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Abstract 

The South Side Community Art Center: How Its Art Collection 
Can Be Used as an Education Resource 

 

This study examines the South Side Community Art Center in Chicago, its 

history, educational mission, and the ways in which its collection of primarily African 

American art can be used as an art education resource. The data collection for this 

qualitative case study included questionnaires focusing on the collection and the Center’s 

history and mission, in-depth interviews with three Center administrators and one visual 

artist, informal personal communication, and observational notes.  All data was examined 

using content analysis. Respondents indications concluded that the mission and goals of 

the Center grew out of its WPA beginnings and was primarily to support the artists and to 

educate the community about the value of African American art; that the Center’s 

education mission revolved around its educational programming; that the art collection 

had been used in the past to teach about the Black Power Movement and makes 

references to important events in history; and that the Center’s relationship to the 

community was multi-faceted and included outreach to local schools in after-school  

art programs. 

The center’s art collection, because of the themes inherent in many of the works, 

make important connections to key events in American history such as the WPA, WWII, 

the Great Depression and the Black migration that facilitates meaning making across the 

life span. The study’s results provided evidence of the South Side Community Art 

Center’s role as not only a repository for regional and national African American art and 

artists, but also as an educational hub for visual culture, art study and relevance for 

contemporary life themes. 

  

Keywords: Community-Based Art Education, African American Art, Social 

Justice Art, WPA Art Collections, South Side Community Art Center, Art in Chicago 
  



iii 
 

Table of Contents 

Abstract  .............................................................................................................................. ii 

I:  Introduction ............................................................................................................ 1 

II:  Review of Literature .............................................................................................. 9 

Defining Community .................................................................................. 9 

Community Based Art Education ............................................................. 10 

Social Justice Art Education ..................................................................... 18 

Community Based Art Education and Settlement Houses ....................... 19 

Community Art Centre Programme of the Federal Art Project ................ 21 

Chicago’s South Side Community Art Center and the WPA ................... 22 

Teaching and Learning in Museums ......................................................... 24 

III:   Methodology ........................................................................................................ 27 

Significance of Study ................................................................................ 27 

Print Archive ............................................................................................. 28 

Art Collection............................................................................................ 29 

Digital Database ........................................................................................ 29 

Data Collection Methods .......................................................................... 30 

IV:  Results and Discussion ........................................................................................ 33 

What are the Mission and Goals of This Institution? ............................... 33 

How Has the Education Mission Been Realized?..................................... 34 

How Has the Collection Been Used in the Past? ...................................... 36 

What is the Relationship of the Center to the Community? ..................... 38 

V:  Conclusion ........................................................................................................... 39 

VI:   References ............................................................................................................ 46 

VII:   Appendices ........................................................................................................... 49 

  Appendix A: .............................................................................................. 49 

  Appendix B: .............................................................................................. 65 

  Appendix C: .............................................................................................. 79 

  Appendix D: .............................................................................................. 87 

  Appendix E: .............................................................................................. 92 

  Appendix F: .............................................................................................. 93 

    



  

1 

 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

My early exposure to the arts, growing up in Chicago, provided me with many 

rich art and cultural experiences including trips to the Chicago Symphony Orchestra, 

multiple museum visits to the Art Institute of Chicago, private violin lessons, and 

numerous art classes at my elementary school, which had a thriving art program. Though 

I grew up in a working class family, I had many early arts experiences that were usually 

reserved for the middle class. I was raised on the affluent Near North side, where we had 

an apartment in one of the buildings my father maintained. My parents migrated from 

Georgia in the 50s to escape racist practices in the South, and to give what many parents 

of that generation hoped for, a chance for a better life for their children up North. 

My neighborhood was multi-ethnic, unlike many segregated communities in other 

parts of the city. My elementary school was culturally diverse as well. Many parents of 

my classmates were in the foreign services and worked in embassies nearby. I had friends 

from all over the world including Japan, India, China, Guatemala and Poland and we 

routinely shared lunchtime meals at each other’s homes. High school proved to be 

different however, in the predominantly white school I attended in a hostile blue-collar 

neighborhood, where race relations were often strained. My high school, however, 

allowed me a chance to major in art, unlike most other schools in the city.  

I came of age towards the end the Black Arts Movement, characterized generally 

from the 60s to the mid-70s. This movement morphed out of the Black Power Movement 

and created a new generation of writers, poets and visual artists whose objective was to 

create politically engaged art that drew upon the history and culture of African 

Americans. My consciousness as an artist was informed by this movement and the 
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subsequent art and learning experiences I had at the South Side Community Art Center.  

I took free art classes, planned events and exhibits, participated in many art exhibitions, 

and engaged in dialogic communication with numerous artists. I joined the National 

Conference of Artists (NCA), one of the oldest Black Artists organizations in the country 

who sought to “preserve, promote and develop the creative force and expressions of 

African American artists.” The local chapter regularly held its meetings at the Center. As 

President of the Chicago chapter in the early eighties, I helped plan the 25th national 

convention, Reflections: NCA-25 that featured acclaimed local and national artists, 

scholars and educators in its anniversary program. My community based art experiences 

included painting outdoor murals near the Cabrini Green housing projects for low income 

residents and designing posters and painting sets for productions at the community-based 

Kuumba Theater.  

I was exposed to artists from the Chicago art collective AfriCOBRA (The African 

Commune of Bad Relevant Artists) founded in 1968. In its imagery it sought to “project 

the moods, attitudes, and sensibilities of African Americans independent of the technical 

and aesthetics strictures of Euro-centric modalities” Barber (2014). I discovered one of 

the strengths of the Center’s collection is prints and paintings by AfriCOBRA artists who 

often met at the Center. I was particularly influenced by the colorful silkscreen prints of 

one of its members, Barbara Jones Hogu. Recruited to attend Howard University by one 

of the AfriCOBRA founders, Jeff Donaldson, I went on to earn a BFA degree from that 

institution in printmaking. 

I came to teaching through the back door, as a practicing visual artist, author and 

illustrator. After illustrating several picture books for children, I was often invited by 
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elementary school teachers to demonstrate my writing and illustration process to students. 

These encounters ignited my teaching practice. Since then my community based teaching 

practice has included implementing multiple art and writing residencies in the D.C. 

metropolitan area. I currently write and implement student centered arts integrated 

residencies through the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts, DC Arts 

Initiative in the District’s Public Schools.  

When a board member and member of the archive and history committee at the 

South Side Community Art Center contacted me about whether an etching found in their 

collection was mine, it kindled my interest in the collection, and led to my research 

questions. It turned out the etching Annihilated Piscean Dreamer was mine and created 

while I was a student at Howard University in the late 70s. How it ended up in the 

collection was a mystery, but I surmised that I probably donated it to a Center auction.  

Subsequently, this thesis is a qualitative study of The South Side Community Art 

Center to explore how its collection can be used as an education resource. I discovered 

that though there was a lot of available research on community based art education 

programs such as the Spiral Workshop at the University of Illinois at Chicago or the 

innovative Project Row Houses in Houston, not much research exists on ethnic specific 

community based art institutions. In spite of its historical status, little research exists 

specifically on the South Side Community Art Center. One exception is a 1994 article, 

Planting and Maintaining a “Perennial Garden” in The International Review of African 

American Art published by the Hampton University Museum. In this article she suggests 

that the Center is similar to “the design of an incredible perennial garden” because 
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numerous people over a span of time were responsible for it coming into existence 

(Tyler, 1994, p.31) 

The South Side Community Art Center, opened its doors in 1941, and was born 

out a very specific time in the social and cultural history of America. Its history intersects 

many major historical events including WWII, the migration of African Americans from 

the South to the North and the Great Depression. The Center is located at 3831 South 

Michigan Avenue on the South Side of Chicago. This area is often referred to as the 

South Side by residents, however Bone and Courage (2011) claim “the name Bronzeville, 

[was] coined by one of its five weekly newspapers in the early 1930s’ [and] had become 

increasingly popular (p.1).” Many young Black artists who later enjoyed thriving careers 

that started at the South Side Community Art Center. Bone, et. al. (2011) argued that the 

bleak realities of the Depression made these young artists and thinker’s futures 

compromised before their careers even started. They leaned on each other, however “for 

support, shared ideas and aspirations, interacted daily across disciplinary boundaries, and 

created in the process a distinctive generational milieu” (p.1-2). The periods of cultural 

“flowering” that happened in New York, and equally in Chicago they argue, embraced 

multiple disciplines and could be viewed as a reaction to the Great Migration (p.1-2). 

Tyler (1994) notes that the South Side Community Art Center is the only 

remaining community art center left of over 100 that the Works Progress Administration 

set up and contend that: 

The WPA arts and local history programs were based in a strategy of developing  

culture as part of efforts to help restore the nation’s economy. Democratizing the 
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benefits of the arts by encouraging the participation of all citizens was the 

rationale in targeting community locations for WPA-affiliated Art Centers. (p. 31)  

Margaret Burroughs, one of the founding members of the South Side Community 

Art Center recollects that prior to the Center “we Black artists of Chicago had no place to 

get together, to exchange ideas, or to exhibit our works. There were absolutely no 

opportunities for us to show in the downtown galleries (these galleries did not recognize 

art by blacks as being legitimate) (Retrieved from (http://iwa.bradley.edu/ 

ChicagoCommunityArtCenter). 

Bone, et. al. (2011) contends that in the backdrop of staggering social challenges, 

artists in multiple mediums in the 30s and 40s in Chicago emerged in a “flowering” that 

scholars have begun to recognize rival the “Renaissance” in Harlem (p. 1-2).  

The South Side Community Art Center in Chicago represented one of only a few 

centers in African American communities. The others opened in New York and Florida. 

An excerpt from a Federal Art Project document written by the director of the Harlem 

Community Art Center from 1938-1941 reported: 

When classes were organized by the WPA/FAP, first in a renovated garage 

known as the Uptown Art Laboratory and later in the Music-Art Center, this dream 

began to take shape. Working closely with Augusta Savage, who was in charge of 

both of these ventures, I began to see an ideal acquire bone and sinew. The 

establishment of the Harlem Community Art Center in a large empty loft at the 

corner of 125th Street and Lenox Avenue began to symbolize the growth and 

maturity of this ideal. (Retrieved from http://newdeal.feri.org/art/art08.htm) 
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The move to secure a community art center on the South Side of Chicago 

started in 1938 with communication between an art dealer a “Federal Art Project 

official” a Chicago Defender newspaper editor and a social worker with ties to the 

community. The Board Chair of the South Side Settlement House headed the 

“Sponsoring Committee” of the prospected Center and a first meeting of local 

artists was held there. The chairman of the board of the Settlement House 

spearheaded the initial committee meeting on October 25, 1938 (Archives of the 

South Side Community Art Center, n.d.).  

Margaret Burroughs remarked on some early fundraising efforts: 

In my early twenties, I stood on the corner of 39th Street and South Parkway  

(then Grand Boulevard) with a can collecting a “mile of dimes” to purchase the 

mansion which housed the center. We reached our goal and were able to purchase 

the property for $12,000. The local W.P.A. administration sent in workmen who 

renovated the building into galleries, workshops, studios, and offices. (Retrieved 

from http://www.encyclopedia.chicagohistory.org/pages/73.html) 

Opened in December 1940, it was developed as part of the Federal Art Project of 

the WPA. The Center’s opening was a grand affair featuring First Lady Eleanor 

Roosevelt who dedicated the Center on May 7, 1941. Howard University professor, 

cultural historian, and New Negro editor Alain Locke, recalls [the} “…applause of 

hundreds of invited guests, thousands of spectators in roped-off streets, a mobile 

broadcasting unit linking the occasion to a national network audience, and most 

important of all, an enhanced sense of corporate pride, self-respect… on the part of the 

mid-West’s largest Negro community” (Locke, 1941 p. 370). 
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The celebration was short lived however as America went to war in 1941 and 

funding for the Federal Art Project ended in 1943. The Center managed to stay afloat due 

to wealthy benefactors and revenue earned through the annual Artists’ and Models’  

Ball. Visual, literary and performing art classes continued as well as jazz performances 

(Tyler, 1994, p.35).  

In 2015 the Center will celebrate 75 years of existence. The South Side 

Community Art Center has served a vital role in the art and cultural lives of countless 

African American artists for decades. It has nurtured the careers of numerous emerging 

artists through its education programs and influenced the careers of renowned artists in a 

myriad of disciplines including Gordon Parks, Archibald Motley Jr, Charles White, 

Eldzier Cortor, Elizabeth Catlett, Charles Sebree, Richard Wright and Gwendolyn 

Brooks. As an important cultural institution, it continues to inspire and support artists 

throughout the generations.  

The Center owns a collection of over 400 original artworks by primarily African 

Americans. The earliest artwork dates back to the 1930’s and includes art from many 

prominent artists. According to a former director, though the Center was never set up as a 

collecting institution, it tells an amazing story about the institution. (Appendix B). 

The questions that help guide this research are: 

What are the mission and goals of this institution? 

How has the education mission been realized? 

How has the collection been used in the past? 

What is the relationship of the Center to the community? 

How can the collection be used as an education resource?  
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Wallach (1998) realized the job held by exhibitions in museums as not merely 

hanging pictures on a wall but that the visitors “in some sense internalized, a version of 

art history.” He argues that: 

The exhibition space is a powerful one that does more than fulfill the seemingly 

simple function of displaying objects of creative expression. Exhibitions also have 

pedagogical roles, teaching the values of art, cultures, social movements, and 

national histories. (as cited in Cooks, 2011, p. 3) 

The formal and informal arts learning I received at the Center, as well as many 

other underserved youth in the community, testify to the powerful role the Center has 

played. The support it has rendered to the careers of emerging Black artists is reflected in 

its history. Through my research I hope to bring a renewed awareness to the role of the 

Center as not only a repository for regional and national African American art and artists, 

but also as an educational hub for visual culture, art study and relevance for 

contemporary life themes. In my conclusion I hope to make suggestions to help the 

Center move forward in its educational mission to assure its unique role in America’s 

cultural landscape. 
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Chapter 2: Review of Literature 

Defining Community 

Congdon (2004) contends that in order to study community based art you must be 

cognizant of the variety of definitions of community. She believes that to be a community 

people must share three “situations.” These are a definite locale, a group that they relate 

to, and shared goals and convictions. Additionally she contends all communities make 

aesthetic decisions and work to keep a “balance” between “tradition and change.” 

Therefore art activities that come from a community-based perspective are 

generally most successful when they recognize a community’s traditions while 

expanding on them or challenging the viewer to see or engage in them in a new 

and different manner. (p. 10) 

The South Side Community Art Center exists in a very specific community locale 

called Bronzeville that has deep historical roots. Like many urban cities the 

demographics may shift over time. Within the confines of the Center reside different 

communities. One is the community of artists that the Center serves through exhibitions, 

and learning opportunities through classes and public programs such as artist talks and 

speakers. Before the Center existed in the 40s few opportunities existed for formal arts 

learning for African Americans. When it opened its doors, robust arts programming 

ensued that included visual arts classes as well as those in the literary and performing 

arts. Another Center community consists of art patrons who may or may not reside in the 

neighborhood, but share a desire to acquire or view African American art. Yet another 

community is the residents that live, work, or go to school in the actual neighborhood. 

