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b Richard Yarde
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ichard Yarde's work
defies the concept
that watercolor paint-
ings should be small
charming renderings
of landscapes or flow-
ers. His paintings are monumental
in scale, and they express
poignantly personal themes, using
a medium that has rraditionally
been described as translucent and
temporal. In 1996 Yarde's latest se-
ries of watercolors, Mojo Hand, was
unveiled in Boston, prompting
Christine Temin to write in The Bos
fon Globe: "His handling is
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virtuosic, his colors dazzling. He has
become one of the great American
watercolorists of the twentieth cen-
tury, as much a master of the me-
dium as Homer was in the nine-
teenth.”

The Mojo Hand series takes
viewers into the deepest realm of
the human body, searching for its
soul. Yarde uses images from his
dreams from 1991 o 1996 to con-
vey the impact of his life-threaten-
ing illness and his gradual healing—
both physical and spiritual.

The painting “Mojo Hand" is
Yarde's largest to date. A white
bony torso, an X-ray of a human
female, floats against a background
mosaic of dark, muted shades of
blue. The patches of blue are both
transparent and opagque—like life it-
self. Yarde’s hands surround the fig-
ure, recalling the power of the hu-
man touch in healing. A pattern of
tiny white dots is eiwched into the
sea of blue 1o form the words of
the 23rd Psalm in Braille. Yarde's
belief in the power of prayer to heal
inspired him to recite the words of
the Psalm daily: “Yea, though I walk
through the valley of death ..."

The catastrophic illness thart
changed his life resulted from his
body's vehement reaction to years
of medication for high blood pres-
sure. The combination of medicines
used to control his blood pressure
and to counterbalance side effects
almost ook his life. In 1991, his
health began to fail. He suffered a
series of small strokes that left his
speech slurred, his walking impaired
and his hands numb. He lost the
function of one kidney, and he is
now attached to a kidney dialysis
machine every night. Although he
awaits a kidney transplant, he can
be found painting—or, as he says,
“pushing paint"—in his studio ev-
ery day.
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His spirit is resilient. “This may
sound a little bit weird,” he says,
“but I think the fact that I'm alive,
still alive, has something to do with
my painting. [ think that's why I
was put here: to make paintings.
S0 as long as I am able to paint, 1
will be here.” As he continues to
mull this over, he says, chuckling:
“I wrn into a real mess when I'm
not painting, I'm not much fun to
be arocund.”

Yarde's family also helped him
through his trials. He has been mar-
ried to Susan Donovan, a writer, for
over 30 years, and they have two
adult sons, Marcus and Owen. In
early 1997, their first grandchild was
born. Being a good husband and
father (and now grandfather) is an
important part of Yarde's daily
thoughts and practices.

In “Head and Hands I1," another
watercolor from the Mojo Hand se-
ries, he begins to tell his story of
recovery. The scattered body parts
reflect the fragmentation of his
own body and spirit at a time
when he was wrying to pull -
gether the most important aspects
of his identity, which were left dev-
astated by the strokes: his creative
mind and hands. In this painting,
the hands are not his; they are
wooden mannequin hands, sym-
bolizing the limited use of his own
hands. “There was a period of
about two years when I didn't do
any painting,” he recalls. The face
is his, distorted and weakened
from the strokes.

On the wall of Yarde's studio
are posted specific instructions for
the construction of a mojo, from a
book by Zora Neale Hurston. Ac-
cording to the book, the mojo will
last only six months, and then it
must be revised. “My notion, in
general terms, of a mojo is some
kind of charm or spell that is
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sometimes used for healing, some-
times for other purposes,” Yarde
says. “It is illusive, and it is not
something that can be described in
a linear way. For me, it was a ques-
tion of putting some things together
that are random that can be put
together for the purposes of heal-
ing.”

Working on these paintings was
Yarde's method of reconstructing
himself. After they were finished, he
gave the series its title: Mojo Hand.
It is rare that I would have a ttle
of a work before I've completed it,”
he says.

rde was born and reared in

.I the Roxbury area of Boston,
where his parents settled af-

ter emigrating to the United States
from Barbados. He talks of growing
up in a Caribbean home filled with
conversations about politics and lit-
erature. Although he characterizes his
family life as economically impov-
erished, he was reared culturally



middle class. His mother, a dress-
maker whom he describes as a cul-
tured woman, enrolled him early
in piano lessons and art classes.

