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A SON of AFRICA 
 

  to his mother, Elizabeth Douglas; and to the contributors to African 
American Modernist, edited by Susan Earle. 

 

I 

 

Gouache: I know you walked along the Nile, Aaron. But did you stroll through 
the space, between the Kasai and Sankuru rivers? The heartland of the Kuba. 

 

Ink:          Did you drink palm wine, 

                  From a sculpted cup, 
                  Embellished with cowrie shells? 

  

Oil:           Were you seated on a woven mat, 

                  Crafted from raffia? 
                  Recline on a carved backrest? 

 

Ink:          You saw the masks, 

                 The commissioned tasks. 
 

Oil:           Entranced by artistry, 

                  Gifts from geometry. 

 

Voices:      Where did you go to, Aaron, 
                  On your African itinerary? 

                  I have seen a 1925 cover, 

                  For the magazine Opportunity. 

 
Gouache: They titled you, 'founding father.' You called yourself, ''a son of 

Africa.'' 

 

Oil:           They requested you Aaron, 
                  Those of the New Negro Movement; 

                  Another gem in the diadem. 

Ink:           Where did you journey to, 

                  On your many treks, 

                  Around the Brooklyn Museum? 
 

Oil:            Alain Locke, 

                  Came with the word -  

                  You brought along the picture. 
Ink:           James Weldon Johnson came, 

                  Time to request,  

                  A new book dust cover. 

 
Oil:            Artwork for Crisis, 
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Ink:           Illustrations for Fire!!. 

Oil:            Requests from Vanity Fair, 

Ink:           As well as the Messenger. 

 
Voices:      Where did you go to, Aaron Douglas? 

 

 

II 
 

Gouache:  I've been pondering your other sources. So I've been thinking of 

book stores and bibliophiles......... 

 
Ink:           Did you borrow and buy, from Arturo Schomberg? 

Oil:           Did you lend and purchase, from Richard B. Moore? 

 

Gouache:  I see you Aaron, walking through Harlem, to 125 St. To see the 

latest on offer, from the Frederick Douglass Book Centre. To converse with the 
owner, an in- demand lecturer; an authority on Black history. When I think of 

the great orators, of early 20th century Black America, I think of Richard 

Moore, alongside Hubert Harrison and Marcus Garvey. He bequeathed his 

massive collection, to the University of the West Indies –his home island of 
Barbados. You were blessed Aaron, to have had him living in your area of 

residence. I see you leaving his bookshop; quick stepping, grinning, enriched - 

ready for easel and brush. What you learnt, you passed on in colour; we're 

learning from you still. 
 

Ink:          I often hear the call for another Moses.  

Oil:           I think we need another Aaron. 

 
Gouache:  On the way back, you detour to 135th St. To the New York Public 

Library. Since 1926, the collection of  Arturo Schomberg, has been housed 

there. This Puerto Rican born friend of Richard Moore, gave a gargantuan gift, 

physically and spiritually, to the people of America – white as well as black. I 

see you, looking amongst the pamphlets and artefacts, the tomes and the 
posters. As always, you would like to stay longer - but you have a rendezvous 

with Muse, who waits patiently for your entrance. 

 

Oil:           We often hear the call for another Moses. 
Ink:           We know we need another Aaron. 

 

Gouache:  Talking of a library, takes me to murals. To the series you painted, 

at the same library branch, that houses the Schomberg gift. Not all could read, 
but most could see. So you painted murals. In the library at Fisk and the 

Harlem YMCA. Inviting America to view, to remember its story. Your ethereal 

blend - of purple and blue, lavender and pink, brown and ochre; cocooned in 

concentric light. An American Chronology, time lined in colour. An American 

story, with an African preface. 
 

 



III 

 

Ink:          I know you spoke with 

                  Charles Johnson, 
                  DuBois and Van Vechten -  

                  But did you speak with Hubert Harrison? 

Oil:           Did you buy the Voice? 

Ink:           Support the Liberty League? 
Oil:            Attend his lectures? 

Ink:           Hear his soapbox visions? 

 

Oil:           Were you amazed at his intellect, 
                  His range of learning? 

                  No degree, 

                  Or college affiliation. 

Ink:           Like you, Aaron, 

Oil:           He influenced many. 
Ink:          Philip A. Randolph, 

Oil:           Marcus Mosiah Garvey.        

 

IV  
 

Oil:           Who needed a cover for Weary Blues? 

Ink:           The one called Langston Hughes. 

 
Oil:           I have seen a poster, 

                  For the Apollo Theatre. 

 

Ink:           And my favourite flyer, 
                  For the Kigwra Players. 

 

Oil:           Who needed a cover for Blacker the Berry? 

Ink:          Walter Thurman of Niggerati. 

