For nearly half a century,

Robert Neal lived in Dayton,
creating renowned paintings

in a style influenced by the
Harlem Renaissance — yet today.
few are familiar with
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For nearly half a century_, Robert Neal lived in Dayton,
creating renowned paintings in a style influenced by the Harlem
Renaissance -— yet today, few are familiar with his work

=

By LESLIE BENSON
ON A TEMPERATE DAY like this, it would be easier just to walk the

fews blacks from West Grand Avenue 1o the twa-story, powder brige-
and rust-colored Vicrorian home on Ferguson Avenue, Rather
than driving m master painter Robert Neal's house for their
weekly dal, understudy Michael Sampson decides to sirall o
the streers of West Dayeon, admiring the pascel homes lined in
rows. i
Sampson reaches the Neal home, knocks an the aged wood-
en daor and grees Alberta Neal, Robert's second wile, in the \
faver. Admiring the portrait of a Native American chief, a trib-
ute to Alberra’s Sioux ancestars, hanging on the opposing wall,
Sampson grasps the smooth, wooden palette Robere Neal had
earved as 4 gift for his favorite student and edpes up the squesky,
carpeted stairs 1o a spare bedraom on the second Noor. Sampson
passes by oval-framed photographs of proud graduates, grinning
girls with their hair pulled Back in tight ponytails and young men
in L5, Air Foree uniforms and enters the almaost bare bedroam
that funcrions us MNeal's scudio,
Diuring the past four years, Robere Neal has spent countless ses-
stons in rhis small seudie with Sampson, teaching the budding
artist ra paine still lifes from scratch — just as Neal did with his
own mentor, renowned Harlem Renaissance artist Hale Woodruff,
Meal 1akes brishes and paints out of the worn, brown leather bag
slung carelessly over his shoulder. He beging instructing Sampson
an the proper prepararion of his canvas, while debating with the
experienced seudent abour their difference of opinion on siyle, Neal
encourages his understudy to lee go of structure and paint freely.

TODAY, SAMPSON — who swudied under Neal from 1984
until Meal's death in December 1987 — is the public information
coordinatar at the Mational Afro-American Museum and Culieal
Center, Sampson studied ac the Dayron Arr Institute as a youngster
and 1ook are classes at Tennessee Stare Universicy during the 19705,
yee it was Neal, Sampson said, who molded him into a mamre arrise.

“Bob ught me the fundamentals and the intricacies of painting
in oils,” Sampson said. “He passed on information 1o me concerning
composition, design and the elements of constructing a good wnder-
paineing as a basic building black for the finishing stages of u paine-
ing. He shawed me how o make my colors glow with life. These
wete the elements that he told me his eeacher, master painter Hale
Woodrul, tught him in Atdanta.

“He and 1 shared a special friendship that we began on the first
day we met,” Sampson continued, “We both respecred and enjoyed
the same kind of anistic expression. Neal was a realist and had seen
his reacher before him truvel the distance between representation and
abstraction in his work, We bath had a healthy respeer for the skill
that it takes 1o not anly render an ohject in three-dimensional terms
bt 1 represent the spiric of the thing, which can be said to be an
abstract concept. Robert told me chat | had what it takes to hecome 2
formidable painter and directed his efforts wo school me 1o that end.
L i rurn, respeceed him as a man. as an arrise and for che unique
vision and spisic thar he embodied.”

Thar doesnt mean the two were always in agreement, though

“He would rell me. “When a man srodies under an

painns like o

anil thiat man's through wich him,
Sumpson's break lrom his mentor, he e

[ olan

As an example of

painting the human form in i natural stace, alchough Neal and a number of
Aftican American artises of his time rendered the human figure with elongat-
el limbs, “I's what you exaggerate char’s sends 2 message ro the viewer; ir's a
stylish aeschetic that iy almost characarurish, However, | wanted 1o paine in
mare realistic, Wmést photographic style. | evenrually found a
happy medium hetween the rwo.”
Yer more than Neal’s seyle and skill, it was his passion
that so inspired Sampson.

