean that it was 
Locke's wish that African Americans emulate African art. Locke's exhortation was more subtle. He surmised 
that since the discovery of African art by Europeans, African Americans would now take "a cultural pride and 
interest" in their African heritage and that African art should be considered every much as "classic" as the 
masterworks of Greece and Rome. What African Americans could learn is the discipline that African artists 
brought to their work and the "almost limitless wealth of decorative and purely symbolic material." To Locke, 
who was himself struggling to understand modernism, "it is for the development of this latter aspect [the 
decorative and purely symbolic material] of a racial art that the study and example of African art material is 
so important." By "racial art" he seems to mean an art expressive of the African American experience. In this 
essay, Locke also praises the illustrations, reproduced in color, of the portraits by the German artist Winold 
Reiss, who was a major influence on Aaron Douglas's developing modernism. 

Locke became a leading advocate of Harlem's writers, poets and artists. During the 1930s and 1940s he 
worked tirelessly to promote art exhibitions of African American art, such as those mounted by the Harmon 
Foundation, and often wrote the introductions to their catalogues. 
 
 

Music and poetry, and to an extent the dance, have been the predominant arts of the American Negro. 
This is an emphasis quite different from that of the African cultures, where the plastic and craft arts 
predominate; Africa being one of the great fountain sources of the arts of decoration and design. Except 
then in his remarkable carry-over of the rhythmic gift, there is little evidence of any direct connection of 
the American Negro with his ancestral arts. But even with the rude transplanting of slavery, that uprooted 
the technical elements of his former culture, the American Negro brought over as an emotional 
inheritance a deep-seated aesthetic endowment. And with a versatility of a very high order, this offshoot 
of the African spirit blended itself in with entirely different culture elements and blossomed in strange 
new forms.  

There was in this more than a change of art-forms and an exchange of cultural patterns; there was a 
curious reversal of emotional temper and attitude. The characteristic African art expressions are rigid, 
controlled, disciplined, abstract, heavily conventionalized; those of the Aframerican, —free, exuberant, 
emotional, sentimental and human. Only by the misinterpretation of the African spirit, can one claim any 
emotional kinship between them—for the spirit of African expression, by and large, is disciplined, 
sophisticated, laconic and fatalistic. The emotional temper of the American Negro is exactly opposite. 
What we have thought primitive in the American Negro—his naiveté, his sentimentalism, his exuberance 
and his improvizing spontaneity are then neither characteristically African nor to be explained as an 
ancestral heritage. They are the result of his peculiar experience in America and the emotional upheaval 
of its trials and ordeals. True, these are now very characteristic traits, and they have their artistic, and 
perhaps even their moral compensations; but they represent essentially the working of environmental 
forces rather than the outcropping of a race psychology; they are really the acquired and not the original 
artistic temperament. 

A further proof of this is the fact that the American Negro, even when he confronts the various forms 
of African art expression with a sense of its ethnic claims upon him, meets them in as alienated and 
misunderstanding an attitude as the average European Westerner. Christianity and all the other European 
conventions operate to make this inevitable. So there would be little hope of an influence of African art 
upon the western African descendants if there were not at present a growing influence of African art upon 
European art in general. But led by these tendencies, there is the possibility that the sensitive artistic mind 
of the American Negro, stimulated by a cultural pride and interest, will receive from African art a 
profound and galvanizing influence. The legacy is there at least, with prospects of a rich yield. In the first 
place, there is in the mere knowledge of the skill and unique mastery of the arts of the ancestors the 
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valuable and stimulating realization that the Negro is not a cultural foundling without his own inheritance. 
Our timid and apologetic imitativeness and overburdening sense of cultural indebtedness have, let us 
hope, their natural end in such knowledge and realization. 