 
 

V 

 

Gouache:  I imagine you sitting, Aaron, mesmerised - listening to the jali. By 
the firelight, when the village sits in reverence. 

 

Oil:           Song of Chiwara; 

                  Who taught the necessities, 
                  So all could eat cucumber. 

 

Voices:     The people thanked it with sculpture. 

 

Ink:          Song of Sunjata; 
                  Who displayed wisdom, 

                  Defeating the sorcerer. 



 

Voices:      The people thanked him with kora. 

 

Gouache: Sitting in front of an architectural wonder – a mosque of mud 
bricks; seasonal, but eternal, as the Niger flowing nearby. Sitting amongst the 

Malinke, by the night fire; while the jali chants and plays - feeling the pride of 

ancestry. 

 
VI 

 

Oil:            Album cover for the singers, 

 Called Fisk Jubilee. 
                   Wish I'd seen the mural, 

                   At Club Ebony. 

                   Wish I'd seen; 

                   You know I wish I'd seen, 

                   All his artistry. 
                   A man of commissions, 

                   A man on a mission -  

                   Revealing African beauty. 

 
Ink:            Dust cover for Claude McKay, 

                   A novel entitled Banjo. 

                   Wish I'd seen the artist, 

                   Of the New Negro. 
                    Wish I'd seen; 

                    You know I wish I'd seen, 

                    The brush when in full flow. 

                    A man of experiment, 
                    A man of intent -  

                    Of Africa the world will know. 

 

 

Gouache:    You took the North Star to freedom. From Topeka, Kansas to 
Harlem New York  – and beyond. Along the way you met Winold Reiss and Art 

Deco. A companionship with cubism; amity with abstraction. You formed a 

fusion of friendship, on your way to beauty. En route to Africa, you explored 

the Caucasian Hills. 
  

 

VII 

 
Oil:             We thank you  Aaron Douglas, 

                    For presenting us with the key; 

                    Opening the door to self-identity. 

 

                    To the Coast labelled Ivory, 
                    Then next door to Ghana; 

                    The Kingdom of Asante. 



 

Ink:             To Burkina Faso, 

                    Ouagadougou; 

                    Great state of the Mossi. 
 

                    Across to Nigeria, 

                    The centres of Islam; 

                    To the Hausa-Fulani. 
 

Voices:        Eternal gratitude, Aaron Douglas, 

                    For blessing us with mementos, 

                    From your African journey. 
 

 

VIII 

 

Gouache:   What Joel Augustus Rogers achieved with pen, Aaron Douglas 
accomplished with paintbrush. 

As well as inspiration from Africa, there was motivation from the 

Diaspora – the music of African America.... 

 
Oil:              Did you see Bessie at the Cotton Club, 

                     Ethel Waters at the Savoy, 

                     Ma Rainey at Smalls' Paradise? 

                     Were they singing in your head, 
                     When you sat there painting, 

                     Counteracting the lies? 

 

Ink:             Did you discuss with a Duke, 
                    Converse with a Count, 

                    Long talks with King Louis? 

                    Reflect on their music, 

                    As you chose the colours -  

                    A teller of the story. 
 

Gouache:   You celebrated the music, heard in Mengo Palace, Uganda – as 

well as that, in Connie's Inn, America. 

 
                     And if there is music, there is dance........ 

 

Oil:             Fayard and Harold, 

                   The Nicholas Brothers. 
Ink:            There's a healing dance in Malawi, 

                   That's called the Vimbuza. 

 

Voices:        The Tumbuka dance together, in their healing of each other. 

 
Ink:             Nicknamed Bo Jangles, 

                    Born Bill Robinson. 



Oil:             Honey Dance of the Mbuti -  

                    Congo forest environ. 

 

Voices:       Through the search and collection, they celebrate community 
cohesion. 

 

Voices:       We honour the name Florence Mills; we pay homage to Josephine 

Baker. 
 

IX 

   

Goauche:   I see you Aaron, pipe in hand, taking time away from the wall, 
deep in contemplation.... The Ndebele woman takes her finger, dips it in earth 

pigment, to apply it to her wall. It will be surrounded by black, made from 

charcoal. A mural of meaning; of aspiration and fertility. The knowledge of 

motif and application, passed from mother to daughter. A story told in 

geometry, by the Ndebele of southern Africa. 
 

                    The Kassena woman, returns to shelling shea nuts, smoking a 

pipe longer than yours. She has just applied a coat of varnish, made from pods 

of the  locust bean tree. Like her sister muralists of the Ndebele, there is 
geometric expression, on her house in Burkina Faso. In all their painting, they 

express the ancient wish - for communal well being. 