Each of these constituents may have different needs as it relates to the Center.  
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Community Based Art Education  

Community Based Art Education can be viewed thru a variety of lenses and has  

different definitions and frameworks (Kincheloe, Slattery, & Steinburg (2000). Neperud 

(1995) proposed that several ideas emerge when considering definitions such as 

neighborhood art programs whose aim is to teach specific art techniques; programs that 

reach out to specific populations in an effort to uplift them; or those programs that 

“promote contextual learning about local art and culture” (as cited in Ulbricht, p. 6). 

Though this education takes place primarily outside of schools, Community 

Based Art Education (CBAE) programs can exist in schools as well, such as when 

community based artists are invited into the classroom as guests or when pre-service/in-

service art education programs involve community members (Lawton, 2014, p. 421). For 

the purposes of this paper, I will concentrate on the community based art learning that 

takes place primarily outside of schools. 

Ulbricht (2005) investigates five main streams in CBAE, they are: Informal Art 

Teaching, Organized Community Teaching, Community Based Outreach programs, 

Ethnography and Public Art. Informal art teaching, Ulbricht contends, happens in 

families and communities by what he considers “invisible” teachers, those that haven’t 

had academic training in art. This type of teaching has occurred in cultures throughout 

history and “has been and is the dominant method by which individuals learn about art” 

(p.7). This type of informal art teaching occurred often in African American communities 

as a result of exclusionary practices that restricted Blacks from attending established art 

institutions because of their race. Locke (1941) noted that a well-known Chicago painter, 

Norman MacLeish remarked on artist George Neal’s influence on others in the early 40s:   
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Neal… gathered about him a group of promising young painters who became his 

pupils … that followed him from one impoverished studio to another as irate 

landlords threw him out for non-payment of rent. No one could afford to pay him 

for instruction… More important to him than money or humiliation was his desire 

to impart what he knew about painting to his people. (p. 372-373) 

Prior to the opening of the South Side Community Art Center, Locke argued that a 

“school of Negro art” had already begun with these young artists that was in line with 

“contemporary modernism” and was both “nationally characteristic and racially 

distinctive.” He noted that the art groups in Harlem, though older, had not even achieved 

this (p. 372-373). 

Organized Community Teaching embraces formal organized art programs that 

focus on the learning of conventional art skills in rural settings, as well as the learning 

that takes place in museum art programs in cities. Art educators also target people in the 

neighborhood and specific populations such as court involved youth, senior citizens and 

persons in housing crisis as the basis for CBAE (Ulbricht, 2005, p.7-8). In the case of the 

South Side Community Art Center several art programs were designed to reach young 

people from nearby schools as well as programs that reached adults residing in the 

neighborhood.  

Community Based Outreach programs can serve to empower and uplift people. 

For example a non-profit group for differently-abled persons throughout the life span, 

were given art materials, places to make art, personal instruction and exhibitions to aid in 

their art practices (Ulbricht, 2005, p. 8). In my teaching practice, I worked as a teaching 

artist in a youth development program that focused on juvenile offenders in detention, 
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corrections and probation settings in the state. Diverse practicing professional artists 

provided instruction in this skills-based arts program.  

Ethnography represents a type of CBAE that enable persons to gain insight into 

nearby neighborhoods and the art produced there. Ulbricht (2005) argues that this type of 

art is worthwhile for study even though it’s rarely the focus of art history readings (p. 8). 

According to Donaldson (1998) the murals produced in Chicago led by the Wall of 

Respect in 1967, launched an outdoor mural movement among African American artists 

in urban cities across the country (p.22). This type of art education provides rich insight 

into the culture of African Americans. This example also supports the fifth type of 

CBAE, Public Art that according to Schwarzman & deNobriga (1999) embraces 

community-based artists that operates in a variety of public settings. Bass (2004) 

identifies the art of Chicago muralists John Yancy who, with the assistance of a grant 

from Austin, Texas and members in the community, created a large-scale public art work 

honoring people in the mostly African American neighborhood of East Austin (as cited in 

Ulbricht, 2005, p. 9). The ethnographic framework is a valid approach for the study and 

creation of community based art programs for the South Side Community Art Center 

because of its emphasis on the whole culture. 

Three paths of community based art education. Marche (2005) divides the 

community into “students, teachers, administrators, and support staff,” who operate 

within the school domain and the community that operates separately from the school. 

She contends that even though many art educators have advocated for CBAE, a close 

investigation reveals three very specific paths defined as “Taking From, Learning About, 

and Acting Upon the local community and environment” (p.7). According to London 
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(1994) community based approaches provide many examples of “Taking From: The 

Hunter/Gatherer Role” where he advocates for learners first hand experiences in the 

world directly around them. He encourages both teachers and learners to venture beyond 

the school walls (p. 13). 

Direct experience brings the participant into contact with the thing itself in all its 

color, texture, dynamics, and raw otherness. Confronting the natural world 

directly has a degree of unexpectedness, of uncertainty about what is happening 

next. This dramatic sense of expectancy in facing the unpredictable, unfolding 

world is absent from secondhand encounters. (London, 1994, p.13) 

The Center’s architecture can provide some interesting experiences for school 

aged learners visiting the center. An exploration of the Bauhaus style of architecture or 

observation and rubbings of the original distinctive wood wall panels can provide subject 

matter for many art lessons.  

In the second approach to CBAE, identified as “Learning About: The Detective 

Role” (Sleeter & Grant, 1998; Banks, 1993) argue that learners investigate their 

individual neighborhoods within the context of its people and history and is based in 

multicultural education. Katter (1995) claims this way of thinking embraces differences 

through a multitude of art making that include home based crafts and “applied arts.” 

Students as detectives or scholars investigate the neighborhood arts, work lives and 

ceremonies (as cited in Marche, 2005, p. 8). Further research may indicate that the 

YMCA located blocks away from the Center offered crafts oriented classes.  
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The third distinct path of CBAE, “Acting Upon: The Social Activist Role” 

focuses on the embrace of the natural world as opposed to individuals (Blandy & 

Hoffman, 1993; Marschalek, 1989).  

Students become social activists and community planners who act upon both 

human and natural worlds in response to the question, ‘How can this community 

exist in harmony with itself and the natural world? In this approach, the 

environment/community becomes the context for learning, as students are 

encouraged to develop a sense of place and stewardship for that place. (as cited in 

Marche, 2005, p. 8-9) 

The small grassy lots on either side of the Center’s building can be explored by 

students, educators and artists to conceptualize best ways to cultivate these spaces in an 

atmosphere of learning. Perhaps community artists can be encouraged to submit 

proposals for pop up exhibits that incorporate natural elements in these spaces. Artists, 

both visual and performing could explore planting and gardening as creative expression. 

In Washington, D. C., for example, a local artist invited participants to create origami 

forms from paper embedded with flower seeds in a collaborative local outdoor event. The 

forms were attached to a fence and left there through sun and rain. The paper eventually 

disintegrated and flowers blossomed over time where the paper, embedded with seeds, 

fell to the ground along the fence.  

Faces of community based art education. Villeneuve and Sheppard (2009) offer 

four views or “faces” of CBAE that are: “community as place (Place Face); community 

as learning group (Group Face); social good of the community (Social Good Face); and 

community traditions and heritage (Ethnographic Face)” (p. 6). According to (Ulbricht, 
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2005) “Place Face” education encounters happen away from school. Purposeful art 

encounters happen in neighborhood locations such as churches, recreation centers and art 

centers in the community (Congdon; Blandy & Bolin, 2001) and links are made between 

these places and peoples individual lives (Klein, 2000). Another view, “Group Face” 

according to (Congdon et. al) emphasizes the collaborative interactions between art 

teachers, schooled artists and “folk” artists in neighborhoods, but also focuses on the 

group dynamic that happens in schools (Marche, 1998). The “Social Good Face” 

approach has many components such as concerns for social health, the environment and 

the lessening of strife between cultures (Marche, 1998), but it also may function to lessen 

the difference between divergent cultures; help them to live more harmoniously; and 

understand each other more by pinpointing specific groups such as troubled youth, 

differently-abled individuals, seniors or jailed persons (Ulbricht, 2005) (as cited in 

Villeneuve and Sheppard, 2009, p. 6-7). 

Finally, the “Ethnographic Face” of CBAE is based in “multicultural education” 

(Marche, 1998) and focuses on “the traditions, character, and art and artists of the 

community” (Ulbricht, 2005). Bastos (2002) records how utilizing neighborhood 

“artisans as experts” to teach learners community crafts unique to them, demonstrated a 

benefit to all involved (as cited in Villeneuve and Sheppard, p. 7).  

All four of these views have relevance to the Center. Community as place and 

learning group can be manifested in arts programming that takes place on the grounds of 

the Center that takes into account the interests of community members. Concerns about 

the social good of the community are reflected in arts programming that targets 

marginalized community members such as teens that reside in a nearby homeless facility 



16 
 

or the Center’s curated exhibit Maleness to Manhood: The Reclamation of the Young 

Black Man in 2013, that provided a visual response to excessive violence toward Black 

males in light of the Travon Martin death that same year (Retrieved from 

http://www.windycityword.com/index.php/community/lifestyle/maleness-to-manhood-

the-reclamation-of-the-young-black-man/. An ethnographic approach is demonstrated 

when other ethnic groups in the city are invited to plan and participate in arts programs 

that honor their culture as well. One recent example is a planned Saturday textile program 

for youth in which teens research and explore the “interconnectedness” of world textiles 

from India, China, Africa, and South America and create their own unique designs (A6 

personal communication, March 24, 2015). 

Local art and art behavior. Ulbricht (2002) introduces the concept of 

“Community Art Behaviors” and contends that it is important for learners to study local 

artists and those who support art communities for a number of reasons. The rationale 

includes that it can support learning that is advocated by standards; that artists in 

neighborhoods are usually more available; that it could make visible the “invisible” 

artists familiar to people in the neighborhood; as well as provide role models for students 

and draw light on career options. “By using familiar folk and popular art and artists, 

teachers can contextualize learning for students and make it meaningful and relevant to 

their daily lives” (p. 34). 

Ulbricht offers ways in which educators can help students learn about their art 

environment including inviting local artists and community workers holding art jobs to 

volunteer to talk and share with students about their art and activities. Other ways  

include researching and compiling information to compose stories about people in the 
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neighborhood. “In general, my students quickly found that art is not an isolated activity; 

it is an integral part of culture… [and] that there is little in the world that does not have 

an artistic component” (Ulbricht p. 36). Since many of the artists in the Center’s art 

collection were neighborhood artists at some point, it would be interesting to encourage 

school aged children to research their lives as well as to explore contemporary artists in 

the current neighborhood.  

Change-oriented CBAE framework. Bastos (1998) introduces a “Change-

oriented CBAE framework” that is based in the neighborhood “art and culture” and grew 

out of an experience working with several elementary school educators in an 

“economically disadvantaged rural community.” The educators showed awareness of 

how “local culture, art and heritage” can embolden both teacher and learner. She claims 

the “study of locally-produced art can awaken people to riches, contradictions, and 

meanings ingrained in their own culture” and has liberating potential. This fundamental 

link between art and everyday life form the basis of a “democratic framework of art 

education” and depends on recognizing a diversity of “art practices” (p. 70-71). 

The importance of local history. Bolin (2000) argues the importance of “time 

and place” as supplying a critical frame for our lives and that acknowledging and 

“teaching about context” is a critical part of art learning.  

As art educators this should be our purpose. Our intent should be to help others, 

whether children, teens, people of middle age, or older adults, to use art as a 

means by which they can explore ‘the human condition (including her or his own 

condition) in and through time.’ (p. 4) 
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The SSCAC through its collection and exhibition program is in a unique position 

to teach about the human condition through its works of art that reference many 

important events in history such as the Great Migration, the Depression, and the WPA. In 

addition, many of the works in the collection shed light on important art movements such 

as the outdoor mural movement launched by the Wall of Respect, the Black Arts and 

Black Power Movement. 

La Porte (2000) suggests that gathering the oral histories of older community 

members about their life experiences can help young people access knowledge and make 

connections to the past. In addition she argues that “life experiences and ways of thinking 

and valuing may differ in many ways between generations, but when shared, can foster 

insights into the historical and cultural contexts of art and artifacts that enrich the study of 

art” (p.40). Borrowing from oral history methods and engaging older adults can lead to 

some rich interactions across the life span at the Center when exploring historical 

artworks in the collection for arts learning.  

Social Justice Art Education 

Social Justice art education is naturally connected to the South Side Community 

Art Center because of its early connection to the WPA and its emphasis on democratizing 

art for all.  

Garber (2005) defines social justice art education as that which:  

… puts the goals of social engagement up front, where they cannot be mistaken. 

Education for social justice is education for a society where the rights and 

privileges of democracy are available to all [and] …places art as a means through 

which these goals are achieved. (p. 16) 
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Taylor & Carpenter (2013) suggest that there are certain values that inform social 

justice art education and provide a type of “framework.” These principles include a 

consciousness of current and community concerns; an awareness of social responsibility; 

forging links with other disciplines; recognizing that the act of social justice [as] both 

“pragmatic and symbolic;” feeling at ease with unusual media; a willingness to examine 

circumstances so that solutions can be devised; and a feeling of “wonder, imagination, 

and possibilities” (p.121). 

Ulbricht (2005) notes an example of a community-based art initiative operating 

for “social change” in Houston, Texas that transformed a community of 22 homes slated 

for demolition and converted them into spaces for multiple use including exhibiting art, 

living, working, child care, learning and much more (p. 10). 

Community Based Art Education and Settlement Houses 

In looking at the history of community art programs many other organizations led 

to its development including the Settlement House Movement. Jones (1992) suggests that 

community based art programs began with the “Charitable Organization Movement” in 

the mid 1700s and was followed by the “Settlement House Movement” in the early 1800s 

(Dillick, 1953; Jones, 1992; Brown, 1986; Boykin, 1997). These were later replaced by 

“Neighborhood Houses” in the late 1800s (Jones, 1992; Brown, 1986; Nappa, 1996; 

Stull, 1996; Biykin, 1997; Colston, 1997). Designed to enhance the workings of the 

Neighborhood Houses, “Community Based Organizations” were started (Jones, 1992; 

Boykin, 1997). Today, both Neighborhood Houses and Community-Based Organizations 

endure across the nation (Jones, 1992; Brown, 1986; Boykin, 1997 (as cited in Adejumo, 

1997, p. 3). 
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When the concept for the South Side Community Art Center was being 

developed, it had a connection to the South Side Settlement House at 32nd Street and 

Wabash Avenue. According to Burroughs (1987) the director of the house, Mrs. Ada S. 