Neal ence told Sampsan, "IF something moves me and
becomes part of me, then | muse paine ie, because this is
the way | express what T want 1o sy best. Through paine-

ing, | can take a person a thousand miles away to a place
T've been or shaze an experience I've had or, say, meet someone

I've seen. It's 2 world — the visual ars — ir's a world unlike any
other. That's why 1 love

Robert L. Neal lived in Dayron from the 19405 until bis death,
Hale Woodruff trained Neal when he was in his carly rwenties,
From the beginning, Neal was able o skillfully use a specerum of
subdued colors and organic shapes to reflect humaniry in moments
of anguish and ecatasy, despair and delighe.

“Robert Meal, 4 chosen propher of artises, could nor do anything
withour a spirial revelation, He was called 1o create paintings 1o
help peaple see things in life fusc as they are,” Mberta Neal said. 71
dearly loved him for ane thing: He wanred people of all natior
ties 0 join in and admire his arework, He didn't wanr anyone 1o
think he was bever than them, and he didn't wane to be caregorized
as just a ‘black” artise.”

Yee today, few people — of any color — are familiar with Meal's
work,

ROBERT NEAL was born on Sepr. 12,
1916, in Adlanta, Ga,, 10 a family of 10 chil-
dren, "Bob's mother discovered that he
had artistic talent, so she warked for

50 cents a day 1o send him 1o art
schoel,” Alberta Neal said.
“They were a very poor
tamily, bur ane of his
younger brochers,
Asbury, helped
suppane the
family

pave Robert
the clothes aff
his own back 1o

. wear it times,”
Asbury Neal, who

recently passed away, found
himself the focus of 2 number
of his hrother's painrings, includ-
ing The Laborer. which exsmined
the seruggles of rhe working
At age 16, Raberr N
ateend A
throy

1 University
niship e the schaal, He also
arel aloig with fellow classmare

det, under Hale Woodruft.




“In 4 cofversation with WindmlF's widow, Dr.
Iheresa Woodraft, shardy after Bob's death, she
revealed to me thar Hale considered (Robert
Neal) his favorite student,” Simpson said,

Neal participated in his first are show when he
was |8 years ald. “Au firse, he cold Hale thar he
and his family were 5o poor thar he coutdn't enter
inta the art show,™ Alberta Neal said, "Mz,
Woodruff ended up renting a nuxedo for Bob and
sriuling a limowsine o pick him up. He won firse
place in the show."

For the next six years, the two artists worked
closely together and learned from each arher's
techniques, In the 19303, Robert Neal graduated
from Marehouse College in Ardanea with a bache-
lor of fine arts degree. His artistic endeavors
began with drawing and evenmally evolved inm
tempera, watercolor, block printing and oil paint-
ing. Later, Neal experimented with woodearving
and sculprure.

Having exhibited his artwork ar Athanta Uni-
versity in 1937, Neal also entered the 1939 13-
County Exhibition at the High Art Museum in
Adanra, in which he won secand place. That
same yeur, Neal exhibited his work at Dillard
University in Mew Crrleans, The following vear,
be entered the Amecican Negro Exposition in
Chicagp.

As WoodrafF's understudy, Meal also worked
on the Amistan Muting murals, commissioned by
Yale University, in 1938, “The murals were done
in il tempe

n the walls of the Saveey Library
at Talladega College in Talladega, Ala. The pancls
were executed on eanvas after o year of careful
research and were unveiled on April 15, 1939,"
Sampson said. “Bob assisced Woodruff with much
of the ‘careoon’ — as the basic, underlying draw-
ing. for the mural wis called — and pesed for
many of the figures in the mural.” While working
an chis project, Woodruff and Neal were men-

inned in che haoks Megro Art by Cedric Daver

e Megro in Ave by philosopher Aliin LeRoy

Dhuring this time, Roberr Neal was macried o
His first wife, Betsy. The couple had two children,
Robbie Ann and Harcld Frederick Meal, The
saeme vear Robert Neal began working on the
Amtistad Muring project, he painted The Qld Man
tw explore himself as he believed he would look in
old age, The painting shows a mellow-looking
man, lines of wisdam covering his chocolate-cal-
ored fice, wearing a lopsided hat and an overcoa;
a cigaretee is dangling from his mauth. As it
turned out, Neal's depiceion was noe far from dhe
truch,

In the 1940, Meal moved 10
Dayran ta live near his relatives, He
foiind a steady job ac Master Elec-
rric and laser seudied cil painting
and watereolor under Ed Burmughs
at the Dayron Art Institute. Yer it
was during these years thar Meal
divorced his first wife, becarne dis-
couraged with his arrwerk and fell
inro aleoholism.