He tock his first art class at age
9, at the Boston Museum of Fine
Arts. Watercolor was his medium
from the beginning; his mother had
given him his first set. By age 14,
he had completed the portfolio that
would qualify him for acceptance
into the art program at Boston Uni-
versity.

He enrolled immediately after
high school and completed the pro-
gram in 1964, earning both his un-
dergraduate degree and master's in
fine arts, Since that time, he has
taught at several prestigious colleges
and universities in the New England
area, including Boston University,
Wellesley College and the University
of Massachusetts.

In 1977, he accepted the posi-
tion of visiting artist at Amherst Col-
lege. After his tenure with Amherst
was completed, he remained in the
Pioneer Valley of Massachusetts,
nestled in the Berkshire Hills. Al-
though he commuted for 10 years
to his teaching position in Boston,
he made the valley his home. It was
a difficult move at first. “Everything
annoyed me when I came here—
small town, small businesses,” he re-
calls. “T grew up in the city, and I
didn't know if I could take this.

“The very things that annoyed me
when I came here are the things that
I like abour being here now. I like
that small-town feel. You know
people on the street. The place isn't
so big that you feel like a number,
You feel like a person.” Even though
he sometimes misses the energy of
the big city, he finds the tranquillity
of the valley seductive. “It's easier
to shut out stuff when you're really
ready to work. Since I'm trying to
work from inside me, I find it very
helpful.”
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Mojo Hand differs from Yarde's
prior work, which dealt with Afri-
can-American history and his early
years. “The histories are not really
from my time period,” he explains
of his previous work. “They are
from somebody else's—my parents’,
really. They are not my present;
they are my parents’ present, You
have to be in your own present to
make work that is really vital.”

Yarde began exploring themes of
black history shortly after he gradu-
ated. “In the late 1960s and 1970s,
artists of color started digging into
their history,” he says. “I was just
one of a large number of people
doing the same thing.”

He remembers men, sometimes
family members, parading through
the streets of his Roxbury neighbor-
hood dressed in uniforms that iden-
tified them as Marcus Garvey follow-
ers. "My cousins were staunch
Garveyites," he says. “When you
went into their homes, you would
see photographs of Marcus Garvey
and his various units. I used to see
parades coming down the main drag
and all these guys dressed up in uni-
forms, and that really affected me.”

In the narrative series Garveyites
(1970s), Yarde provides us with vi-
gnettes of African-American life. “I
tried to get as many photographic
sources as | could,” he says, “and I
tried to document as much informa-
ton as I could related to Garvey.”
By taking a photograph and rein-
venting it as a watercolor, Yarde
makes his own document.

He leamed to introduce color into
photographs from his godfather,
Amos Gibson, a portrait photogra-
pher who hand-tinted black-and-
white photographs in his studio.
Yarde used to imitate his godfather's
work by applying watercolor to im-
ages torn from newspapers and
magazines. “As a kid, I tied to
copy him,” Yarde says, his voice

quietly wandering back to a child-
hood memory. “I thought he was
great, so I would go home and pull
out my watercolors and old black-
and-white newspaper prints and try
to do what he did."

“The Sitting” is a family portrait
depicting the trappings of middle-
class life: mother, father clad in uni-
form, son accompanied by family
dog. The colors of Yarde's memory
are faded shades of green and ocher,
This story evolved from more than
one place in Yarde's life, the way
many of his stories do. His source
photograph is by James van der Zee,
who gave the world stunning photo-
graphs of the Harlem Renaissance,

The narrative watercolor paintings
from the Apanment series, created
in the late 1970s, give us a glimpse
into Yarde's childhood home. In the
tidy, simply furnished kitchen-bath of
“Cunard Street Interior 1" Yarde is
absent, but his presence is felt with
the placement of the painting on the
wall. He takes on the role of histo-
rian, and his recording instrument is
the visual language of painting.

This family scene tells of the sim-
plicity and complexity of privacy. His
mother goes about her activities, and
his brother sits next to his father, who
bathes in the corner of the room.
They respectfully share the space of
this multifunctional room. Yarde cap-
tions that the faces are not to be un-
derstood as literal renderings of those
dear to him. Instead, he wants view-
ers to bring a part of themselves to
each scene.

Yarde has never been reluctant to
experiment with his own work—me-
diums or subjects. In 1982 he re-cre-
ated the famous Savoy Ballroom, the
Harlem nightclub that fAourished in
the 1920s. It was his first attempt at
an installation piece. A black-and-
white photograph of the ballroom
served as a bridge, a memory from
the past. The figures and the stage
were constructed with a strong sense
of realism. His three-dimensional
characters danced about their envi-
ronment in brightly colored cos-
tumes.