McKinley was described as “the Black counterpart of Jane Addams… I understand they 

were quite close friends.” Addams was the founder of Hull House in Chicago. The board 

chairman of the South Side Settlement House was Golden Darby who was the Chairman 

of the Art Center Sponsoring Committee. A South Side Community Art Center 

Association was later organized and chartered. 

According to Colky (1987) Arnold Toynbee was instrumental in the development 

of the settlement house idea in England. Toynbee attended Oxford and was interested in 

exploring ways that people could be uplifting in society and share in the fruits of both 

culture and education (p.117-8). Toynbee Hall, named after him, was established in July 

1884 and “housed lecture and meeting rooms, as well as a library, in order to serve as a 

place of education and culture, enhancing social reform.” Its success made it an exemplar 

for all settlements to come (p. 118-119). Jane Addams saw Toynbee House and in 1889 

established Hull-House in Chicago, designed after its counterpart in London. According 

to Colky, “Addams believed that the settlement movement was based upon the conviction 

and genuine emotion to achieve universal brotherhood” and that three considerations 

informed this movement, “democracy, shared opportunities for everyone, and 

humanitarianism” (p. 121).  

Hull House provided many activities for adults including theater, music and visual 

art clubs, education classes, and concerts. Programs and activities were taught by 

volunteers and had an interest to both young and old. Programs were open to all 
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regardless of race, creed or ethnicity and encouraged social interaction, which Adams felt 

was essential to democracy. Because of Addams philosophy and the ways Hull House 

served the residents in the Nineteenth Ward in Chicago, it “became one of the most 

renowned in the history of the settlement movement” (Colky, p. 123-124). 

In contrast, Hounmenou (2012) argues that Black women “activists and 

reformers” created an equivalent Black settlement movement to help them locate to urban 

cities in the later part of the 1800s and early 1900s because the conventional U.S. 

settlement house movement failed to support them (p. 646). Hase (1994) confirmed that: 

Due to the massive arrival of poor young Black women to urban areas between 

the late 1890s and the early 20th century, Black club women established self-help 

groups and settlement houses to assist these disadvantaged community members 

and protect the dignity of Black women. (as cited in Hounmenou, p. 647)  

Lasch-Quinn (1993) argues that even though social integration was an objection 

of the early settlement movement, “the majority of settlement houses either excluded 

blacks, conducted segregated activities, closed down completely, or followed their former 

white neighbors out of black neighborhoods” (p. 3).  

Community Art Centre Programme of the Federal Art Project 

Harris (1991) contends the Community Art Centre Programme operated within 

the nation’s Federal Art Project and was preceded by the Public Works of Art Project, in 

operation from 1933-4. The Public Works of Art Project differed from the Federal Art 

Project because the former concentrated on mainstream artists whose way of life was 

threatened by economics including the Depression,” whereas the Federal Art Project 

“were committed to the idea of a radically decentralized and democratized culture” and 
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addressed the huge divide between artists and culturally disadvantaged citizenry. Even 

though the Federal Art Project and the entire Works Project Administration (WPA)  

were hit by huge monetary slashes in 1939, the Community Arts Centre Programme 

flourished (p. 252).  

By December 1937 there were fifty Centres in states including Virginia, North 

and South Carolina, Florida, Alabama, Tennessee, Illinois, Oklahoma, New 

Mexico, Wyoming and Utah. The programme concentrated on rural and desert 

areas, regarding them as the most ‘culturally-needy’ states in the USA. A Federal 

Art project survey estimated that these centres were being visited by three million 

people and that 60,000 citizens were receiving free and continuous art training. 

(Harris, p. 252) 

Chicago’s South Side Community Art Center and the WPA 

Tyler (1994) likens Chicago’s South Side Community Art Center, one of 110 

centers created by the WPA as part of President Roosevelt’s New Deal, established in 

1935 to bolster the economy of the nation after the plummet of Wall Street in 1929. 

Roosevelt’s New Deal and the WPA secured work for people around the nation building 

bridges and dams, for example, and also created jobs for out of work artists (p. 31).  

The South Side Community Art Center opened December 15, 1940, but was 

dedicated five months later by Eleanor Roosevelt on May 7, 1941. The 1940 “inaugural 

exhibition” included well-known local painters and sculptors including Charles White, 

Archibald Motley and William McBride” (p. 35). 
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Margaret Burroughs, one of the youngest charter members of the Center, was 

requested by community artists to compose words to recite at the inaugural event. It 

included these comments by Lyon (2013). 

We believed that the purpose of art was to record the times. …As young black 

artists, we looked around and recorded in our various media what we saw. It was 

not from our imagination that we painted slums and ghettos, or sad, hollow-eyed 

black men, women and children. These were the people we saw around us. We 

were part of them. They were us. Thus, the coming of this community art center 

has opened up new hope and vistas to us all. (p. 16)  

The artwork on view during the 1941 exhibition, We Too Look at America, 

included local and nationally recognized African American artists as well as local white 

artists. With the nation’s entrée into WWII in 1941, WPA Federal Arts Project monies 

stopped and by 1943 all federal funds ended. The Center however continued its 

educational offerings including visual art, writing and theater classes for persons of all 

ages (Tyler, 1994, p. 35).  

The South Side Community Art Center had many rocky years since its founding, 

including the “Red Scare” in the 50s when certain artists were banned from the Center by 

the executive board. At that time several artists left for other countries or pursued varied 

professional interests. Other years were marked by financial instability and strain. In the 

early 1960s a few committed board members, new artists and artists with ties to the 

Center’s beginnings, rekindled the Artists and Models Ball as a wellspring for funds. 

Other individuals in an attempt to keep the Center open, donated personal funds to pay 

the Center’s bills. In the mid 60s, an auction was instituted that later became a fruitful 
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annual event. As a result of the community’s decay, in the 1980s, certain board members 

urged a relocation of the Center. However, since the community rejected the notion, the 

Center has remained in its historic location. Tyler (1994) remarks that, “The seeds were 

properly planted and nurtured. Some years were lean; others yielded abundant harvests. 

The South Side Community Art Center continues to blossom and thrive for all to enjoy” 

(p. 36).  

Teaching and Learning in Museums 

Tyler (1994) notes that by the 1980s the South Side Community Art Center had 

accumulated a large and noteworthy “permanent” collection of art, with the most  

valued being from the WPA period. The permanent collections strong suit was the art  

that centered on ‘regionalism’ (themes relating to southern rural and midwestern urban 

life)” (p. 36). 

Lasky (2009) contends that the value of “object-based learning” is that it allows 

learners to tap into their creativity “to engage with a set of concepts, the history of a 

people, the history of an aesthetic movement, or the cultural norms of a society” (p.73). 

Frost (2001) argues that it aids in acquiring knowledge because it helps learners to make 

connections to a culture physically (as cited in Lasky, p. 73).  

Artworks in the collection representing the AfriCOBRA movement would be 

ideal, for example, to develop curricula examining the aesthetic groups. These works, 

which were created during the Black Arts Movement and tie in to the Black Power 

movement, have great potential for rich community based teaching and learning 

experiences. 
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Wallach (2011) supports the notion of the part art museums play in education: 

“Exhibitions also have pedagogical roles, teaching the values of art, culture, social 

movements, and national histories” (as cited in Cooks p.3). Kydd (2007) suggests, 

There are rich resources and expertise in our communities that could  

be an integral part of our education system. Both sides—the museum 

world and the school world—must work together, valuing each other’s strengths 

and basing each decision on what we know about how people learn. (p. 121)  

The Open Minds program that started in Calgary, Alberta Canada in 1993 

provides a unique model for teaching and learning in museums. This program is 

characterized by extended time at a community site that enables students to slow their 

pace down and get accustomed to their environment; allows the teacher to be in control 

and gives both teachers and students choices (Kydd, p. 119). Falk and Dierking (2000) 

examine the museum experience from three perspectives, the personal, socio-cultural and 

physical contexts that takes into consideration the locale, infrastructure, artifacts and 

actual experiences (as cited in Kydd p. 119).  

Many benefits exist for extended visits to museums or community art centers for 

school-age learners, however with diminishing school budgets for such visits, educators 

may have to devise alternative means to provide that education through digital sources, 

for example.  

In summary, through this literature review I had an opportunity to look at a 

variety of existing research on community art institutions from defining community 

based art education and its frameworks, to exploring settlement houses and its link to 

community art centers, as well as investigating its relationship to social justice art 
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education and examining how teaching and learning in museums impact community art 

centers. I also examined the importance of their collection as not only a historical record, 

but also as an educational tool for the surrounding community and other institutions to 

study. It was my hope that this exploration would provide a theoretical and historical 

perspective for the continued viability of the South Side Community Art Center and help 

them to move forward as a relevant contemporary institution.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

My personal connection to the South Side Community Art Center in my youth 

and early adulthood has given me an intimate view of this arts institution and the role it 

has played in my art education as well as its role in society and culture. Consequently I 

will use the ethnographic approach in this qualitative case study. Out of the four main 

qualitative approaches, this one is most appropriate because of its emphasis on the whole 

culture. In my research, culture refers to African Americans that are situated within a 

specific context – an art and cultural institution on the South Side of Chicago. My goal is 

to find out how the artworks in the collection at the Center can be used as an education 

resource. I anticipated that I might have challenges accessing the collection because of 

the geographic distance, and challenges with the institution’s level of comfort allowing 

me to see it, especially since protocols had yet to be set up. 

Significance of Study 

Though much research has been done on community based art programs little 

research has been done on ethnic specific community art centers. In addition, some 

important recent research has been done on art collections at historically Black colleges 

and universities, however no studies have been conducted on art collections at ethnic 

specific community art centers or how these collections can be used as an art education 

resource. The questions that guided this research were: 

What are the mission and goals of this institution? 

How has the education mission been realized? 

How has the collection been used in the past? 

What is the relationship of the Center to the community? 
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Print Archive 

My initial focus was on the art collection, but after discovering the print archive, I 

realized its potential to provide a context for the art. The print documents in tandem with 

the artwork can provide many opportunities for meaning making in and out of the 

classroom. The physical archives of the South Side Community Art Center are housed on 

the third floor of the Center in a single room. The archives contain primary source 

documents including newspaper articles, letters, event programs, photos, and other 

ephemera. I traveled to Chicago on one occasion to visit the archive. According to the 

Guide to the Archives of the South Side Community Art Center, 1938-2008, published on 

a University of Chicago website, the archives “document activities at the Center from the 

first meetings of the Sponsoring Committee in 1938 to the present day.” The collection 

has three main “superseries.” Part one is composed of documents outlining its history 

from 1938 to 1970 including minutes from meetings that led to the beginnings of the 

Center; donated documents by specific current and past members of the board make up 

part two, and documents from 1970 to 2008 consist of part three. According to the Guide, 

the history of the Center after 1980 is contained in the papers of Lawrence Kennon. Most 

of these documents are stored in archival boxes on multiple shelves or in cabinets.  

I discovered images of selected artifacts from the print collection online at the 

Mapping The Stacks: A Guide to Black Chicago’s Hidden Archives at the University of 

Chicago. The goal of Mapping the Stacks (MTS) is “to identify and organize 

uncatalogued archival collections that chronicle Black Chicago between the 1930s and 

1970s, in order to increase their use by researchers and the general public” (Retrieved 

from http://mts.lib.uchicago.edu/). Minutes from a first meeting held on October 25, 1938 
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to organize a community art center on the South Side of Chicago, was one of the primary 

sources found on this site (retrieved from http://mts.lib.uchicago.edu/artifacts/ 

index.php?id=sscac).  

Art Collection 

The Center’s art collection is housed in a renovated climate-controlled room on 

the 3rd floor of the Center. The collection is comprised of more than 400 works of art 

including paintings, photos, prints, posters, sculpture and illustrations, dating back from 

the 30s and 40s. The artists whose works are in the collection have important ties to the 

institution and either gave the works to the Center or the work was donated by family 

members or heirs. Paintings are stored on wooden and metal shelves and prints, photos, 

illustrations and some posters are stored in a single metal flat file with drawers. All 

artworks have been catalogued and photographed. In addition, all paintings in the 

collection are documented in a large binder with sleeves that contain a photograph of the 

work, and a form that records pertinent information such as the artist name, painting title, 

size, and other data. Observing the artworks while in the collection room was a very 

important part of my research. I made notes and documented my impressions in  

my journal. 

Digital Database 

The University of Chicago has maintained an online digital database (LUNA) of 

works in the Center collection in its Visual Resource Center since the summer of 2012. 

Artworks can be accessed by the public for use in education. Each image when clicked, 

has a media summary which includes creator, culture, date and style or period. That 

database was my introduction to the collection.  
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Data Collection Methods 

The methods I used in this ethnographic case study were in-depth interviews, 

informal interviews, direct observation, and journal notes.  

In-depth interviews. I did not recruit participants, rather my participants were 

suggested to me by people at the Center. All interviews were semi-structured and 

conversational, guided by interview questions (see Appendix A and B) and conducted by 

phone using a digital voice recorder and transcribed using computer software. The 

average time spent on each interview was 50 minutes. I had two sets of interview 

questions. One had 18 questions and was geared specifically to the collection. The second 

interview had 14 questions and focused more on the Center and its mission. 

Informal interviews. These interviews were semi-structured and conversational 

as well and were guided by fewer interview questions. These interviews ranged from 18-

40 minutes.  

Data analysis. The strategy I will use to examine my interviews, observations and 

documents are content analysis in which I will analyze these communications looking for 

common themes or topics relating to my research questions and then coding them.  

Participants. In-depth and informal interviews were conducted with three 

participants. (A1) a current board member and member of the archive and history 

committee member, (personal interview March 3, 2015); (A2) a visual artist and former 

Executive Director (personal interview February 24, 2015); (A3) current President of the 

Board of Directors (personal interview February 17, 2015) and (VA1) a visual artist and 

retired art educator (personal interview February 17, 2015). Personal communication was 

conducted with four participants either by email or telephone. (A2) a visual artist and 
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former Executive Director (personal communication March 12, 2015); (A4) a former 

Board President and current board member (personal interview March 18, 2015); (A5) 

former Executive Director (personal interview March 19, 2015); and (A6) current 

Executive Director (personal communication March 23 and 24, 2015). (see Table 1) 

 
Table 1 
Particpants 

 
Code Participant In-depth Interview  Personal Communication 

A1 Current board member 
and archive and history  
committee member 

X  

A2 Visual artist and former 
Executive Director 

X X 

A3 Current President 
Board of Directors 

X  

A4 Former Board President  
current board member 

 X 

A5 Former Executive Director  X 

A6  Current Executive Director  X 

VA1 Visual artist and retired 
art educator 

X  

 

Direct observations. I made observations of both the print archive and art 

collection. In addition, I observed the exterior of the building and its surrounding 

neighborhood, noting the schools, places of worship, commercial enterprises and 

residential and community buildings. I looked at the street traffic, both pedestrian and 

vehicular. Inside the Center, I observed visitors as they entered the building and how they 

viewed the art on the walls. It was interesting to note questions asked and conversations 

visitors may have had with staff members. In a qualitative study, no detail is unimportant. 
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Journal notes. My direct observations and extensive journal notes worked 

together to provide a more comprehensive picture of the institution. My notes ranged 

from descriptions of specific works of art to remembrances of times spent at the Center 

when I was a young artist. I reflected on my time spent on site in Chicago as well as 

notations on discoveries made in my research. I also made sketches in my journal of what 

I observed. 