Heowever, his cousin, Dennis
Miller, put in 2 good word for him
at the Mound plant in Miamisburg,
and Meal was able 1o secure a job in
the Mimes Laboratory as a techni-
cal engineer, handling roxie chemi-
cals used o ceeate the stomic bomb
during Warld War [1. He worled
there for 16 years.

Meal befriended Alberta Cole-
man at the former Bluenote Bar an
West Third Streer, where she
worked a3 2 barmaid in che 19605,
Coleman, wha was raising children of her own,
encouraged Neal 1o pursue his deeam and contin-
ue creating art,

"1 didn't believe (Robere) was an artie ar firse,

bue | eventually found our, "

efe was something

THE ARTIST AT WORK: Rbert Ne:

%)

different about his piersonality than other men,”
she said. “We were secret friends For 10 years
before we gor married. Kind of like a peychiacrise
— telling each other our problems. ... Bob could
see through me. | am what T am becawse God

at the West Daylon YMCA In 1968

made me this way. He thoughe thar my character
was nice, and he liked how ! raised my children.
He saw thar 1 was inerested in his arowork, snd
that threw him,
“When he lost

family, Bob went into alco-

ON CANVAS: Rober Neal's 1929
of painting, Gaorgla Diweling
(above), appeared in Alnin LeRoy
Locke's book The Negm in Art
Aberta Neal lovingly dispiays her
tate husharts work, inchuding The
Skl of Fhilaciphia fleft), In the
home they shared on Ferguson
Avenue,

halism. He tald me thar things juse didn't work
out with his (first) wife," she continued. "When
he firse moved in with me, | conwcted his chil-
dren and reunited them with Roberr, since he
hadn't seen them in eight years. .. 1 encouraged

Bob not w give away his God

given talent. Love is the answer 0

all problems, and thar’s what [ did.
| 1 sacrificed for him and loved
o |  him.*
| Actording to Alberta Neal, her

husband would *drink a gallon of
| bourbon and lie on the floor to kill
| the pain that he it from the
I ~radionctive chemicals he was
expased to ar Mound.

‘I ence wld Bab that [ was
gaing to go home and sty wich
Grandmother until he por help for
his drinking,” she continued. *1
was reading my Bible ar the dining
room table one day, and he walked
up and told me chas it's rime for
him to stop drinking. He said, '1
feve you better than the horde.!
Then he just gave up drinking, He
didn't even go to an AA meeting,”

CEINTINUED OM PAGE 10

"ROBERT NEAL ... WAS CALLED TO
CREATE PAINTINGS TO HELP
PEOPLE SEE THINGS IN LIFE JUST
AS THEY ARE. | DEARLY LOVED HIM
FOR ONE THING: HE WANTED
PEOPLE OF ALL NATIONALITIES TO
JOIN IN AND ADMIRE HIS ARTWORK,
HE DIDN'T WANT ANYONE TO THINK
HE WAS BETTER THAN THEM, AND
HE DIDN'T WANT TO BE
CATEGORIZED AS JUST A 'BLACK'

ARTIST."
—ALBERTA NEAL,
ROBERT NEAL'S SECOND WIFE

“IF SOMETHING MOVES ME AND
BECOMES PART OF ME, THEN |
MUST PAINT IT, BECAUSE THIS IS
THE WAY | EXPRESS WHAT | WANT
TO SAY BEST. THROUGH PAINTING, |
CAN TAKE A PERSON A THOUSAND
MILES AWAY TO A PLACE |'VE BEEN
OR SHARE AN EXPERIENCE I'VE
HAD OR, SAY, MEET SOMEONE I'VE
SEEN. IT'S A WORLD — THE VISUAL
ARTS — IT'S A WORLD UNLIKE ANY

OTHER. THAT'S WHY | LOVE IT."
—ROBERT NEAL

"ROBERT'S WORK IS UNIQUE IN
THAT IT SPEAKS TO US OF A
PARTICULAR TIME PERIOD,
DOCUMENTS WHAT WAS GOING ON
DURING THE PERIOD AND DOES IT
IN AN ELOQUENT AND EXCITING