Then possibly from a closer knowledge and proper appreciation of the African arts must come 
increased effort to develop our artistic talents in the discontinued and lagging channels of sculpture, 
painting and the decorative arts. If the forefathers could so adroitly master these mediums, why not we? 
And there may also come to some creative minds among us, hints of a new technique to be taken as the 
basis of a characteristic expression in the plastic and pictorial arts; incentives to new artistic idioms as 
well as to a renewed mastery of these older arts. African sculpture has been for contemporary European 
painting and sculpture just such a mine of fresh motifs, just such a lesson in simplicity and originality of 
expression, and surely, once known and appreciated, this art can scarcely have less influence upon the 
blood descendants, bound to it by a sense of direct cultural kinship, than upon those who inherit by 
tradition only, and through the channels of an exotic curiosity and interest. 

But what the Negro artist of to-day has most to gain from the arts of the forefathers is perhaps not 
cultural inspiration or technical innovations, but the lesson of a classic background, the lesson of 
discipline, of style, of technical control pushed to the limits of technical mastery. A more highly stylized 
art does not exist than the African. If after absorbing the new content of American life and experience, 
and after assimilating new patterns of art, the original artistic endowment can be sufficiently augmented 
to express itself with equal power in more complex patterns and substance, then the Negro may well 
become what some have predicted, the artist of American life. 
 

*     *     *     *     * 
 

Indeed there are many attested influence of African art in French and German modernist art. [... ] In 
Paris, centering around Paul Guillaume, one of its pioneer exponents, there has grown up an art coterie 
profoundly influenced by an aesthetic developed largely from the idioms of African art. And what has 
been true of the African sculptures has been in a lesser degree true of the influence of other African art 
forms decorative design, musical rhythms, dance forms, verbal imagery and symbolism. 
 

*     *     *     *     * 
 

There is a vital connection between this new artistic respect for African idiom and the natural 
ambition of Negro artists for a racial idiom in their art expression. To a certain extent contemporary art 
has pronounced in advance upon this objective of the younger Negro artists, musicians and writers. Only 
the most reactionary conventions of art, then, stand between the Negro artist and the frank experimental 
development of these fresh idioms. This movement would, we think, be well under way in more avenues 
of advance at present but for the timid conventionalism which racial disparagement has forced upon the 
Negro mind in America. 
 

*     *     *     *     * 
 

A younger group of Negro artists is beginning to move in the direction of a racial school of art. The 
strengthened tendency toward representative group expression is shared even by the later work of the 
artists previously mentioned, as in Meta Warrick Fuller's "Ethiopia Awakening," to mention an 
outstanding example. But the work of young artists like Archibald Motley, Otto Farrill, Albert Smith, 
John Urquhart, Samuel Blount, and especially that of Charles Keene and Aaron Douglas shows the 
promising beginning of an art movement instead of just the cropping out of isolated talent. The work of 
Winold Reiss,. . . which has supplied the main illustrative material for this volume has been deliberately 
conceived and executed as a path-breaking guide and encouragement to this new foray of the younger 
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Negro artists. In idiom, technical treatment and objective social angle, it is a bold iconoclastic break with 
the current traditions that have grown up about the Negro subject in American art. It is not meant to 
dictate a style to the young Negro artist, but to point the lesson that contemporary European art has 
already learned--that any vital artistic expression of the Negro theme and subject in art must break 
through the stereotypes to a new style, a distinctive fresh technique, and some sort of characteristic idiom. 

While we are speaking of the resources of racial art, it is well to take into account that the richest vein 
of it is not that of portraitistic idiom after all, but its almost limitless wealth of decorative and purely 
symbolic material. It is for the development of this latter aspect of a racial art that the study and example 
of African art material is so important. The African spirit, as we said at the outset, is at its best in abstract 
decorative forms. Design, and to a lesser degree, color, are its original fortes. It is this aspect of the folk 
tradition, this slumbering gift of the folk temperament that most needs reachievement and re-
expression. And if African art is capable of producing the ferment in modern art that it has, surely this 
is not too much to expect of its influence upon the culturally awakened Negro artist of the present 
generation. So that if even the present vogue of African art should pass, and the bronzes of Benin and 
the fine sculptures of Gabon and Baoulé, and the superb designs of the Bushongo should again become 
mere items of exotic curiosity, for the Negro artist they ought still to have the import and influence of 
classics in whatever art expression is consciously and representatively racial. 
 