 Limitations of study. The structure and outcome of this study could be affected 

by the distance between the researcher and the site. As a result, I was only able to make a 

single visit to the Center, therefore limiting the amount of observations I could make.  

Other limitations included a perceived hesitation by some administrators for me to access 

the collection physically, since guidelines and procedures had yet to be developed and 

implemented.   
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Chapter 4: Results and Discussion 

After having reviewed the current literature and collected the data, I returned to 

my original research questions which are: What are the mission and goals of this 

institution? How has the education mission been realized? How has the collection been 

used in the past? and What is the relationship of the Center to the community? I 

examined each question based on what was revealed in my interviews, personal 

communication, artifacts and observations and finally I discuss my interpretations.  

What are the Mission and Goals of This Institution? 

The Center’s mission as it appears on the website states “The SSCAC preserves, 

conserves, and promotes the legacy and future of African American art and artists while 

educating the community on the value of art and culture.” (A2) emphasized that the 

Center’s mission revolved around supporting the artist first and foremost and noted that 

as a WPA Center in its beginnings it “was all about employment for artists [and] teaching 

the community art classes.” (A3) notes that the Center provided a place to work and in 

some cases a place to live since there was a coach house in the back and that mostly [the 

Center] was about promoting African American Art, providing space for people 

interested in art, both from [the] point of education as well as from [the] point of creating 

art and selling and exhibiting. (A1) indicates that the Center’s mission “has always been 

about living artists and contemporary artists and supporting them in the community.” The 

results from my research indicate a clear mission and goal for the Center. 
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How Has the Education Mission Been Realized? 

To fulfill its education mission, the Center has held a variety of classes in its long 

history including painting, drawing, photography, sculpture and printmaking. The Center 

has been noted for its interdisciplinary programs including performing and literary arts. 

(A2) emphasized that educating the community was a secondary mission and 

(A1) supports this premise by noting that the Center’s education mission is secondary to 

its main mission to serve as a resource for artists. “People get confused because we are 

teaching art classes.” “But it’s always has been about the artist,” (A2) adds. I learned that 

budget constraints did not support the hiring of a separate Education Director, however 

the website revealed that the Program and Office Manager position was responsible for 

leading public educational programs.  

Classes have not always been continuous, according to my results, depending 

heavily on available funds. According to (VA1, A1 and A2) there were recent years in 

which some faculty members at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, the University 

of Illinois at Chicago, and University of Chicago held their classes at the Center on 

occasion, in a conscious attempt by one former Executive Director to expose students to a 

neighborhood resource and to open the door to collaboration with other institutions.  

The Center website doesn’t list any class offerings, nor are there flyers or 

brochures listing workshops or classes at the site when I conducted a site visit. On the 

exhibitions and events web page the words “Public and Educational Programs occur with 

each exhibition” appear. My research revealed that most exhibitions have public 

programs but not all have educational programs related to them. My research didn’t 

reveal a formal education mission. 



35 
 

There have been occasions over recent years when teachers have brought their 

classes to visit the Center for field trips, or cases when the Center employed local artists 

to teach workshops in the schools through specific city programs. (VA1) noted how the 

Center took advantage of Chicago’s arts and culture initiatives to tap into monies for arts 

programming including Empowerment Zone monies since the Center was located in 

Bonzeville, one of Chicago’s empowerment zones. Currently no formal relationship 

exists between neighborhood schools and the Center. Over the past five years however, 

(A5) revealed that during her administration there were limited classes at the center, but 

they did place Center artists in after-school programs at neighboring middle schools 

(personal communication, March 18, 2015). (A2) noted his interest in creating 

employment for artists and opportunities for artists to gain skills teaching when he was 

the Director. At one time they had employed up to 12 artists to teach at a local middle 

school. During his administration they were able to hire a programs coordinator (personal 

communication, March 12, 2015).  

Most recently, several new programs have been proposed according to (A6) 

including a Spring “Textile Crossing Borders” workshop for teens that explores the 

connections between India, China, Africa and South American textiles, and ultimately the 

teens create their own cloth banners. Another program “Teen Talk Theatre: Civic 

Responsibilities/ Engagement” targets young people aged 14 to 19 to create one-act plays 

based on concerns they vocalize through “conversation circles” and “Paint The Block” an 

intergenerational, collaborative two day project in which artists and community members 

paint multiple panels centered around a theme (personal communication, March 24, 

2015).  
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How Has the Collection Been Used in the Past? 

The art collection has over 400 works of art including prints, paintings, sculpture, 

illustrations and posters. When I walked into the climate-controlled room there was a 

wooden shelf in front of me packed with large framed paintings standing up. The unit had 

two sections and extended the width of the wall. The left side held tall paintings. A shelf 

on top held smaller paintings and a few sculptures. Paintings were separated with foam 

core boards. On the right side of this unit, two shelves held medium to large paintings. To 

the left of that wooden structure was a metal unit with four shelves that reached the 

ceiling, housing medium to small paintings, posters and a few photos. Most were framed. 

The width of that unit was about half that of the wooden one. Both units had index cards 

attached to the shelves that included a system comprised of a number, the artist name, 

title, date and size of the artwork and an arrow pointing to its location on the shelf.  

Care had been taken in recent years under the leadership of (A2) to document and 

classify the artworks and store it in a more controlled environment, with funding from 

several sources, according to (A1). (A2) claims that the Center was never set up as a 

collection institution, therefore no regulations had been set up to govern it, however “it 

tells a great story about the institution.” (A5) contends that the art work form the WPA 

period “can be used as a great education tool.” 

(A1) stated that a professional development workshop for Chicago Public School 

teachers a few years ago on the Black Arts Movement, utilized images from their online 

collection that is housed at the University of Chicago’s Visual Resource Center. When 

groups from schools visit the Center, sometimes works from the collection were pulled 

out according to (A1). Occasionally the artworks from the collection are loaned out to 
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other institutions such as artworks by AfriCOBRA artists during an exhibition of that 

Black artist collective by three Chicago institutions (the South Side Community Arts 

Center, the Reva and David Logan Center for the Arts at the University of Chicago, and 

the DuSable Museum of African American History) in 2013. Other local institutions have 

borrowed pieces from the Center’s collection such the Art Institute of Chicago, the 

DuSable Museum and Benedictine University, according to (A1).  

 (A1) indicated that access to the art collection has been pretty limited and 

available to mostly “specialized scholars, word of mouth, teachers, board members and 

their friends.” There was a small concern, according to (A1) that when the Center’s 

digital collection online was launched, that they would be inundated by inquiries to see 

the actual artwork in the collection. “For better or worse, that hasn’t happened” (A1) 

proclaimed. Though (A6) indicated the value of the digital art collection, there was a 

concern with increasing the public access to the physical art collection because of the 

lack of staff to supervise the handling of art. (A6) however indicated a willing to continue 

working with the archive committee to set up ways to “monitor and supervise” public 

access to the collection.  

There also seems to be a recent interest in including works from the collection and 

print archive in upcoming programming such as From the Hearth, a collaborative 

exhibition by the Center and the Museum of Contemporary Art in Chicago that “provides 

new insight into the rich history of the Center and cultivates the space as a home for 

discussions around art and the value of community” (South Side Community Art Center, 

personal communication, May 3, 2015).  
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The South Side Community Art Center has a modest staff consisting of the 

Executive Director; Program and Office Manager, Gallery Operations Contractor, 

Creative Director and Curatorial Consultant. The Program and Office Manager is 

responsible for tasks centered around supporting the exhibiting artists at the Center or 

leading programs in art education for the public; The Gallery Operations Contractor is 

responsible for maintaining the facility, art installation, curatorial programming and the 

supervision of the second floor, Gallery Too; the Creative Director and Curatorial 

Consultant handles the Center’s visual branding including the creation of its new logo. 

What is the Relationship of the Center to the Community? 

(A6) defined the community as those in the “immediate area” and living within a 

mile of the Center; African Americans or those of African descent; and persons with an 

interest and appreciation of African American art and culture (personal communication 

March 24, 2015). (VA1) noted that under (A2) the Center worked with other Bronzeville 

cultural organizations in the community to strategize on how to attract monies for arts 

programming. (A4) noted that in the early 2000’s the Center collaborated with local 

schools in the After School Matters program that focused on photography and computer 

graphics classes. According to (A5) during her administration no classes were held at the 

Center, however it provided artists to teach in local afterschool programs (personal 

communication, March 18, 2015).  
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

I started this research to learn how the South Side Community Art Center could 

use its art collection as an education resource. I was grateful that the administrators and 

artists at the Center were willing and open to my investigation. Though I have a history 

of involvement with the Center, I learned a great deal more about this important 

institution that has, over the course of 75 years, influenced the lives of so many artists 

and continues to affect its community of artists, patrons and neighborhood residents 

through its mission. Its unique art collection, because of the themes inherent in many of 

the works, make important connections to key events in American history such as WWII, 

the Great Depression and the Black migration that facilitates meaning making across the 

life span. This jewel of a collection, if mined with care through arts education, can help in 

the understanding of the dynamics of this community, and the world outside its door.  

Other guiding questions in my case study were:  

What are the mission and goals of this institution? 

How has the education mission been realized? 

How has the collection been used in the past? 

What is the relationship of the Center to the community? 

 Mission and goals. On the Center website the mission read “SSCAC preserves, 

conserves, and promotes the legacy and future of African American art and artists while 

educating the community on the value of art and culture” (Retrieved from 

http://www.sscartcenter.org/mission.html). The results show that the mission of the 

institution was articulated and understood by all participants. I found that there was a 

clear commitment to the preservation and conservation of African American art as 
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evidenced by the new climate-controlled collection room; the collaboration with the 

Visual Resources Center at the University of Chicago to host its online archive of the 

collection; and the exhaustive documentation of all paintings in the art collection housed 

in a binder in the collection room. The promotion of the legacy of African American art 

and artists was manifested in the rich schedule of past and present art exhibitions, artist 

talks, and other arts programming including the 2012 collaborative celebration of 

AfriCOBRA artists in an exhibit at the South Side Community Art Center, the Art 

Institute and the Logan Center at the University of Chicago; and the exhibit and 

celebration of Eldzier Cortor, who at 99, is the last living founding member of the Center 

in An Afternoon with Eldzier Cortor in 2015. 

Though the Center has managed to maintain a strong art presence for seventy five 

years in Chicago, (A2) believes it can do more to “not just survive but thrive” and 

identifies some specific issues normally associated with “culturally specific” entities that 

have gone unanswered such as challenges with its organizational policies and procedures; 

its relationship with the nearby neighborhood; and its hesitation to connect with 

individuals and institutions outside of the Black community. (A2’s) concept to dismantle 

the Center through “institutional critique” had as its purpose to rebuild and move the 

institution forward (personal communication, March 12, 2015). 

 Education mission. The mission statement included an education connection in 

the words “…educating the community on the value of art and culture.” My results 

showed a clear manifestation of this in the early days of the Center however there appears 

to be less educational activity today as compared to the past. Unfortunately, as is the case 

with many small community based arts centers, economics creates an obstacle to achieve 
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this goal. As a consequence, my results show a decline in art education programming 

over the past few years and challenges cited by administrators in attracting community 

participants. This is in stark contrast to the education programming reported in the 

earliest days of the Center.  

My results show that several participants (A1, A2, A3, A4, and A5) noted lack of 

funding as the pervasive deterrent to more art education programming and stated that 

while other cultural art institutions in Chicago received substantial funding, they 

consistently received small amounts (A4). I believe the planning and implementation of 

educational programs are clearly affected by lack of capital. Results from a recent study 

of total public monies granted arts organizations in 13 cities for arts programs over the 

past decade, revealed Chicago received the highest amount from its state arts council at 

59%, followed by the National Endowment for the Arts (24%) and lastly its local 

Department of Cultural Affairs and Special Events (17%), unlike the majority of cities 

and regions studied that received most of its funding in 2012 from its municipal arts 

agency (retrieved from http://culturalpolicy.uchicago.edu/public-funding-for-art/). The 

smaller pool of local funding, as compared to some other cities, may account for the 

funding challenges the Center faces. Perhaps more research can be done on discrepancies 

in arts funding between communities. 

 Relationship to the Community. My results show that there are several implied 

“communities” at the Center that include a community of artists, patrons, and residents in 

the surrounding neighborhood. Though some of these categories may overlap, each has 

different needs and concerns. The community of artists consists primarily of African 

Americans both within and outside of the neighborhood. Most artists communicated a 
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strong sense of pride in relation to the Center’s history and artists. The interaction with 

and relevance of the Center for artists has changed over time, reflecting the social and 

political climate in the country and individuals’ art and social consciousness. More 

opportunities clearly exist for Black artists to obtain a variety of arts training and 

opportunities to exhibit their work now than in the early 20th century, however obstacles 

still exist. In what some claim as a “Post Racial” society, some Black artists desire to be 

identified solely as an artist. For those artists that do value and embrace their ethnicity, a 

climate needs to be encouraged that fosters that shared community and provides for its 

growth such as opportunities for artists to meet and critique the work of their peers; to 

learn more about the collection and its history; and explore ways that the art collection 

can be connected to their art practices. For arts skill building, artists can be encouraged to 

teach each other new techniques and methods and explore ways to authentically connect 

with the community outside the Center doors. Additionally artists can harvest their shared 

ideals to address contemporary social justice concerns in their artwork with a goal 

towards social change.  

Looking beyond the community of artists at the Center, it can embrace and 

collaborate with other artists of color as well as art students at surrounding colleges and 

universities in its programming to establish the Center as a resource for arts information. 

By addressing common art concerns such as income generation, attracting grants, 

documentation and marketing through, for example, a First Friday Art Matters series, the 

Center can build good will and visibility for its institution.  

The second community, art patrons, consists of individuals that visit the Center 

for exhibitions, art talks and other events. They too are keenly aware of the Center’s role 
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and importance in history and lend their support to the Center through their monetary 

contributions and purchases. Neighborhood residents make up the last category of 

“community” in my estimation. The ages of these persons vary, from school-aged 

children to elders and they possess varying levels of knowledge and/or interest in the 

Center. Several respondents noted a general lack of community interest in Center 

programs and recalled instances when community members requested classes, however 

when the classes were offered, lack of enrollees or inability to pay the modest class fee, 

resulted in its cancellation.  