MANNER.”
—MICHAEL SAMPSON,
PUBLIC INFORMATION
COORDINATOR AT THE
NATIONAL AFRO-AMERICAN
MUSEUM AND CULTURAL
CENTER AND FORMER
STUDENT OF ROBERT NEAL
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CONTINUED FROM PAGE 8

IN 1962, vil painter Curtls Barnes, wha would
farer work s 3 prolessor of Fine ares at i
u srrived in Dayron -
od an exhibician thar [rarured art by Murtha
Schields, William Mrterson and Robert Neal.
“These artises used an expressive siple amd a sub-
ject mucter that was reflective of the 19305 and
‘40s,” Barnes sid. "Robert's wark blew me away.”
Willis “Bing” Davis, wha would
later become the arise-in-residence
at the School of Educarion ag the

Commimnity Colley

University of Dayton and a visiting
schalar st Wright Srate University,
ran into Neal at the fest Kuzaleww
Festival, the forerunner to the Dhay-
ton Black Festival, in the mid-"60s,
“We et at the Buclam plavgreund,
where we exhibited works on the
tennis court wire fence,” Davis said,
The free cultural event ran on a
£500 budget and enabled local
artists and performers to exhibic
their works,

Fallowing the 1966 festival, Neal
camplesed his ¢
T

with in everyd

ing, My

¢ life is in thar paint-
1 said.

flower vasehesle 0 diery painter’s
pralette. 4 prarol in s sheath, a box
i manehes and a fresh pourd, Seem-

s are eleverly
linle

use of richly
toned auti 1

Biwiis A0 eang
eventually denated the pamiing o
Wilkerfurce University ar the request
of Neal before his deach,

Alberta Colemin and Rabert Neal
were married in 19

creating a
Targe fantly of children, which
included Lennie, Joenathan and
Terry Smich, as well as Robbie Ann,
Hurold Frederick “Fred Jr.,” Phillis
anil Richard Neal, According to
Alberta. Robert’s paintings were also
like his chitdren — invalusble o
himn, Eormer President of Central
State Universiey Dr. Art Thomas
purchased The Limdicape of Georgia
far £1,200), which became a part of

s privare collection; however, the majarity of
Rubert Neal's acework has not been released for
sale.

In 1982, Rarnes eventually mer the artist who
had “Blown him away,” Barmes was co-chair of
the Dhayron chapeer of the Marional Conference
of Artists tNCA), an arganizacion ereated 1o unite
Afican American visaal arrists in exhibition and
education. The Dayeon chapter had 20 members
who were interested in preserving the Altican
American sryle of are through seminars and work-
shops in which arists could exchange ideas. Neal
was active in the organization from 1982 uncl his
death. Barnes, who was also born and raised in
che Adanta area, shared a [riendship with Meal
hecause of their similar backgrounds, muial love
of painting und invelvement in the NCA, Three
vears later, Bing Davis served as narional presi-

dent af the arganization,

“The MCA held its fiest incernational confer-
enve and exhibic in Dakar, Senegal, in West
Africa o convere with African artists and schol-
ars, We explored and discussed the impact of the
Harlem Renaissance and negritude on contempo-
rare African American are and artises,” Davis
said. “The international art exhibit ar the Nation-
al Museum of Senegal included arrwork af three
artists from Dayton — Robere Meal, Cureis
Barnes and myzelf. The conference praved m he
an imporrant milestone in African Amegican art
in America and s seill seudied and discussed
s wark The Landicape of Geor-
ed and highly praised at the

exhibition.”
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“Raberrs mericulous attention 1o detail reflecr-
el a very clear undersanding of wocial commen-
tary and the scientific community,” Barnes said.
“His technique and expression. whitt be was try-
ing o say and how he said ir, influenced other
meimbers of the NCA"

In the mid-1980s, Barnes bought Meal a coll of
canvas, and in eerurh, Neal gave him The Conypir-
atory, an oil painting done in earch tones that
depices three male figures sunding around a table

in conversation. "It represented che stvle and
rhythm rhat Robert was sa involved with
theoughour his career,” Barnes suid.

The painting fows with an almost arganic,
himurphic thythm. In the 1930s and 405, arvsts
painted shapes and forms, including landscapes
and figures, in 4 rolling, Muid way, Similar 10
drapery, Neal's paintings also depicted the subject
arter in a continuous form throughout the com-
position.