He wanted viewers (o experience
the magic of the past by becoming
part of the action. By walking
around the installation, they would
become a part of that world. An
exhibition of Yarde's work traveled
across the country and included
Yarde's watercolor narratives of
lively scenes from this historic ball-
room: Appropriately, the exhibi-
tion's final venue was the Studio
Museum in Harlem.

oday, Yarde can be found in

the classrooms and art studios

of the University of Massachu-
setts at Amherst, where he holds the
position of professor of art, as well
as the respect and admiration of his
students and colleagues. He loves his
relationship with his students. “Part
of it is energy transmission going
both ways," he says, “"and part of it
is just the transmission of knowledge.
I've developed an inmitive sense of
what the student needs.”

At a gallery talk at the Smith Col-
lege Museum of At in 1997, he held
a group of 450 people mesmerized
for over an hour, speaking candidly
of his art and his motivation to cre-
ate the Mojo Hand series. He was
stylishly dressed and physically fit,
and his deep, clear voice resonated
through the gallery space that
evening as he conveyed his ency-
clopedic knowledge of ant history.

At 57 years old, he is a distin-
guished gray-haired gentleman with
chocolate-brown skin who has had
difficulty shaking the label “black art-
ist.” “I have never had a review
where someone has not referred to
me as a black artist or an African-
American artist,” he says. “That's the
first thing they want to do, is pin
you with that label. They want to
identify you with that."

He acknowledges that there was
a time when an African-American
artist was expected to create iden-
tifiably "black” art, but he also
knows that it is important for him
o stay tue to himself and the work
he must create. “I'm at a stage
where I'm making decisions as I
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want to make them. It probably af-
fects how far my work is going to
be accepted by some people, but
it can't stop me from doing what
I'm going to do. It can make it dif-
ficult, but it can't stop me.”

His work is in the collections of
the Metropolitan Museum of Ar in
New York City, the National Mu-
seum of American Art in Washing-
ton, D.C., and the Museum of Fine
Arts in Boston, but he shies away
from the commercial gallery circuit,
understanding that this decision in-
hibits his commercial success. Sadly,
African-American collectors of his
works are few, but he sees a shift
taking place and a more active phi-
losophy of collecting one's own
heritage taking hold in the black
community. African-American pri-
vate collectors have recently ac-
quired some of his paintings.

Though not limited by the label
“black,” Yarde is limited by his cho-
sen medium, so he must devise
methods that allow him to add and
subtract material from his stories.
Unlike oil painting, overpainting in
watercolor distorts the colors and
deteriorates the paper, so he uses
“white space® as an image and
sometimes creates smaller paintings
that can be attached to these spaces
on a larger work. He loves the im-
mediacy of drawing, and watercolor
is a drawing medium. It is a me-
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patterned wallpapers and floors of "Cunard Streer Interior I are
dazzling. The color palette that forms a background grid for Yarde's images is often
informed by bis memory of a color in a dream. A lover of jazz, especially the music
of fobn Coltrane and Thelonious Monk, be likens these colorfil mosaics to the
Backbeat in fazz, for it is the backbeat that bolds the jazz composition together.

dium he learned early in his life
and the one with which he feels
most comfortable.

To create his enormous paint-
ings, Yarde works on the floor in
his studio. He sits in the middle of
the work and paints from the cen-
ter of the work to the outside
edges. When he has more to say
than the paper allows, he adds an-
other sheet of paper o the work.
Unlike painters of the 1950s abstract
expressionist movement, such as
Jackson Pollock, who stood on the
canvas and dripped or threw paint
and other material onto his work,
Yarde employs a more contempla-
tive process. At one tme, he had
a photograph in his studio of a Zen
painter painting. The artist was
seated in the center of his work—
Yarde sees his own working style
as reflective of this Zen process.

Yarde's oeuvre is dynamic, force-
ful and provocative. With Mojo Hand
he focuses on himself and his fight
for life by creating images that re-
flect the fragility of the human body
and the endurance of the human
spirit. This powerful series is his
most intimate, personal journey.
The images remind viewers of their
own vulnerabilities and the tempo-
ral nature of life.

Alona M. Horn {5 a freelance writer
in Los Angeles.
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