Attracting youth participants for arts programming can be problematic. Young 

people have more choices for extracurricular activities now more than ever that may 

include sports, recreation and digital gaming choices. Tensions and fear in the 

neighborhood relating to gang activity may also prevent youth participation. Instead of 

relying on community members to come to the Center, a more practical solution may be 

for artists to go to the schools. My results revealed instances when Center administrators 

took advantage of city-administered After School art programs that allowed them to place 

local teaching artists in the schools. These types of collaborations with surrounding 

schools could be pursued further to identify more opportunities.  

On a more strategic level, a plan to pilot a program to instruct visual and 

performing artists on how to teach through the arts can be implemented. Artists would be 

encouraged through professional development methods to design a body of sequential 

lessons in an art residency that incorporates the Center’s art collection. These residencies 

could be packaged and marketed to Chicago Public Schools under the auspices of the 

Center. This K-12 program could result in many benefits for both artists and the Center 
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including increased exposure to the collection by educators; opportunities for artists to 

learn new marketable skills; and chances to collaborate with new partners in the city. 

Funding could be pursued to develop this series of professional development workshops 

to achieve this.  

Workshop facilitators could lead artists in their unique art form (painting, drama 

or music, for example) step-by-step, on how to develop sequential lessons in an art 

residency based on the collection’s artwork. Reproductions from items in the print 

archive can also be accessed to provide important historical connections to the artwork. 

Both primary sources are invaluable for integrating history and other academic subjects 

into the lessons. Artists would then be partnered with public school educators to test their 

residencies and provide feedback before the residencies are marketed. A similar program 

that partners Chicago Public School teachers to teaching artists is the Chicago Arts 

Partnerships in Education (CAPE) program. The Center’s program would differ from 

theirs in that the residencies would be based on the artwork in a single collection at the 

center and reference important social movements and history including the Black 

Migration, WWII, the Black Power and Black Art Movements, and the WPA. The art 

collection at the Center can be mined in many ways to help people make meaning of their 

lives and to connect to issues of identity, place, social justice, and community. 

The South Side Community Art Center history intersects many important social 

events in the history of America. Because of this I think it has much educational value for 

scholars as well. Results confirmed that there was limited access to the collection and 

print archives at the Center to scholars, but that access was provided through the Visual 

Resources Center at the University of Chicago online. Results also showed that a concern 
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existed about the handling of documents in the archive and art in the collection by the 

public. A concern that increased public exposure to the Center would result in more 

visitors than the Center staff could handle. So far since the online archive went live, that 

has not been the case. To look towards the future however, plans have been made to 

increase staffing based on funding.  

From my research I learned quite a bit more about the artists that were important 

to the development of the Center and the social and political climate of that time for 

artists. I was pleased to discover that community based art programs may have at its roots 

the “Charitable Organization Movement” of the 1700’s, the Settlement House Movement 

of the early 1800’s and Neighborhood Houses of the late 1800s. I would be interested in 

exploring those connections in further research. I also learned about the Harlem Art 

Center and would be interested in researching the influence that center and artists may 

have had on the beginnings of the South Side Community Art Center. As far as the 

collection is concerned, I think more research could be done on how the collection can be 

more fully utilized in the digital age through the development of interactive games, for 

example, that reference historical movements and periods and targeted to school-age 

children.  

By leveraging the great assets the South Side Community Art Center has in its 

historic collection, I believe the Center can increase its visibility in the community as 

well as in the greater Chicago area and continue to contribute to the cultural landscape  

of America.  
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Appendix A: 

TRANSCRIPT: Interview with a visual artist, February 2015.  

VA1= Visual artist and retired art educator 

Q= Interviewer/Researcher 

 
VA1: I’m a visual artist. I am a retired artist, I’m a retired educator. I was a Program 

Associate and a unit head for student and cultural affairs for Northeastern Illinois 

University Carruthers Center for Inner City Studies. Since I’ve been retired I’ve been 

focusing on my art. As a visual artist, I have been practicing arts since before college and 

have my work primarily consist of, I’ve done, I’m a muralist and some point and a 

painter, multimedia mixed media collage artist. I have been associated with Sapphire 

Crystals. It’s an African Americans women’s arts collective, artist collective here in 

Chicago. We were founded by [artist] and a core group of artist that I was a part of about 

20 years ago. And, that’s about it.  

 
Q: Okay, sounds great. Sounds great. Okay, so we’re gonna get into the interview 

questions right now and it, you know as I had mentioned earlier its primarily talking 

about the Center and its collection and how it can possibly be used more for education. 

So, the first question I had was the missions of the Center as being one that preserves and 

conserves and promotes the legacy of African American artist while at the same time 

educating the community to art and culture. Do you think it has over the years stayed 

pretty true to its mission? 

 
VA1: Yes I do. I actually became aware of south side art center as a student in high 

school and I started going… attended there… which was at the time across the street. I 
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was aware that they had, they were offering art classes on the weekend and photography, 

they had a photography lab and studio in the building back in that day. And they offered, 

they also had a series of pretty consistent schedule of exhibitions that I would go to as a 

student. All through college I also participated in exhibitions there. I would sit in a couple 

of time on some of the workshops. I can’t remember who was teaching one that I 

attended. Barbra Jones… One time I did some volunteer work at the print workshop 

there. Sherman Beck and some of the other artists, I think those are the two that I know I 

can recall, taught there and offered workshops there. And they have always been free and 

open to the community, to young people. That was one of the things I admired about the 

Center early on. And I know that they have consistently kept that going.  

 
Also, when we were working NCA National Conference of Artists, they had a major 

presence, they opened their facilities to other arts organizations. I know for one the 

AACM used to use that facility for a rehearsal space and the National Conference of 

Artists over the years, when they had a chapter in Chicago, they had housed it at the 

south side. They specifically had meetings there a lot.  

 
Q: Okay. And what about some writing groups? I think, did OBAC meet there? Did 

OBAC ever meet there? 

 
AC: OBAC! That was OBAC’s home. For years. The black writers, OBAC Writers 

workshop functioned out of that facility. For many years.  

 
Q: You know the Southside Community Arts Center is, as you know, the last surviving 

WPA Center. What do you think contributed to them surviving? 
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VA1: Margaret Burroughs primarily. I think and it was based on her legacy or her impact 

on other artists and the somewhat middle class community in Chicago on the south side 

that the South Side Community Arts Center preserved itself and kept going forward. 

Because people did not want to let (her) down, even after she kinda retired from being at 

the Center. She always found very consistent support from either proteges of herself or 

people that she know, or proteges of other people who really had a concern for keeping 

that place going and keeping it functioning and moving forward. Like I said in the recent 

history, that last brother and [former director] I’m not sure if he really knew Margaret 

very well but he knew people who knew her and I think that’s one of the reasons he was 

brought there. He ended up there and he was really dedicated to trying to turn it around.  

 
Q: That’s awesome. Because he’s younger… 

 
VA1: Yeah, I think I met him, he was like in his 20s. He was doing Undergraduate 

School. He’d been, and I’m not sure he’s from Chicago, I’m not sure that he is from 

Chicago. It seem like he had relocated here to go to Undergrad. Or his mom, I remember 

when I first met him, his mom was surviving cancer and he was just really, he seemed to 

be really kinda doing his thing as a person and I admired him and the fact him and his 

mom were close and he was doing work that bring her up and cheer her up.  

 
Q: After all these years, the Center is celebrating its 75th year in 2015. Amazing. That’s a 

milestone. How does it stay, in your opinion, how does it stay relevant now, in today’s 

world? 

 



52 
 

VA1: (I’d say) in the last 10 year a lot of young blood has come through there and the 

Center’s always made itself accessible to the other art forms; to music, to poetry to 

writing. It’s tried to support south side community, south side artists in outstanding ways 

by offering venues for black artists. Be it young artists, emerging artists or established 

artists. I myself as having kinda grown up through South Side coming up as a young 

artist getting support feeling good, oh I have a show at the South Side or I’m getting one 

or I was asked to show there. The tradition, the historic tradition behind it helps young 

artist feel like they’re going in the right path or that it helps them move and develop their 

own craft. And I think that’s what it is, I think it’s in that history supporting the black 

artist on the south side, men, women and even students in a lot of ways. Coming up with, 

finding really pretty dedicated people to the arts to help run it, to help despite the board 

and their craziness. .. even some artist and some arts administrators who really tried to 

fundraise for the Center to keep fresh ideas going or innovate things happening there. 

They would keep bringing people into the space. That’s what I think has helped.  

 
Q: I feel that. Okay. Now you had mentioned Dr.Margaret Burroughs as being one of the 

key people that helped keep it alive and you talked about [former director] one of the 

more recent executive directors. Were there any other people you felt that were especially 

instrumental in um you know… 

 

VA1: [Former Director] was there quite a few years and he did a lot to keep it going, to 

maintain it, to keep some of the traditions of Southside Arts Community Center 

happening. From time to time, I think [artist] whose now one of the [defender], she had 

been there for a couple of years and helped fundraise at a critical point in time. She was 
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the kind of personality that I know could work with the board over the years and that 

helped bring money into the Center. So I think you know like really I would say after 

[artist], [former director] came, they and a number of people through there [former 

director] was one of them and then eventually they recruited [former director] and he was 

there, apart from Alfred I think [former director] was there almost as long as I remember 

having an executive director. And you know, these people work for nothing. I think I 

found that out cause I applied for a job there. It’s got to be their loyalty and their love for 

the place that kept them there. And then [administrator] also very pretty dynamic 

executive director again, when they offered her some real money, I’m sure that’s why she 

left.  

 
Q: What are the things, I mean you talk a little bit about keeping it relevant, the 

programming, trying to attract younger artist as well as the more established artists and 

stuff. What are the things you think must happen to insure that it will continue and grow? 

 
VA1: Well I think a number of things happened to keep us going. A lot of the stuff that 

[former director] initiated in terms of really identifying and classifying that collection 

there is bringing some associations with University of Chicago, the Art Institute, other 

university programs where students could have opportunities to intern with the SSCAC 

on various levels or research just like yourselves. Opening up that collection for some 

research. But before that could happen, which I really credit [former director] for that 

they really needed to inventory - actually identify what they had. His discovery of what 

they had, he also discovered that the collection was in bad shape because they didn’t have 

the kind of environment to keep art safe and pure and whole and healthy. He did a lot to 
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clean up or help establish, bring it, bring the collection into a safer environment by doing 

things like that either the fundraising that needed or just the man-hours to deal with that. I 

know that SSCAC does an art auction. [Artist] organizes it and most every artist I know 

that’s black contributes to it. And this had been for the last 30-40 years that I remember. 

The big guys like Richard Hunt kinda people, the heavy weights as well as the aspiring 

artist, would like to have, would donate their work. I wanna say that in some way it 

helped the Center maintain a strong collection and things like that and do fundraising. 

Work was recycled into the newer, you know the next art auction. They had a lot of work, 

one year they had a lot of work by Elizabeth Catlett. She came through and donated some 

work when she was there, when she lived here in Chicago and Charles White were out of 

the Center. They left work there that was either acquired or forgotten. I think a lot of that 

stuff was discovered over the last 10 to 15 years. A lot of that information was discovered 

and I do want to credit [former director] as well as [past former director] for organizing it 

and making it more useful. 

 
Q: In terms of the upcoming anniversary, are there any big things happening. I know I 

saw on the website that Eldzier Cortor, they’re having something?  

 

VA1: Oh yeah, that going on now. That’s still, his work is still up I think currently. I 

think the next show up, I wanna say, [artist] and two other people I know are in that. I 

know [artist] is one of the people. But it’s a three person show that’s coming up. And 

then they’re gonna have, they did a couple of years ago [former board chair] she was 

president of the board. She raised with Jonathan Green, who had done a series of pieces 

and had collaborated with, I wanna say, a ballet dancer at the school he was teaching at, 
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and they created this dance performance based on his series about one of the [Carolina’s]. 

It’s a dance concert or piece that was called “Off the Canvas, Onto the Stage”. A lot of 

Jonathan’s paintings took off. I mean they were used as paintings and backdrops and 

scenery and then brought to life with dance. They’re bringing that back for this 

anniversary. I’ve seen some advertisement on it. And it’s a nice piece, it’s a very nice 

piece. You know, it might not relate to young people, but there is an audience for it.  

 
Q: Now, how is he. I mean, he’s 99 years old? 

 
VA1: Who Jonathan? 

 
Q: No no no, Eldzier. 

 
VA1: Oh right, I haven’t seen him. I know he came through for something, but I was in 

Australia, so that’s why I haven’t really seen the show and it’s coming down shortly if 

it’s not down already. 

 
Q: Cause I remember seeing it late last year and I said, Aw man I would love to see that 

show. I wish I could talk to him.  

 

VA1: Yeah, I totally missed him cause I was out of the country when they had the talk 

with him and I was like “oh well”. So I don’t know, I don’t know. I haven’t talked to 

anybody who went to see in.  
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Q: Now in terms of support, financially, to keep the Center afloat, I know there’s donors, 

there’s grants occasionally, I don’t know if they get any city allocation. Do they get any 

money from the city? 

 
VA1: I think so. You know, there’s the Illinois Arts Council. I see them listed as a funder 

and the Chicago Council on Fine Arts, they sometimes have small money. I think mainly 

[former director] did a lot of work in terms of dealing with I think federal money. They 

were getting in line to help support historic art and collections. I think that some of this 

has been brought in to help the Center. Primarily cause they’re 75 years old, they’re in 

another category where they’re eligible for other moneys that have to do with landmark 

status or historical stuff. I know that [board member] had received, one kind of grant, is it 

the Getty or something? But they are specific to historical art and she was working with 

SSCAC [recent former director]. That was one of the reasons the South Side was the first 

part of that exhibition on AfriCOBRA because it focused in on the precursor of 

AfriCOBRA those people like Elizabeth Catlett, Charles White, and Eldzier. All those 

people who were there in the 30s and 40s when they first opened up.  

 
Q: And I think I read somewhere that for the collection, I think it was the blog 

“Community Speaks,” they talked about a grant from the Historical Society that helped to 

get the proper equipment.  

 

VA1: I’m pretty sure that’s it because in the last 5 years a lot of that money, they have 

been able to be eligible for.  

 
Q: That’s great. I read too about back in the day they had the artist balls and the... 
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VA1: You know, I heard they were trying to [reduce], I think the last artist ball they had 

was, was it last year or the year before that. But part of that, it hasn’t happen almost since 

we were working there. You know, using the space. Like during the 60s. I think they 

stopped doing sometime in the 80s, I wanna say. But that has been in the past a means of 

raising money. When [former director] was there he was using, like I said they were 

doing music there, they would do a weekly poetry slam so they could collect money off 

the door. A portion of it was going to the Center. For a while there [former director] 

almost had something going, he’d have music on Saturdays and Sundays and poetry on 

Tuesdays and Thursday. He had something happening that was bringing people through 

there, maybe making small donations. If it was $10 to get in, maybe the Center $2 of that 

to cover some of their expenses. He was generating ideas that would create some cash 

flow through the Center which I think really helped. 