 

                     After tobacco and contemplation, you return to a wall of Bennett 
College for Women, to continue work on the mural, in homage to Harriet 

Tubman. 

 

X 
 

Gouache:    Mural months, interspersed with dust jacket days...... 

 

Ink:             Not Without Laughter by Hughes, 

                    With trademark silhouette. 
Oil:             One for the book For Freedom, 

                    Authored by Arthur Fauset  

 

Ink:            For The Black Venus, 
                   Written by Andre Salmon. 

Oil:             A collection of poems, 

                    Compiled by Countee Cullen. 

 
Ink:             One for Arna Bontemps, 

                    God Sends Sunday. 

Oil:             Home to Harlem, 

                    Another for Claude McKay. 

 
 



XI 

 

Goauche:    Ahhh Aaron, the youth must have loved you. Alongside the 

creativity, the teaching. Your two years at Lincoln High; your  thirty years at 
Fisk University. They must have relished their every hour with you. The 

receiving of new knowledge, straight from a source of wisdom - live and direct. 

Every week, they left your classroom, enriched, ready to experiment. Hours 

and hours, of learning and laughter. They came in anticipation – and left in joy. 
You must have been like an oracle, visited by the drought emissary, yearning 

for rain on his village. Blessed are the youth, who were taught by Aaron 

Douglas. 

 
XII 

  

Ink:             He oversaw its construction, 

                    In the time to build. 

                    Voted first president -  
                    Harlem Artists Guild. 

             

Voices:        Though time will darken, 

                    And often ravage -  
                    We shall remember Augusta Savage. 

 

Oil:             Lobbied the W.P.A, 

                    For greater inclusion. 
                    More artistic input, 

                    From African Americans. 

              

Voices:        Though time will obscure, 
                    Shrouding the ancestor -                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

                    We shall remember our forgotten sister. 

 

Ink:             They came together,  

                    The year '35. 
                    Initial membership, 

                    Totalling seventy five. 

 

Voices:        Though time will cloud, 
                    Eclipsing the teacher, 

                    We shall remember the great Augusta. 

 

 
XIII 

 

Gouache:   I think of you, Aaron, at the 1935 African Negro Art exhibition.... 

 

Oil:             Were you the first in the queue, 
                    To step through the door? 

                    Excited elated, 



                    Thrilled to the core. 

 

Ink:            Did your eyes pop out, 

                    Your mouth wide open? 
                    Wonders of Africa, 

                    Near your location. 

 

Voices:        Did you tell everybody, 
                    Write rave reviews? 

                    Invite all and sundry, 

                    To recognise your Muse. 

        
Gouache:   I would have liked to have seen your face, as you walked around 

the Museum of Modern Art, in New York City. 

 

Ink:             Were you there with Oduduwa 

                     When Ife began? 
Oil:              Follow the stilted dancer, 

                    In the dance of the Dan? 

 

Gouache:   I see you Aaron, entranced by the alchemy of African hands. 
 

Ink:             Did you document the skies 

                    While gazing with the Dogon? 

Oil:              Learn the essence of Voodoo, 
                    Interacting with the Fon? 

 

XIV 

 
Gouache:    One day you visit an exhibition; the next day, people come to 

yours. I was wondering Aaron, about first time, first night thoughts.... Was 

there enough publicity? Is the lighting really right? Who will the critics be? 

 

Ink:            In nineteen thirty three, 
                    First exhibition -  

                    Caz Delbo Gallery; 

                    God bless New York City. 

 
                    Hope the caterer's late. I could do with a little air. Hope I don't 

mess up my speech. Should I have put the charcoal portrait in? The one sure 

thing, is that Alta will be there. 

 
Oil:             In nineteen thirty seven, 

                    Next solo venture -  

                    Home state invitation: 

                    God bless Lincoln. 

 
Gouache:   Maybe I should have included that other pastel – or maybe the 

woodcut Hope people come early – don't want to be in limbo too long. Hope 



the rain stays away. Good to know Alta will be here. 

 

 

XV 
   

Gouache:   You are there Aaron, as the candles burn; as voices soar and dip – 

the emotions of conversation. Gwendolyn Bennett passes on some # 

information, about the Negro Playwright's Guild. 
 

Ink:             American Artists Congress, 

                    Confronting fascism -  

                    That sadistic schism. 
 

Oil:             Did they dither 

                    Around the Scottsboro Boys -  

                    You'll have to ask Mr. Du Bois? 

 
Gouache:   Smoke twirls around the room, wine whirls around the head. Zora 

Neale Hurston, shares a joke with Jacob Lawrence. 

 

Ink:             Langston speaks of Spain, 
                    Of bombing raids -  

                    Abraham Lincoln Brigade. 

 

Oil:              Discussed Courier pieces 
                    By J.A. Rogers -  

                    The gassed of Ethiopia. 

