Evolution of the Black Aesthetic


The Black aesthetic evolved from a group initiative to enhance the image of the New Negro. In the mid 1920’s, at the end of the First World War, Blacks were faced with a new sense of hope and promise for the future. Expressions of racial pride encouraged Blacks through their art as a means for discovering and developing a system of African identity in America. As W.E.B. DuBois stated, “the great mission of the New Negro to America and the modern world is the development of art and the appreciation of the beautiful.” The Black dynamic was spawned consciously as a goal for establishing an aesthetic self, existing as a platform for articulating “Négritude,” and for initiating debate about the fate or quality of life for the future of Black existence in American culture.
Harlem Renaissance


The first collective artistic efforts by Blacks were initiated in Harlem during the 1920’s. Although the Black aesthetic can be traced back further than this, it was during the end of World War I that the spirit of African beauty was captured within the New Negro Movement (later termed the Harlem Renaissance). The purpose of this movement was to “identify and articulate a community consciousness rather than overthrow existing institutions.” The group initiative was to be a dynamic “force for making the world aware of the cultural contributions of Black artists in modern art.” The aesthetics in art was a source for generating a sense of equality for Black people in America, giving them a voice amid their oppressors. Black artists, inspired by the heritage of their people, embarked on creative endeavors for establishing social, political, and economic stability within a “New” America. Art was thought of as the true form of expressing Black life and the means for advancing the Negro cause
The Black Arts Movement 
With roots in the civil rights movement, Malcolm X and the Nation of Islam, and the Black Power movement, the Black Arts movement is usually dated from approximately 1960 to 1970. Both the Black Power and Black Arts movements were responses to the turbulent socio-political landscape of the time. As racial inequality prevailed and black leaders such as Medgar Evers, Malcolm X, and Martin Luther King Jr. were assassinated, organizations like the Congress of Racial Equality, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, and the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense worked to protect the rights of African Americans. On the relationship between the Black Power and Black Arts movements, Larry Neal writes, “Black Art is the aesthetic and spiritual sister of the Black Power concept. … The Black Arts and the Black Power concept both related broadly to the Afro-American’s desire for self-determination and nationhood.” 
The artists within the Black Arts movement sought to create politically engaged work that explored the African American cultural and historical experience and transformed the way African Americans were portrayed in literature and the arts. While the Black Arts movement certainly wasn’t limited to poetry, poetry was the genre that saw the most expansion and growth at the time. Like the members of the Harlem Renaissance, Black Arts writers also crafted a black voice that drew on African American vernacular, songs, and sermons in free verse that was experimental, incorporating jazz, the blues, and many linguistic and rhythmic techniques also characteristic of the Beat movement.