 
Q: Let’s talk a little bit about the surrounding community. Who’s the mainstay in terms 

of the people that support the Center? Community people? Do we have, is there a 

relationship to a neighborhood school or is it a situation where people just know that the 

SSCAC exists and just come around? 

 
VA1: When [administrator] was at the Center, when I was at the Center, she started 

initiatives in the Brownsville area to identify, we called it the Brownsville Arts Initiative 

where we were basically… it was of the end of the Empowerment Zone money and the 

beginning of [Tiff] money. Various programmatic money was coming to Chicago for 

either education or culture or to empower the neighborhood and Brownsville was one of 

those identified Empowerment Zone communities. The city and that community was to 
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get money because of Brownsville and a community on the west side and I think 

Inglewood area cause all three of them were Empowerment Zones and they turned into 

[Tiff] zones, and I’m not sure what [Tiff] stands for but the money was there to help 

education and it recycled tax money that was earmarked for education and culture, 

various things like that. I said all that to say, when those monies started coming in and 

that was like in the middle 90s to the early 2000s then a lot of community organizations 

that were in Brownsville were beginning to strategize things, [Administrator] specifically 

worked with the schools, the police, the cultural facilities that were in Bronzeville to help 

organize them. To help them get educated about what this money can do and how a 

community can structure itself so that they are more eligible for it. We did a lot of things 

with the SSCAC… with Little Black Pearl, I was working with the Southerland 

Community Arts Initiative at the time and to music venues, writing venues, educational 

venues. They were trying to mobilize people and educate them and to keep them 

informed about activities and then just offer them stuff that made us look viable. 

 
Q: Would they try to do programming through the SSCAC or each of these individual 

groups were trying to get money to do their own thing in their own organization? 

 
VA1: Yes, the answer was both. They would collaborate. We were encouraging, trying to 

find ways where people would collaborate, that’s why I said [former director] did a lot of 

collaborative things with writers, with musicians at the South Side to help get funding 

and cash flow in various ways. The Center itself was sponsoring conferences and 

Townhalls, speaking things to raise people’s awareness or to get people to begin to 

strategize solutions or ideas that could move them forward and things like that.  
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Q: So that [Tiff] thing it was more in the 90s and early 2000s and then the Bronzeville 

Arts Initiative was like... 

 
VA1: That was like in the early 2000s… I think we did that thing in 2003-2004. Right 

now it’s [Tiff’s] money. Empowerment Zone money kinda ended in the mid 2000s, it 

went from like 1990s through the beginning of the new millennium. Then [Tiff] money 

became something that everybody was talking about.  

 
Q: Now in terms of who visits the Center, is it a mixed bag of ages and artist, non-artist? 

 
VA1: I think so, I think it’s becoming inter-generational. There’s old guys, the board, 

there’s the artist who are established no longer emerging, there emerging artists and a few 

young artist. Like anything in Chicago when it comes to Black culture or Black history, 

it’s gonna be a small community that’s aware of it but that small community is inter-

generational. The secondary gallery space on the second floor that [former director] 

opened up, and straightened up, -- that’s specifically for emerging artists for young artist 

to show student work and things like that which I think is a means to helping keep 

younger people involved. 

 

Q: Is there a specific relationship between the Center and neighborhood schools? You 

know how some institutions may have like an ArtReach program and they’ll have 

neighborhood artists or artist that are affiliated with their institutions go out into the 

schools and do programs and anything like that? Does the Center have anything like that? 
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VA1: I don’t think so because the Center is interested in bringing people in their facility 

for workshops. I want to say like [board member] was bringing her students from 

University of Chicago there every semester, the last couple of semesters. She’s teaching a 

class that meets there at least once a week. And they work, they having classes, you know 

I lectured, I’ve gone there and talked to her class, they’ve either been in the middle of 

preparing for, they might get assigned an artist who was a part of the SSCAC’s 

collection, they have to research, they have to identify, then they might have to put on an 

exhibition utilizing the work and then validating what they have learned about the artist 

and the Center through the exhibition. I think that helps keep a very strong, that then 

strengthening their profile as a facility that helps educate. Even with that, [board 

member] again, was not only teaching at the University of Chicago, she was also teaching 

a course at some high school and because of that she would bring students in. I myself, 

when I was teaching at the Center, I was always every year, you know every semester, or 

maybe a couple of times in a semester take my students over to the south side either to 

see a show or for them to meet an artist. To have some kind of interaction with them. 

Now the high schools, I think is a matter of … Because it’s just going to be supplemental 

kinds of education. Like Phillips which is in close proximity to the Center. If they have a 

conscience art teacher or even history teacher or something, they are bringing in that kind 

of information to their students and trying to relate it… the high schools that are in Hyde 

Park/Kenwood area, I’m certain have been through the SSCAC. Cause it’s been the 

nature of the Center just to outreach to these schools on one hand to get them to know 

who they are and then try to figure out a way to serve them.  
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 Q: You’ve been talking about your connection to the Center. When you used to teach at 

Northeastern and you’re saying how sometimes you would bring your students over for 

exhibits and you said you were teaching at the Center also... 

 
VA1: No, no, I meant the Center for Inner City Studies 

 
Q: Have you done classes the South Side Community Arts Center? 

 
VA1: Not recently, I think [artist] had done a couple of things with a workshop, just on 

her own. She might have talked to the, I wanna say a couple of year ago when [recent 

former director] was there [artist] did some kind of collage workshop or photo transfers. 

She wanted to make a change, and offer an art workshop. South Side was accessible to 

her and that kinda thing happened. 

 
Q: As far as the education mission, the South Side Community Arts Center doesn’t have 

an education division or a person that heads up education or anything formal like that 

right? 

 
 VA1: I think the executive director kinda does that. I don’t they have the money to 

identify... 

 
Q: ...somebody specifically? 

 

VA1: ...specifically. They might get an intern, that kinda thing but I really don’t know.  
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Q: Lastly, the collection. You had mentioned that maybe there’s times when [board 

member] would come and she’d bring her UC students and look at the collection, 

generally, is the collection accessible to... 

 
VA1: No, not really. It is kinda housed there, and there is a place and thanks to [former 

director], it’s housed more properly now, a lot better then it has been in its history. I think 

that you can make arrangements to come through either with the board or the current 

executive director but it’s not just open for the general public. They have the collection in 

storage so to speak, in the basement or on the third floor. There are rules, you know, 

they’ll pull it out… they can occasionally pull stuff out. 

 
 
Q: Yeah. They’ll pull things out and have a specific exhibition of their collection going 

on. That’s what happened for the AfriCOBRA show. [Board member] and her students 

focused in on the mission, of the guidelines of that exhibition. They identified work, and 

they had permission to peruse the collection because they had made arrangements with 

the Center to do that. I think that kind of thing is also possible for other university 

programs… that would be a way to help expand the collaborations with other educations. 

You have the Art Institute, when [former director] was there he brought Art Institute 

students in to help him do some of the work he was doing in terms of inventory or doing 

archival work on the collection and cleaning up the space. Hopefully, eventually, maybe 

Chicago State or U of I and various other colleges that are in this area would do the same 

thing and maybe expand it to some high schools that have special programs. I think it’s 

open for that now, a lot better then it was, say 20 years ago. 
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Q: And do you have any ideas, I mean… you’ve had a pretty longstanding relationship 

with the Center. When you think about the work that’s there and all the history behind it 

and stuff like that, does it generate any ideas in terms of how it could be better utilized to 

get this wonderful body of work out there? 

 
VA1: If they were in a position where they could loan their collection, they could finally 

make money… take pieces out of their collection like the Art Institute… like various 

major art housing places do. But that might be something they could look into in the 

future. I know the last time they sold some of their collection to raise money, I know that 

worked for them. Like I said Elizabeth Catlett donated a number of prints to their 

collection and they got permission before she passed away to sell it and that was one of 

those art auctions that I’ve tried to buy a piece and it got out. I think that, to me, the black 

community is still pretty naive, or not really into collecting art cause our community 

don’t really have that kinda disposable income that other communities have. So our 

knowledge of buying art as an investment isn’t widespread. The Center had that kind of 

history with theater. I remember going to see plays on the second floor, the third floor of 

the Center way back in the day. The writers, the musicians, the theater people, you know 

finding ways to do some collaborative kinds of fundraisers and focus in on education and 

the arts.  

 
Q: Now I was looking on the website and I saw, how there’s a link were you can look at 

some of the pieces … It’s like a virtual tour of their collection. Yeah, it’s through the 

University of Chicago’s Visual Resources Center or something.  
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VA1: I’m sure it is. They are the ones housing the virtual exhibition of AfriCOBRA. 

What needs to happen is the South Side should create whatever money they need to build 

a virtual tour of itself and then put their own history out there. Tell their story as appose 

to other people telling it. 
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Appendix B: 

TRANSCRIPT: Interview with a current board member and member of the archives and 

history committee, March 2015.  

A1= Board Member and Archive Committee Member 

Q= Interviewer/Researcher 

 

A1: I am currently a board member at the SSCAC and I’m on the archives and history 

committee of the board. I started my relationship with the Center as a researcher and 

professor bringing students there and eventually asked to join the board.  

 
Q: What is the storage environment of the art collection? 

 
A1: It’s currently in a room, a small room on the 3rd floor of the Center which is a room 

that was redesigned specifically to house the art collection. Actually I know you talked to 

[a former director]. He would know more details about the process of doing that redesign. 

It was funded by a grant from the National Trust for Historic Preservation. So it’s a 

climate controlled space and it’s a secured space and so it’s pretty ideal for the storage of 

art works. It’s pretty much packed to the gills though. I think in terms of the environment 

that the pieces are in, it’s generally good. The temperature and humidity are good but 

they are really packed close together in the shelving unit. There’s just not enough space 

for everything that’s there. So there’s some good things about the environment that it’s 

in, the space that it’s in, and then there’s some not so good things.  

 
Q: We talked a little bit about how it has changed over the years. Is there anything else 

you want to add to it as to how it has changed over the years? 
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A1: You mean how the collection has changed? 

 
Q: No, How the storage environment has changed. 

 
A1: When I first visited the Center, I didn’t even really know that there was a collection 

there. It took me a while to figure that out. I think it was when I met Faheem through 

some other colleagues and visited the Center and talked to him, I realized there was more 

there than met the eye. Particularly the first part of the collection I saw were the prints, 

which were housed in a flat file (which they’re still housed in) but they weren’t as 

organized by size and by medium - cause it’s all works on paper, so it’s drawings and 

some watercolors and photographs as well. So they were all in drawers and in flat file 

cabinets, but not necessarily particularly organized. And those were housed actually on 

the second floor in what’s now Gallery Too. That cabinet was there and then it got moved 

up into the collection storage room on the third floor where it is now. But things like the 

paintings and sculpture were mostly in the basement. As it turns out most of the objects 

were actually fairly well maintained physically over the years. There was never, as far as 

I know, any major flooding damage or anything like that in the basement. So there were a 

few things that had physical damage like tears, abrasions and things, but for the most part 

it hadn’t essentially been a bad thing that they were in the basement, at least the way that 

they had been stored there was ok. But it was good to be able to – I’m sure [former 

director] felt too, to be able to bring them out and have them stored in a more regulated 

environment that wasn’t having all the extremes of hot and cold in Chicago summers and 

winters. So actually it looks kind of bad to see the basement storage room they were in, 
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but the effects on the artwork were not especially bad. It’s nice that they’ve been 

preserved as well as they have over the years.  

 
Q: In terms of the purpose and mission of the art collection, has that been spelled out? 

 
A1: That’s a wonderful question. I think that it’s a kind of accidental art collection in a 

way because the Center’s mission has always really been about living artists and 

contemporary artists and supporting them in the community, and being a place where 

people can come and gather and artists can sell their work, in high quality exhibitions, but 

not exhibitions that were really history exhibitions. So the works kind of accumulated. 

Because the Center began with the WPA and works were produced there as part of the 

WPA, that formed kind of one core collection of the Center and then things kind of 

accumulated over time as people gave works to the Center, left work at the Center, and 

didn’t come back and pick it up. Eventually it became incorporated into the collection. 

And so nobody, as far as I know, really looked at it as a body of objects and saying what 

are we need to be collecting, what do we want this to be for and what’s the mission of the 

collection. There’s a mission for the Center, and part of that mission is about preserving 

history and presenting history, and so that picks up on the significance of the collection. 

And I think it’s always been basically a collection, the majority of work is by African 

American artists from the South Side of Chicago. But that’s not exclusive because some 

of the WPA artists were white or Latino and there’s been other artists over the years who 

had affiliations with the Center. So I think it’s largely about Chicago’s African American 

community but it’s actually a more interestingly diverse collection than that. Many of the 

works can fit into that mission of preserving and presenting a community history. So that 
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if a mission statement were written for the collection it would be something like that, 

picking up on the Center’s mission. I think the other thing to say too is that there’s not a 

budget for acquisitions for the collection. So it’s really dependent on people giving gifts 

and whether artists or collectors deciding that they want to give something to the Center. 

I think the question might arise if a gift was proposed that seems really outside of what 

would make sense to have in the collection. So there might be a moment when someone 

came from out of the blue and said, I want to give you this Mondrian painting. Which it 

probably won’t happen, but if it did then there might be this moment where the Center 

would have to say, well first of all that’s going to require a lot of insurance that we 

wouldn’t be able to afford, but second does it make sense, is it part of our mission to 

preserve that painting or would it make more sense for it to be someplace else. It’s 

something that hasn’t come up in conversation but it would be a good conversation to 

have. Granted, the collection is dependent on gifts, but where would we draw the line 

between what gifts make sense to be in the collection and what wouldn’t if it came 

through the door.  

 
Q: Well that answered a lot of these questions, the focus of the work in the collection, as 

far as ethnicity, period, local or national style? You kind of answered that.  

 
Q: Who would make that determination, say if tomorrow some pieces came in, you know 

local artists for example. Who would actually say ok or would the work just stay.  

A1: If someone just walked through the door I think the Executive Director would be the 

first point of contact or the Managing Coordinator, I forget the title, he might be the first 

person the person coming through the door would see and then the Executive Director I 
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think, would take over the conversation, and then begin the process of thinking about 

whether this would make sense to enter into the collection and presumable would call 

upon the chair of the archive and history committee. If it’s a no-brainer, like if it’s a well-

known artist to the Center... in a case of like a well-known gallery owner bringing in 

works by a Sylvestor Britton, who was clearly connected to the Center historically, I 

think the chair of the archive and history committee wouldn’t necessarily feel the need to 

consult the committee, because it’s so obvious. If it were a tougher question she would 

then email the committee as a group and cc the Executive Director and start a 

conversation. It might be something that would happen just over email or it might be 

something that would then require a meeting, especially if it’s something that would 

require some resources on the part of the Center to be able to preserve the work for 

whatever reason. There’s some things that come in that you could just kind of slide them 

in the drawer, but then there’s others that will take up storage space and might require 

getting a conservator in to do some work. That would be part of the consideration, and I 

probably should have mentioned it earlier, but thinking about what belongs in the 

collection by virtue of the mission for what kinds of things should be in the collection but 

then also what kind of resources are required to preserve it and maintain it and keep it 

safe and all that.  