Along with warking as an oil puinter and
wondcarver, Neal was a linoprinter whe carved
images into linolenm and prineed them. "He was-
't a one-dimensional person,” Bames said. Neal's
background in the Harlem Renaissance was an
impartant backdrop for his later work, when he
experimented with a more contemporary artistic
style. “Toward the lareer part of his life, he used
brighter color, mare modeen and absteace forms,”
Barnes added, "But his earlier bimorphic chychm
was really his soul, not the modern worlk.”

ONE YEAR AFTER doctors a1 Grandview
Haospital discovered that Robert Neal had cancer
of the mouth and gave him five years to five, in
1983, he painted Aueter and Cheese Line, 2 simple
scene relaying an event from the 1970s, when
peaple of different nationalities erammied topethes
ina line ta wait for handowes of houschold com-
modiries. He and Alberra Neal acrually stoad in
such a fine

Thar same vear, he painced The Skull of
Phitiadeiphta, which depices a buffalo skull on a

- PHOTO @Y 0.0, THACA
MOLDED BY A MASTER: Michael Sampson, now the pubic information coordinatr al the
Hafinral Afro-American Museum and Cullural Canler, shufed under Robert Neal from 1984
unt Meal's dealh in December 1287, Sampson studied al the Dayton Arf Insiilute as a
youngster and ook art ctasses 8t Ternesses Slale Univarsity dunng The 19708, yet d was
Naal, Sampson said, wha moided him into @ malure artist, -

desert platean alongside maraon blossoms and
shrubbery, a sign of the circle of life stemming
out of decay. b is this same outlook on life thar
illowed Robere Meal to stay positive during the
Lase vears of his life ynd contnne painting untl
year before his death. Accarding o Alberra Neal,
“Bob had seven paintings when we got marsied,
buse by the time that he passed asay, he had com-
pleted 56."

Neal spenr his life dedicated o creating Aftican
American-style paintings, woodearv-
ings and sculprurss inspired by spiri-
rual and perfonal experiences as well
a5 political and social events. His
paintings reflect burganity in
moments of greatness and wagedy,
while his oil landscapes feature sim-
ple, carthy backgrounds of subdued
blue sldes, calm plains, wispy moun-
rains, foggy cliffs, hills of red clay
and trees reaching for the heavens,

“Robert's work is unique in thas
it speaths to us of a particular time
period, documents what was going
on during the period and does it in
an eloquent and exciting manner”
Sampson said, Neal’s work exigger-
ates the humian forni to 3 shight
degree, reminiscent of wrher African
American artists of the Works
Pragies Admintseration (WPA), o
federal project set up, during the
19305 by the administracion of Pres-
ident Franklin 0. Roosevelt 1o hire

antists who were unemployed due to
the Grear Depression.
"There was a certain style of art
that carne from arcists during that
time,” Sampson siid. “Bob had that
same flaver”
Art historians have also clussified
Meal with the “Outhouse Schoal” of
art. His ardistic style frararedsimages
of rural life in the South: old shor-
gun houses, outhouses, coteon pick-
ers and laborers, His work also
included images of everyday Aftican
Ameri¢an life, Biblical allegories,
Mative Americans, che homeless,
strtet scenes, portraits and sl lifes.
“Robere’s art had 3 unique, visual
appeal because of his stong old-
_schoal approach ro painting and

subject mateer,” Davis said, “He
ok great care in sketching our and designing
ench composition mo make sure it revealed whar
he wanted the viewer 1o see. Then he used a sulid
paititing technique that required complex under-
painting — slowly building up his surface unuil it
was rich in eolor and form, His selecrion of urban
and rural subjects had a timeless visual appeal
thar pulls che viewer into the arwerk.”

“Robert's work established a hisrorical reference
that reflects events of the 1930s and "40s, espe-
cially with the WPA," Barnes said. "Ir was
Decause of these historical references thar Raberr's
wark was attached 1o a particular era” Barnes
believes Robert's chythm bore marked similarities
to chat of the late Thomas Heare Benton, another
Harlem Repaissance painter who aeated form
and compasition with an organic style.