 

Gouache:    Blessings heaped on Charles Alston, as he brings in a tray of 
snacks. 

 

Ink:            Jesse Owens flashback, 

                    Triumph at the Games -  

                    Hitler walked away in shame. 
 

Oil:             Speaking of the children, 

                    Their faces of glee - 

                    Time at the HACC.  
 

Voices:        The attendees leave, in early morning Harlem, informed and 

bolstered, after another great gathering, at 306; like those at yours Aaron, on 

Edgecombe Avenue, number 409. 
 

 

XVI 

 

Gouache:   In that epoch of dream and dread Aaron, you supported your  
distant comrades. 

 



Ink:             Founder member, 

                    Freedoms' supporter -  

                    Negro Committee for Spain. 

                    Became a fundraiser, 
                    For medical aid;  

                    In city street 

                    And mountain terrain. 

                    To aid the fallen -  
                    Felled by deadly rain. 

 

Gouache:    Your fundraising produced an ambulance, sent to support the 

Popular Front. The fascists had the support, of Germany, Italy and Portugal. 
 

Oil:             Langston Hughes, 

                    Freedoms' reporter -  

                    Articles from Las Rambla. 

                    Sent out to cover, 
                    The disregarded;  

                    In Madrid 

                    And Valencia. 

                    To boost the effort -  
                   'Gainst Franco and Mola. 

 

Gouache:   He wrote for the Baltimore Afro American and the Volunteer for 

Liberty – the newsletter of the International Brigades. 
 

 

XVII 

  
Gouache:   It was the time of travel also, Aaron. The time of Rosenwald and  

                   fellowship. Off you went to Mexico. Then fellowship sent you - to 

Haiti,  

                   Dominican Republic and the Virgin Isles.  

 
Ink:             Travel to Mexico, 

                    With beloved Alta. 

                    To Monteray and Puebla; 

                    Land of Gaspar Yanga 
 

Gouache:    Did I hear someone say, National Hero? 

 

Oil:              Travel to Haiti, 
                    Isle of rebellion. 

                    Of Toussiant and Boukman; 

                    Of transferred Vodun. 

 

Gouache:    Did I hear someone say, Dessalines? 
 

Voices:        In 1939, they exhibited your Haiti work, at the American 



Contemporary Art Gallery, New York City. 

 

XVIII 

 
Gouache:    As time moved on Aaron, so did you. Into the fourth decade, as 

you reached your mid-forties. Throughout your life, you continued to receive 

invitations to exhibit. For murals, private and public. Remained an in demand 

lecturer, at schools, universities and art groups. 
 

Ink:             The Master gained another degree;  

                     A Masters, 

                    From Columbia University. 
 

Oil:             Then the era of full time at Fisk; 

                    The founder, 

                    Of the Arts degree faculty. 

 
 

Gouache:    You continued your sacred mission, of teaching and mentoring; 

the quite sage, bestowing multiple blessings, on all the young pilgrims, who 

stepped through your classroom door. 
 

 

XIX 

 
Gouache:    Then Africa. Monumental 1955. After thirty years of imagining, 

the son went home to his mother, alongside her daughter Alta. How did you 

feel when the plane touched down? First steps across African ground. How did 

you feel Aaron, leaving the airport? First walk on an African street. Sitting back 
later, watching the palm leaf dance, blessed by an African breeze. 

 

Ink:             In the city of Dakar, 

                    Did they tell you of Touba -  

                    Saintly Amadu Bamba? 
 

Oil:             Of the Wolof Empire, 

                    Of Walo and Dimar -  

                    Across Senegambia? 
 

Gouache:   I see you pensive, looking out from Goree Island. I see you joyful, 

hearing the man play Xalam. 

 
Ink:             In the city of Accra, 

                    Did you jeer at hunger -  

                    Festival of the Ga? 

 

Oil:             Did you talk with Nkrumah, 
                    His vision of Ghana -  

                    Dreams of Africa?  



 

Gouache:   I see you saddened, walking round Elmina Castle. I see you 

enraptured, watching the weaver of Kente. 

 
Ink:             In the city of Lagos, 

                    Did you walk with Oniko -  

                    The Festival called Eyo. 

 
Oil:             Did you try Ero Firo, 

                    Fried plantain called Edo -  

                    Buy a Boubou dyed indigo?  

 
Gouache:   I see you weeping, sitting in the site of old Badagry Market. I see 

you jubilant, listening to the Talking Drum. Yes Aaron, I see you, continuously 

smiling, asking, grinning. I sense your contentment - the happiness that only a 

returned son can know. 

 
Voices:        They call you the Father of Black American Art. You called 

yourself, a son of Africa. 
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