 
Q: So there’s an auction coming up. There’s an auction every year. You had mentioned 

something about with the auction there are pieces that are left behind or donated. So it 

seems like there’s an ongoing process in terms of the growth of the collection. Is that 

correct? 
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A1: My sense is that more recently there’s been a more intentional process of handling 

the works that come in for the auction in order to keep them separate from works that are 

in the collection. And it may be that over the years a call may go out saying, ok artists 

now it’s really time to pick up your work or it’s going to go into the collection. I don’t 

know if that was ever stated so clearly as that, but I think now there’s pretty good record 

keeping, especially now that we have the collection catalog that enables us to say you 

know what is this, it doesn’t belong to the collection. But I remember when I first started 

working with [former director], he had this category of art pieces that were in the 

building that he called “Limbo Art.” Did he mention that? 

 
Q: Yes. 

 
A1: It wasn’t quite clear whether it should be in the collection or not. It probably was just 

something that was left over from the auction. But it looked pretty old. So you couldn’t 

really tell. Maybe it was something that really was supposed to be in the collection. And 

before I was on the board, there was some sort of process of sorting through some of 

those pieces and trying to figure out where they belonged. I think there’s probably still 

some limbo art. I think the chair of the archive and history committee would maybe have 

a better sense of where those pieces are. And those pieces I could easily imagine blending 

in with the auction, because they’re often just like works from an auction from 10 years 

ago or something. And then they’ll be sitting next to something from last years’ auction. I 

imagine. I’ve been focused on things that are clearly part of the collection because 

already there’s already enough work to do.  
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Q: To your knowledge are there any other collections similar to the South Side 

Community Art Center’s collection?  

 
A1: That’s a good question. There’s a lot of overlap in terms of artists with the DuSable’s 

art collection. The DuSable is more of a history museum so art is not the only thing that 

they collect. And I think at times the art has not been the primary focus of how they 

thought about their collection, but it’s becoming more of a focus. I definitely think that 

there’s some overlap in terms of artists who are represented in both collections. The 

DuSable collection, art collection, the core of it was Margaret Burroughs who has a 

historical relation to the Center as well. But like the Center, they receive gifts over the 

years of other things. So I’m starting to get a little better acquainted with the DuSable’s 

art collection, but I don’t know it as well. I’m trying to think of other institutions... Yes, I 

think it’s pretty unique in terms of the long history, going back to the late 30s and the 

focus on African American artists and the scope and size of the collection. I wouldn’t be 

surprised if there were libraries or achives that might have some art tucked away 

somewhere... I can imagine like the Hyde Park Historical Society or other places that 

might have a few items but nothing like the size and scope of the Center’s.  

 
Q: In terms of documentation. I know you had mentioned before that someone had come 

out to document the collection.  

 
A1: We had a conservator from the Art Institute who worked on this freelance project 

with the Center which was funded by a grant from the National Endowment for the 

Humanities. I think it’s called a Preservation Access grant for small institutions, or 

something like that. She did assessment of the condition of all of the paintings in the 
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collection, and that gave us a lot of really valuable information at the beginning stages of 

the cataloging process too, because she was able to identify all the media for all the 

paintings and was able to sort them into higher priority or lower priority in terms of needs 

for repairs and attention from a conservator. 

 
Q: When did that happen? 

 
A1: I think that was three years ago, in 2012. And then following that around the same 

time, we had an archivist, who was at the time a student, so it was a kind of internship but 

she was launching herself on this really great career as an archivist. I’m still working with 

her on various things. She worked with the collection on cataloging the artworks and 

developing a coding system for keeping track of them and where they are. And that’s the 

system that I mentioned before that’s kind of broken down in terms of the daily use of the 

storage facility and things coming in and out. And so I think we need to update that 

system and figure out how do we identify where things are in a way that can actually be 

followed. It was a great system but it maybe works a little better in theory than in 

practice. So we need to figure out what practices are feasible and to work backwards 

from there to come up with a system that will just make it always possible to find works. 

So she created the organizational system and did the lion’s share of the cataloguing of the 

artworks. And then another intern came in after her and did a really quick clean up the 

rest. Along with having a photographer come in and documenting all of the work, that 

enabled us to create the online database of the collection that you saw.  

 
Q: And that online database is maintained by who? 
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A1: It’s housed at the University of Chicago’s Visual Resource Center.  

 
Q: And the purpose of that is to? 

 
A1: Making the collection more visible and more available to researchers and teachers 

and students. One of the great things that I’m actually really proud about is that I did a 

workshop last summer that was a professional development class for Chicago public 

school teachers on the Black Arts Movement that drew on that online collection. They 

were able to pull images from it into PowerPoint so that they could use it in their 

classroom. So they would be able to have those images out and about in Chicago schools, 

which is really exciting and contextualized with all the information that the teachers are 

also getting from the workshop. So I’m excited to have scholars, college students and 

graduate students having access to it but it’s really also especially exciting to have 

elementary and secondary, but probably mostly middle school and high school teachers, 

being able to show that work to their students.  

 
Q: Are there plans for more of that? More professional development, more 

programming? 

 
A1: Yes. I did that through the organization called the Metro History Fair which does the 

History Fair in Chicago every year for high school students. They had funding from the 

Terra Foundation for this workshop. We met at the Center for one of the 4 or 5 day 

experiences. It was nice. The funding enabled a more generous fee to be paid to the 

organization that might not have otherwise been the case. Into the Center that is. I think 

that the Metro Fair is probably not the same workshop next summer but they will 
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probably do a similar one the following summer. It seems like it worked really well and 

the teachers were really excited to be at the Center. I think it’s traditionally been 

something that a few teachers knew about - the possibility of bringing their students to 

the Center. I think it would be great for more to know about it and think of it when 

they’re thinking about field trips. The other thing that people are dealing with also is just 

that it’s harder - it’s getting harder to do field trips with Chicago Public schools in terms 

of budgets and timing and all kinds of things. Although I have my own personal scholarly 

interests in the Center’s collection, one of the really most exciting things for me is to be 

able to connect with teachers that are in the classroom - bringing material and its history 

to their younger students. And actually if your work moves into the direction of thinking 

about (curriculum), even if it’s not creating a curriculum, like giving some advice on 

curriculum creation, things to think about towards that, I think it would be great for the 

Center to have some well-developed curricula that could be used. Teachers are under so 

much time pressure - if teachers could just download the pdf from the Center’s 

website and then use it in the classroom and then bring their kids on a field trip. I think 

that would be a really great thing to have.  

 
Q: Who actually has access to the collection?  

 
A1: It’s such an interesting question because there’s this issue on the one hand, wanting 

to make this information more readily available so that people do know about the Center, 

but on the other hand, there’s the question of staff capacity to handle it. Specifically 

there’s plenty of capacity to handle visitors to come for exhibitions that are in the 

Margaret Burroughs gallery but to have staff capacity to handle visitors who want to see 
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things that are in the collection and in storage or who want to see things in the archives is 

a challenge. So there is a little bit of concern when the digital collection went live that all 

of a sudden the Center would be flooded with requests to see works in the collection. For 

better or worse, that hasn’t happened. I think there has probably been a few requests that 

have resulted from people finding us on line but it hasn’t been something that’s so 

overwhelming that we can’t handle it. It does bring up the question of how much do we 

want to publicize it, so that if more and more people know about it, then do we need to 

have better services in place for allowing people in to see things. So I think right now it’s 

a pretty small group of people knowing about it who would know to bring a class there or 

who would know to say I’m doing research on the WPA art project let me see if I can go 

see what’s at the Center. I think its specialized scholars, word of mouth, teachers, board 

members and their friends and family. It’s still something that’s not super well 

publicized. And it’ll be interesting to see how that develops in terms of what the give and 

take is between putting information out there and needing to provide or increase the 

capacity to actually handle visitors. I know we have the general sense that we need to 

have better procedures in place but we haven’t gotten to the point of figuring out exactly 

what those are.  

 
Q: Currently are works being loaned out? 

A1: Yes occasionally. I don’t know if anything is out at the moment, but it is definitely 

something that happens.  

 
Q: Such as during the AfriCOBRA show? 
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A1: Yes, right. And the Art Institute borrowed a piece, the Henry Avery painting. I think 

there may have been a loan to the Archibold Motley show that’s opening on Friday at the 

Cultural Center. The DuSable Museum has borrowed a few things in the past. I remember 

in the past year or two. There’s an exhibition opening at Benedictine University next 

week and they just sent a request for a loan. So it definitely happens.  

 
Q: Are the artworks in the collection ever used in Center programming? If so, how? If it’s 

a program involving students after school or on weekends, is anything ever pulled out? 

 

A1: I can’t think of anything being pulled out. When school groups come sometimes 

things are pulled out that are specifically for them to look at. But if it’s an event that is 

not specifically about the art then it wouldn’t be brought out as part of the decor. I’ve 

brought high school kids there and set up art works in advance for them to see. There are 

a number of different kinds of use activities that happen. A lot of them are independently 

organized and don’t necessarily make use of the collection.  

 
Q: Do you think the collection has educational value and if so what? 

 
A1: Oh yes. It has a ton of educational value. Some of the works in the collection can just 

kind of spark a discussion about the history of Chicago, the Great Migration, Bronzeville, 

the history of the Center, and Bronzeville as a center of artistic activity in the Chicago 

Renaissance. And in terms of personality and historic figures connected to the Center. 

And then there’s works that are emerging out the civil rights movement and Black Power 

and those I think are really interesting for kids to see and to think about how artists are 

trying to represent and reflect on the political events of their time, and to even intervene 
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in them through their artwork. So I think middle school and high school students get 

taught about the civil rights movement a lot but they’re not taught as much about the 

Black Power movement and certainly not about the Black Arts Movement. And so they 

have this kind of view, a particular view, of the civil rights movement that kind of makes 

it, I think, not so interesting actually. And you know, I just think to get at some of the 

conflicts that continue and some of the art that came out of that period just gives them a 

totally different view on the 60s and the 70s that makes it more lively for them and more 

relevant for the kinds of things they’re thinking about today.  

 
Q: In what ways in your opinion do you think the collection might be best used in 

education? 

 
A1: I think one really great thing about having the digital collection is that kids can see 

things in the classroom and then they get to come to the Center and see it in the flesh and 

it really means something different. It’s almost as if it has this kind of celebrity status, if 

they’ve already seen a reproduction of it on their screen in their classroom, and then they 

come to see it in the actual piece in the Center, in the flesh. Working back and forth 

between the actual objects and the digital images is probably especially good for middle 

school age and up, although I can imagine some elementary school age uses of it, but I 

think it’s really good at sparking conversation. This is probably true of any field trip kids 

can be taken on. It’s a lot more meaningful if they have some preparation in advance, and 

then they have the visit, and then they have some discussion of it and maybe an 

assignment relating to it afterwards. Something that’s not just an add-on that’s not 

connected to the rest of their curriculum, but something that’s actually embedded in their 
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curriculum. Then the visit helps to tie some things together, and generate some ideas that 

can then go into some sort of independent assignment or group assignment. That’s 

probably one of the best ways to be used.  

I’m really excited that you’re doing this and look forward to seeing some of the results. It 

would be great if you found some funding at some point to come back and do a project 

that helps make some of these connections or help to work with the collection in some 

new way or even just helping to get organized. So I hope we’ll keep in touch about this.  
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Appendix C: 

TRANSCRIPT: Interview with visual artist and former Executive Director, March 2015.  

A2= Visual artist and former Executive Director 

Q= Interviewer/Researcher 

 

Q: I understand that you were one of the executive director, what period did you serve?  
 

A2 ...which is more like just loitering, making artwork in the building, I left and started 

my own full-time, making art full time. Then I came back as a volunteer which 

eventually turned into curator, then acting executive director, then executive director. The 

period from the point I walked through the door to when I left as a, step down as an 

executive director, was probably from 2003 to 2012. The time that I was curator would 

have been probably 2004 to 2005 or 06, and then on I was acting executive director, then 

executive director. ...I became executive director in 2008-2012.  

 
Q: But your involvement started in 2003 when you moved to the area? And where did 

you come from? 

 
A2: Yes. I came from Minneapolis, Minnesota. By way, you know I studied in DC at 

Howard University, I did my undergrad there. I graduated in 2000. I went home, my 

mother was in Minneapolis. I went back there to take care of her while she was ill and 

then 2001 she passed then eventually I came down to Chicago.  

 
Q: I’m a Howard grad as well. Did you do, what was your major, you did Fine Arts 

rights? 
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A2: Yeah, I was a sculpture major. I’m actually going down there March 14th to do, I’m 

try to do studio visits and presentation about my most recent work. Apparently there are 

not many studio students, but you know. [Conversation] All my work in some way is 

connected to South Side Community Arts Center. 

 
Q: Basically Minneapolis is home for you?  

 
A2: Yeah, other then, I’ve been here long enough I guess you can call it home. When I 

leave here I go to Minneapolis. My father was from Charlotte, North Carolina. My 

formative years were in the South and my teenage years were in Minneapolis, Minnesota, 

but I was actually born in Chicago, I just wasn’t raised there. 

 
Q: In terms of the Center, what do you think the mission is? 

 
A2: The mission of the Center is essentially to be a resource for artist as a primary 

mission and secondary is try to support and educate the community, which is a broad 

term, about African American art primarily. Both of these are very broad terms that 

sometimes can be [confused] but it depending on who you talk to, there’s different route 

to do that, different ways of getting that accomplished. 

 
Q: And do you think the mission has changed over the years?  

 
A2: No. It started out as WPA and that was all about employment for artist, teaching the 

community art classes, which I would say is still supporting the artist because the artist 

are the ones that taught the classes so it provided a double, the community got to benefit 

from that. But at the same time, artist were able to get jobs and training, and things along 
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those lines. In that sorta way it’s still does that whether it’s through exhibiting work, 

whether it’s through getting space, employment, and lectures and things like that. It’s 

always centered around the artist. I think sometimes people get a little confused because 

we’re teaching art classes or something along those lines, it’s about teaching youth but 

the artist are the ones teaching the classes. No, I don’t think it’s changed too much, I 

mean that’s really profound. The way things are done, that a whole kinda different thing.  

 
Q: With the South Side Community Arts Center being the last surviving WPA Center, I 

think that’s pretty significant. What do you think contributed to that, to its survival?  