The Harlem Renaissance, or the Black Arts
Maovement, of the 19205 was an era defined by
the search far the severed cultural link to Africa
by black actists, peeformers and scholars.
Although high concenrations of artists and writ-
ees living during this time worked in Harlem, the
rebirth aceurred in black communities all over
the country.

Chne of the mast famous visual ardists of the
Harlem Renaissanee, Woodrulf taught in the are
department at Adanra University and initiared the
Atlanta Annuals, comperitive exhibitions of art by
Aftican American artises. While in Aclanra,
“Waadrulf taught Meal the rich style of those
African American artises active with the WPA and
the Harlem Renaissance.

Mesican muralises inspired WodmiFs anric
sryle while he worked on the frescoes with Dicga
Rivera in 1936 and larer created Suuthern region-
-hing scenes in the

alist imges, including Ly
Geargia counrryside, Woodrufl's linocut Renrn-
ing Hume (1935} expresies his outrage uver the
paor hausing esublishmenes that were farced
upon African Americans due o discriminarion.

Inn the midst of all of the friendly banter
herween he and Neal during their sessions rogeth-
e1, WoodrufT would pass down swories about his
Guggenheim Fellowship in Paris, France, where
he received instruction from Pablo Picasn ax che
Louvre. Meal, in rurn, relayed these staries ro
Sampson.

“Woodruff had rold Reberr that in Paris. stu-
denes were not allowed to bring their paines or
brushes to class,” Sampson said, “Picassn would
lexture, and they were only allowed to rake notes.
WoodeulF survived his fellowship on French
breadsticks and wine, since he was not flushed
with money in the 1930s.7

WoodrulTs anention 1o dewail and faithful
depiction of the African American experichee
influenced Robeer Neal’s artistic style. helping
him 10 create paintings such as Letter from Vier-
smt (19853, which porerays a black 1
ing a lewer in her kitchen, She is crying b
she s just learned that her son has been Filled
i the war In the background, the postman can

peman el

be seen walking away.
matic of the times,

It was 3 painting

SEMpED

ssues in his
apiat (19B3) uses the

arvwork, The Agony in at
fie, Alberua, as a basis for the

body of his secdnd wif
female Foem, relaving the fmage of 4 o

Fal African woman Falling into depression and
starvarion as she meees & determined wilture wait-
ing eagerly for her demise.

“During the 1980, there were all limds of
images thar were broadcast ta us in the United
Srates about the famine in Erhiopia,” Sampson
said. “Children were dying, and maothers were
almost helpless ro feed the children with bloaed
stomachs. In The Agony in Ethinpia, Meal depice-
ed a woman with shallow eyes who was starving,
He did a number of pieces hased on thar opic. Ir
wa 2 topic that was close to his heare."

SAMPSON IS CURRENTLY proposing an
exhibition of Robert Neal's work to the Mational
Afra-American Museum and Culrural Ceater,
which explores such 1opics as quilimaking tradi-
tions, the relatianship berween blicks and Jews,
the Civil Rights Mevement. Dayears funk music
heritage, and 1 host of aspeces of African Ameni-

cin culture. As the manager of Robert !
work, Sampson is also interssted in organizing
one-man exhibitions of Neal's work at Wilber-
force University and the Dayron Arc Instiute.

“Living in Dayron during a ime when few
were knowledgeable of black art o arists, Meal
was an anomaly — 3 visionary treasuce living
among us," Sapson said. "How many young-
sters have the oppormnity 1o grow up with 4 tue
artist in their midst (o inspire and encourage
them? How many adulrs have significant conract
with the men and women who dedicate their lives
1o artistic endeavor? We all were blessed to have
had Rebert MNeal living among us in Dayron. It is
naw up 10 us to make certain that his lively spirit,
mast easily discovered in his are, continues 1o sur-
vive in our hearts.”

“During Robert's life, we talked often about
“The Big Three' Dayton African American artists
— Robert 'Bob' McGuire, William ‘Pat’ Pattersun
and Martha Drew Schields — that were an inspi-
eation 1o us developing young arrists,” Davis said.
"Since Robert’s death, he joins this group of
inspiring artiss.”

CONTACT IWARTS AND ENTERTAINMENT
INTERM LESLIE BENSON
AT CONTACTUS@IMPACTWEEKLY.COM.