 
A2: Well, it’s not actually the last surviving WPA Center. Its once again it’s those words, 

it’s the last organization still in the same building with a similar mission. When the 

government pulled that, they got rid of that program, so it’s no longer a WPA Arts 

Center, but it still has a similar mission and the facilities are the same. A lot of those 

organizations either moved on, I almost want to say that there’s one in New Mexico, but I 

think they renovated, so the thing about the South Side Community Arts Center is that 

when you walk into a its space it’s like a time capsule. It looks like did back in late 1930s 

when it first renovated opened its doors in 1941 when Eleanor Roosevelt. If you look in 

those old pictures the walls are still there, the renovation on the interior still there, those 

New Bauhaus renovations are still there. And its mission about giving support to artists is 

still there. There is no WPA Arts Center. It’s all about those wording, and I had to check 

myself on that because you know when I started say that there like “that’s not really the 

case.” When I started teaching it and giving lectures on it I was being challenged a lot 

and I had to kind of change that wording, like the only remaining organizations still in the 



82 
 

same, I forget how I worded that but the Walker in Minnesota, the museum, was a WPA 

Arts Center at one point, now it’s a museum. Its apart of their history but their mission 

has changes, the facade has changes, we’re still very familiar to the late 30s. And the 

mission, we’re still a community arts center in that same name.  

 
A2: I want to send you my thesis just for you to have. I got my Masters from SAIC and 

my thesis was titled The Demise of the Southside Community Arts Center. It was all about 

institutional critique and unpacking the institution. It might be helpful for you. 

 
A2: Yeah I just have some of my thoughts, some of what I’ve done at the Center have 

been a little internally controversial. I just came across a lot of interesting strategies on 

cultivating the history of the Center. Basically my thesis was, the premise was “love it 

during the day and destroy it at night.” The idea was creating a bad guy so that the 

community would rise out and be the good guys. I did a lot of artistic things, I proposed it 

then put it into process as I graduated. 

 
Q: What’s the date on that? 

 
A2: 2009. 

 
Q: You were an executive directed then when you did that? 

 
A2: I was acting Executive Director actually longer than I was the executive director, 

cause eventually I pushed on them to make some sort of commitment. I was doing all the 

fundraising and all the works I might as will have the title, originally I didn’t want the 
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title but then I realize well I’m doing the work on might as well take the title. I became 

Executive Director while I was in grad school. 

 
Q: That must’ve been a lot. 

 
A2: It was challenging but it made for some interesting artwork. 

 
Q: They’re coming upon its 75th year… So in terms of sustainability who actually 

supports the center? I know in the past with the WPA that was a short-lived thing, almost 

immediately after the funding stopped and from what I’ve been reading a lot of the 

support comes from donors and individuals. Is that still case? 

 
A2: Yeah, I mean you got it right on the head. Everyone says like you know “WP Art 

Center” and it’s not, but actually the WPA was around a small amount of time. It was 

there at the beginning, but someone, and older board members said it best, they said “the 

WPA was the kind of catalyst or the excuse to create the South Side Community Arts 

Center, but the South Side Community Arts Center would’ve existed anyway”. It was just 

kind of the thing that pushes it over the hill. At the time there was this kind of 

momentum, there was this need, this precedence, and it was this thing to kind of pull the 

well-to-do black folks in alliance, to try to get this money together. But you’re right, 

kinda immediately the WPA basically paid for facility, redesign or renovations. They 

paid salaries, so they paid couple of stipends, once again for a short amount of time, for 

people to teach, for people to make, if you qualified. That’s pretty much it. The 

community had the final say. Most spaces around the world rented space, so that’s why a 

lot of them don’t exist anymore because they were renting, and they were getting their 
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rent paid by the government, the government stop paying because we no longer need to 

create jobs for artists we just send them off to make artillery or send them to war... The 

Center was unique in that, eventually they paid for the building. That’s really the reason 

why the Center will never die, because the building was paid for. At its best time, at its 

worst time, it can go into hibernation almost. One person to open the door every day, 

artist come in do what they need, there could just be one person running that place. The 

cost is so low because everything is kind of donated. The same people that raise the 

money, you’ve probably seen those pictures of the women that were the hats and 

everything, those same women were also the women that would come and work, they 

would clean, they would do fundraisers and they would pull out of the own pockets. The 

reason why it had to survive was because, you know I always joke with my students and 

tell them, I’m gonna tell you a secret. Let’s keep it between us. Chicago’s really 

segregated. They all laugh and joke like duh obviously and I’m like yeah so that’s now, 

imagine what it was like back in the late 30s. Can you imagine what that was like? I said 

no. They were like oh that’s true it’s probably really bad. I was like yeah, so here’s this 

space that the first lady has to come down and dub the “big thing” and people coming 

from all over the world. They bypassed Downtown, they come down to the Southside and 

Brownsville, and they’re socialized in this building. Everything is kinda, all arts and 

culture was kinda, the black elite or the black community was centered around this space. 

And then it was also a nurturing space. So if you’re lost and trying to find yourself, which 

artist are often trying to do, they’ll just come into that building and I’ll find a corner and I 

make it home. So it kinda had to survive, it was like okay so we don’t have the 

government funding but we have to have this building. It’s a necessity. It has to exist. 
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People stepped up and they’ve been stepping up ever since. You know it was always kind 

of attached to affluence in some sort of way. You know it’s funny when executive 

directors come in, I went through this too, when they first come, they look at the budget, 

they look at how much money is there and they just start freaking out, they’re like “oh 

my God we have to sell some art, we gotta sell, we got a rent, we got to do all this stuff” 

and they can’t understand why the board is not freaking out, or why no one is freaking 

out. It’s a good thing and bad thing--it’s a double-edged sword because, the reason 

they’re not freaking out is because the Center has always been on the cusp of closing. It’s 

like things get bad and people move heaven and earth to make sure that the boilers fixed, 

the windows repaired or the roof repaired you know something always comes staff is 

always paid. Artists always getting the commission. That’s the one thing I’ve always 

respected about the Center they always take care of their staff they always pay the 

commission, even if they have to pass the hat around, it happens. It’s a long history of 

that, the Center was broke pretty much a year after the doors open and has been broke 

ever since and some amazing things have come out of that brokenness and out of that 

necessity. Innovation, artist kinda stepping up to figure out how to do things. But at its 

core, there’s the building. There’s a home. There’s a place to grow which what is real 

value is. The Center will always be open, it will never close its doors but my charge was 

always trying to figure out how to transition it from surviving to thriving. 

 
A2: It actually really bugs me when people call it the “sole survivor” and all these kinda 

cornball ways of referring to a charity case. My argument is that the Center has a lot to 

offer, there is no other place in Chicago that has that amount of history, well almost the 

country, that number of black culture coming through from Nat King Cole, Gwendolyn 
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Brooks, brother Charles, you name it, they’ve all come through there. Theaster Gates, 

myself. It is and not a charity case. And you know I had to always correct the board 

members or whoever when they’re talked about it, don’t talk about the Center like it’s a 

charity case, talk about it like it’s a champion. People don’t want to give to charity, they 

want to give to somethings that’s an investment, and there is an investment. It’s a cultural 

investment within the city. The work you’re doing is important work. 
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Appendix D: 

TRANSCRIPT: Interview with a Chairman of the Board of Directors, February 2015.  

A3= Board Chair 

Q= Interviewer/Researcher 

Q: What is the mission of the Center? 

A3: Primarily it is promoting African American art, it is providing space for people who 

are interested in art, both from the point of education as well as from the point of creating 

art and selling, exhibiting and selling art. So it’s promoting all of those things that have to 

do with culture that surrounds art in the African American community. Now we have an 

official mission but that’s mine. My version of the mission. So you may want to take a 

look at the official mission. 

Q: Do you think this mission has changed over the years? 

A3: It has and it hasn’t. It has from the standpoint that when in the 40s, in the early 1940s 

late 1930s when the Center came into being, there was no place for Black artists to go 

and exhibit their work and to really have space to work in. Although many of the early 

artists were a part of the Art Institute of Chicago, still outside of there, there wasn’t much 

space for them. So the Center provided a place to work, provided a place and in some 

cases there were some people who actually lived there because there’s a coach house and 

then there’s other spaces there where people could just kinda stay and do their work. So 

from the standpoint that the world now is a lot more open to Black artist then it was 

in during that time, that means that they have other places so the Center is not as critical 
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for that aspect as it has been. but it’s still critical from the perspective of providing arts 

and cultural education around Black art and what it means and how it fits in and how it is 

expressive of the social and times in which we live and some of the injustices so many of 

the artists are still drawing and painting and creating sculpture that pushes back and what 

the expression is... speaking truth to power. They would draw and do things that were 

sometimes very subtle but still for those who knew, knew that this was about protest, 

protesting something that one did not like. Things have changed in the sense that now 

many people are collecting Black art including Black people who can now afford it, when 

they may once not have been able to do so. But you don’t have to come to the South Side 

Community Art Center because everybody’s selling it, the auctions are selling it, so you 

know it kinda changes the business we are in. But it still leaves us in the business of 

education, because a lot of people don’t know what the art means, what the protest is and 

I think that is something that still has great merit in the culture as a whole. 

A3: I don’t exactly know the answer to that question but what I’m thinking in terms of 

Chicago cause there was a renaissance in New York and then there was also a 

renaissance in Chicago. I don’t know that there were in other places around Black art and 

the people involved like the Margaret Burroughs of the world, the Cortor’s they were all 

very committed to making the Center work. So Margaret collected dimes, they used to 

call these things gleaners? where you put dimes and quarters. They were out raising 

money, so they raised money. They did what they needed to do in order to secure the 

future of the building and then of the collection and of the Center as an entity in and of 

itself. So since then there’s still been other people who come along not doing the same 
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kind of thing, but basically putting in their own money and being committed to making 

certain that this cultural icon remain in the Bronzeville community. So with the others 

who’ve gone out of business, I’m not sure about what environments they lived in, or the 

Center’s existed in that allowed them to close, but this one had people who were 

committed and definitely put their own money and that hasn’t really changed a lot. It has 

changed some. But it hasn’t changed a lot. There are still people willing to add their, no 

longer dimes, but dollars to keep the Center alive.   

Did Rebecca suggest or recommend to you that you talk to {Board Member]. She really 

is the person. She’s been around a lot longer than I have and she is a historian of sorts and 

she likes history and keeps up with the Center’s history and far better way than I have. 

My job was to kinda make sure that we had enough money and that we were alive and we 

marketing in ways that would increase our membership and our diversity. She knows the 

background.  

Q: Is she still with the Center? 

A3: Yes. She was... When we had an executive director who got a marvelous opportunity 

someplace else, so she left. When she left last year [Board Member] was the best person 

to step in as the Executive Director and hold things together.  

Q: Oh ok so she was kinda like the Acting Director until [Executive Director] came? 

A3: Yes, It was in August of last year. And prior to that she was the Treasurer. Treasurer 

for years. So she does lots of stuff. You talk to her, cause the stuff is on the tip of her 
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tongue or on the top of her head. However you say it. And she can put her hands on 

documents and she has the Archive committee for both the paper archive for the 

collection. 

Q: Talked about key people over the years, you mentioned Dr. Burroughs?? 

A3: Gordon Parks was there. Again [Board Member] will be able to rattle those off. 

Catlett they all came through and they all played a role in the Center being what it is and 

the Center played a role in their being who they are. Most of them are all dead. Cortor is 

probably one of the last living legends from that time.  

Q: How has the Center remained relevant? 

A3: By recognizing that the more things change the more things stay the same. None the 

less, transition is necessary and the things we did before, no longer work because there 

are so many avenues for artists and art and auctions. Everybody now is doing an auction. 

So we have to begin to look at why we are relevant in the 21st century. And one of the 

reasons has to do with the fact that in the public school system art, music, dance - those 

things have basically disappeared. When the moneys tight you get rid of or the school 

system gets rid of the cultural things. Well these are the kinds of things that tend to help 

young people to get a greater sense of beauty and how it fits in and how it soothes even 

the most savage of beasts. And I think it’s time to... with the amount of violence we see 

in society because our energy is not redirected ... so I think in addition to selling our art... 

Because so many people who have been involved in the art Center have been collecting 

for a long time they are now kinda saturated so we need some new diversity in age, 
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diversity in terms of race, culture, class… All of these things are important now and we 

go back to education. What can we do to expose the young, the middle age, and the old 

alike to the beauty that comes from collecting or looking at art. You collect wherever you 

are. If it’s a print and that’s the best you can do then you collect prints until you get to a 

point where you can collect original pieces of art. And it’s amazing how art transforms. 

And since we are really transformers in a lot of ways Black people survived against the 

odds. When we should have all been dead.  
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Appendix E 

Center History Questionnaire 

Q1. What is the mission of the Center? 

Q2. Has this mission changed over the years? How? 

Q3. The SSCAC is the last surviving WPA Center. What factors contributed to its 

survival? 

Q4. What key people over the years were especially instrumental in its survival? 

Q5. What things must happen to ensure that it will continue and grow? 

Q6. What plans are in the works to celebrate its 75th year in 2015? 

Q7. Who supports the Center financially? Donors? Grants? City allocations? 

Q8. What is the Center’s relationship to the surrounding community? 

Q9. Who visits the Center?  

Q10. Is there a relationship between the Center and the neighborhood schools? 

Q11. What form does that take? 

a. Field trips 

b. Residencies 

c. After school or weekend programs 

Q12. How are artists connected to the Center? 

d. Classes 

e. Exhibits 

f. Special programs 

Q13. Who plans and curates exhibitions? 

Q14. How are exhibitions marketed? 
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Appendix F 

Center Collection Questionnaire 

Conservation 

Q1. What is the storage environment of the collection? 

Q2. How has the storage environment changed over the years? 

Q3. Has a condition survey been done on the collection? If yes, when? 

Q4. What measures have been taken to control humidity, moisture, light and pests? 

Specifics 

Q5. What is the purpose/mission of the collection? 

Q6. When did the collection start? 

Q7. What were the earliest acquisitions? How were they acquired? 

Q8. What is the focus for work in the collection?  

a. Race 

b. Period 

c. Local/National 

d. Style 

Q9. Who makes that determination? 

Q10. Are works still being acquired? How? 

Q11. Are there plans to grow the collection? How? 

Q12. Are there other institutions with similar collections? 

Q13. What is being done to document the collection? What form does that take? 

Q14. How often are works in the collection exhibited? 

Q15. What are the titles and dates of exhibits in the past? 
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Q16. Who has curated these exhibitions? Were there catalogs printed? 

Accessibility 

Q17. Who has access to the collection? 

__ Scholars   

__Teachers (level)  

__ Students (K-5, MS, HS, College) 

__ Community (adults, others) 

__ Artists  

Q18. Are there plans to make it more accessible? How? 

Q19. Are the works loaned out? If yes, by whom and under what circumstances?  

Q20. Are the artworks used in Center programming? If so, how? 

___ Afterschool program 

___ Weekend programs 

___ Other _____________________ 

Q22. Do you think the collection has educational value? If yes, How? 

Q23. In what ways do you think the collection might be best used for education? 

___ printed posters 

___ printed cards 

___ on a website 

___ other _____________________ 

 


